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Abstract  

 

Abstract - The V ital and the Positive: A  Genealogy of the Science of M an 

 

The thesis presents a historical study of the Enlig htenm ent project for a Science of M an which 

takes its perspective from  the 20 th  century philosophical „death of man.‟ From  the contem porary 

m ove against hum anistic ideals associated already from the 1930‟s exemplified contrasting 

interpretations over an Enlightenm ent Science of M a n and its am bitions.  In the 1960‟s Michel 

Foucault‟s pivotal approach gave this dispute th e perspective of the „death of man,‟ which this 

thesis fram es in relation to his reading of Kant. T his form s a perspective from  which to exam ine 

Kant‟s positive ambitions, as Foucault saw them  extending beyond Critique. B ut a second 

perspective is taken up through what G illes Deleuze  ascribed to an em piricist tradition 

subjugated under a vitalism . This is  indicated by the „age of Bichat,‟ the French m edical tradition 

which Deleuze contrasted w ith Foucault‟s „rarefied form of positivism.‟ A  genealogical history 

of the Science of M an fram es these as alternative m odels to a critique of reason, two perspectives 

derived of the Enlightenm ent project. 

 

The „age of Bichat‟ is understood around the French Enlightenm ent discourse on vitalism  

m odelled on a post-Cartesian concept of the body. T his gave the positive am bitions for early 19 th  

century Positivism  explored through Saint Simon‟s „concept of labour‟ and August Comte‟s 

epistem ological critique, intended as substitute fo r an older Enlightenm ent m odel. However, thi s 

becom es further com plicated by the new positive par adigm  of experim ental m edicine. The effect , 

during the early Third Republic, was to re -orientate the philosophical perspective on the old er 

project for a Science of M an. This served Henri Ber gson ‟s critique of Positivist historical 

form ations, but also the neo-Positive m odel of  Em ile Durkheim  and the am bition for an 

autonom ous new science that delim its a collective „order of things.‟ The dilem m a was 

legitim ating vital norm s in a m odern society. This genealogy situates these as perspectives seen 

through the 18 th  century Science of M an from  which the vital and th e positive rem ain ed elem ents 

historically resistant to being the determ inable ob ject of study. 
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Introduction: The V ital and the Positive: A  Genealo gy of the Science of M an  

 

From  the theoretical disputes between Structuralism  and Existentialism  leading up to the period 

around 1968, M ichel Foucault saw the positive scien ces as a m edia driving social processess 

against contem porary hum anism . A fter 1970, he took up a genealogy serving as a „training‟ of 

historical conditions which was credited w ith invig orating critical possibilities w ith the radical 

concept of power, which he later called his positiv e approach. 1 It has been claim ed that this 

positively served new and concrete ways of how “power penetrates the subject ‟s very body ,” and 

gave the “biopolitical potential of a new paradigm,” and which saw Foucault opening “a 

promising alternative to a critique of reason.”2 In the 1986 com m entary by G illes Deleuze, 

Foucault‟s concept of power is described as close to an em piri cist tradition that was validat ed 

according to an aesthetic „of the body.‟ Yet this appear ed to  define m ore closely Deleuze ‟s own 

thought. H is com m entary describes Foucault‟s epistem ological practice as a “rarefied form of 

positivism” which expressly distinguished Archaeology from  the  concept of power on the basis 

that the latter did not pursue a positivistic form  of validation. 3 Rather, the concept of power was 

a positivistic em powerm ent – som ething which Deleuze subjugated under a vitalis m . Others , 

however, saw this as lacking scope for critical autonom y. Critical theo ry, for exam ple, which 

associated itself w ith an anti-naturalist intent, s aw both Positivism  and a vitalism  as inherently 

problem atic. 4  

 

This is a problem  defined in  this thesis through a stance vis á vis an Enlighte nm ent Science of 

M an. During the Enlightenm ent, a Science of M an m ea nt an idea that could be sustained of a 

unified science that would expand the understanding  of man‟s nature through the active study of 

hum an beings and their world: since science stood a s the creation of man‟s higher faculties, a 

                                                           
1 Foucault (1997a) p124-125, Foucault‟s comment on a „felicitous positivism‟ in „The Discourse on Language‟ in 
Adam s (1986) p162 , Foucault dis cusses the background to his development during the 1960‟s in Foucault (1991) 
esp p131ff. 
2 “Biopolitical potential of a new paradigm of Power,” Hardt & σegri (2000) p23. The possibility accorded to an 
“unpredjudiced analysis of the concrete ways in which power penetrates the subjects very bodies” according to 
Agam ben (1998) p5  
3 Deleuze (1988) p13 
4 On anti-naturalistic argum ent see Popper (1961) an d Adorno (1976) p xxxvii, Habermas „A Critique of Hum an 
Reason as the Unm asking of the Hum an Sciences: M ich el Foucault‟ originally chapter 9 in Haberm as (1987) , 
reproduced in Foucault (1994a) 
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Science of M an looked to sustain this through the a m bition for creating a higher language, a 

scientific form  of discourse adequate to the task o f articulating m an and his world. 5 Such a 

reflexive am bition is , for exam ple, evident in Germ any towards the end o n the 18 th  century, 

where the drive for new and rich philosophical languages culminated in Kant‟s 

Transcendentalism . Separated from  the Kantian tradi tion, an Enlightenm ent am bition in France 

ground ed general theories of societies a relation to the hi story of science. A t the start of the 19 th  

century, this was an engagem ent evident in a nascent French Positivism , com m only associated 

w ith Saint-Sim on and August e Com te. This a im ed at displacing a scholastic legacy w ith m odern 

science they follow ed an am bition that rem ain ed closely tied to a political legacy of the French 

Revolution and its universalising hegem ony. The par adox is that even as the scientific 

foundations on which they initially drew disipated through diverging scientific practices during 

the 19 th  century, the aspirations persisted in various theo retical form s. These give tw in 

perpectives to be taken up as a problem  of an Enlightenm ent Science of M an 

 

In this thesis, the positive and the vital relate t o the idea of what could be sustained under this 

unified science of this era. W hen a later Critical perspective took up a twofold stance to such an 

Enlightenm ent project it was w ithout rejecting what  it understood as the ideals or am bitions of 

the Enlightenm ent, while also seeking to extend the se as an im pulse through a dialectic. From  

this perspective, it could claim s that Foucault‟s concept of power could only extend its discourse 

in “a prejudiced way.”6 The Critical perspective liken ed this to a form  of history sim ply 

grounding a “naturalistic theory of society,” it is because is already a problem atic legacy of 

hum anism  in m odern social theory. 7 The controversy which surrounded the category of p ower 

em erged from  Foucault‟s critique of anthropocentric thinking, which he pres ented as a form  of 

scepticism  for displacing a „nature of man.‟ 8  But Foucault also intended to give agency to  a new 

ethico-political discourse which was seen as an am bition for giving tools of analysis for 

“contemporary dangers” in society.9 A  later essay on Kant saw Foucault relates this to hi s own 

                                                           
5 See introduction to Fink &  M archand (1979) p1-3 
6 This was a prejudice claims Habermas that followed the fact that Foucault “never returned to the epistemological 
role of the clinical gaze,” „Questions Concerning the Theory of Power‟ Haberm as (1987) reproduced in Foucault 
(1994) p85.  
7 „The Critique of Reason as the Unmasking of the Human Sciences‟ Habermas in Foucault (199ζ) 
8 “a positivist attitude with a critical claim,” Haberm as Ibid p83 
9 Dreyfus and Rabinow, „What is Maturity?‟ Rabinow (1986) p118, see also Bernstein in Foucault (1994) p225 
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interpretation around the legacy of the Enlightenm e nt dispute, and gives one perspectives under 

focus in  this study. 10  

 

This perspective is characterised by Foucault ‟s relation to his own intellectual developm ent and 

two m odels which reached beyond academ ic interests in  the political “crisis of the 1960‟s.” A 

division w ithin French thought that focusses on wha t in the early 1930‟s was introduced by 

Phenom enology but, according to Foucault, this foll owed an earlier division, “one that separated 

a philosophy of experience, herm eneutics, and the s ubject, from  a philosophy of knowledge, 

rationality, and the concept. ”11 The theoretical significan ce for him  was in the new confrontation 

between the new interpretations of psychoanalysis, and a historical legacy of that “great postulate 

of French philosophy from  Descartes to our own tim e ,” the subject. An em erging Structuralism  

supplem ented w ith Foucault ‟s reading of N ietzsche gave him  the significance of an idea of 

hum an subjectivity as a “limit-experience, ” which served as the suitable rupture for the form at ion 

of his own thought. 12 From  the broad context of the 1960‟s dispute on hum anism , Foucault took 

up a perspective on an Enlightenm ent Science of M an  that followed the historical im petus in  the 

polarities in French thought through the 19 th  century. H is early focus was derived from  the 20 th  

century French „epistemological tradition‟ which analysed autonom ous am bitions behind the 

diverse form s of scientific reasoning, notably asso ciated w ith m edicine, as they related to the 

progressive project. Science was understood as the m odern knowledge that could perpetually 

revise its own reasoning and substitute errors w ith  the spontaneity of a new language. 13 From  the 

                                                           
10 See the essay by Foucault W hat is Enlightenment? F oucault (1997). A lso H iley (1998) p110- 114 
11 On one side, the filiation of J ean-Paul Sartre and M aurice M erleau-Ponty; and another  of Jean Cavaillès, Gaston 
Bachelard, A lexandre Koyré, and Canguilhem . Foucaul t (1998) p466. The 1985 revised version published i n Revue 
de M étaphysique et de M orale within French philosop hy leads Fouca ult “much further down the timeline, as if the 
divergent readings of phenomenology were only the symptom of a deeper fracture.” τf Bergson he writes 
“doubtless this cleavage comes from afar, and one could trace it back through the nineteenth century : Henri 
Bergson and Henri Poincaré, Jules Lachelier and Louis Couturat, Pierre Maine de Biran and Auguste Comte.” 
Foucault (1994) vol. 2 p764.  
12 “What struck me most in σietzsche is that for him, rationality of a science, a practice or a discourse, is not 
m easured by „truth‟ it is in a position to produce. Rather „truth‟ itself has a share in the history of discourse, and in 
some way has an internal effect on discourse and on a practice.” Foucault (1991) p62, also p55- 56. For Foucault, a  
new historical perspect ive on scientific man emerged along with the historical origins of a science to be “found 
precisely in this reciprocal genesis of the subject and object.” Ibid p63 
13 Canguilhem‟s suggestion in Rabinow (1986) p88-89 
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legacy of A lex Koyré, Gaston Bachelard, and Georges  Canguilhem , Foucault followed a critical 

evaluation of an em erging history of shifting norm s. 14  

 

Foucault characterised the se two m odels as ultim ately reaching the political “crisis of the 

1960‟s,” and the first chapter focus es on the „death of man,‟ brought into sharp focus Foucault‟s 

1966 The Order of Things. 15 But this is read as a perspective on an Enlightenm ent Science of 

M an giving the m odes of knowledge which Foucault sc rutinised through an idiosyncratic reading 

of Kant. This is a fram ework through which the earl y Foucault describ es Positivism‟s status as 

em erging from  pre-critical thought fuelling perpetu al controversy extending behind European 

thought in the 19 th  century, a failure was sum m ed up an aspiration to be a technical philosophy 

extending to general functions in society. H is narr ative disrupts the ground for the socio-political 

projects drawn from  a French m edical experience dur ing the early 19 th  century and this chapter 

shows why he reflected on the legacy of the „new positivi ties‟ through an epistemological 

analysis. As a critical perspective this  served a w ider historical dispute on m an as it app eared in 

its  contem porary form . Later, his „felicitous positivism‟ served a special epistem ology for 

conceptualising man‟s world through Foucault‟s concept of power and later technologies of the 

self. 16 The positive and the vital, however, give a geneal ogy which does not exactly correspond 

to Foucault‟s models. 

 

The context for the positive and the vital follows the later com m entary by G illes Deleuze which 

notes the contradictory role that Positivism  occupi es for Foucault‟s early Archaeology. He 

identifies Xavier Bichat as the notable distinction  inform ing a dynam ic m ode of thought 

em erging around the life sciences. In Deleuze‟s commentary, Bichat‟s practice largely 

functioning as a substitution for the neo-Kantian e lem ents that he saw in the epistem ological 

Foucault. 17 Foucault singled out Enlightenm ent physiology as becom ing truly transform ed in the 

                                                           
14 τutlined by Foucault in „Life: Experience and Science‟  Foucault (1998) pζ6η the modified form of the 
introduction to Canguilhem  (1989) p9 
15 This „crisis‟ follows the theme of the interviews where Foucault discusses his own development during the 1960‟s 
in response to a wider social clim ate, Foucault (19 91) p58, p78, p88- 92. 
16 Foucault (1997) p124- 125 
17 Deleuze (1988) p127 the curious reading of The Bir th of the Clinic in which Deleuze aligns Xavier Bic hat with 
Spinoza. Ibid p63. Bichat is also pivotal in George Canguilhem‟s influential text The Normal and the Pathological 
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m odern era and The Birth of the Clinic indicates Bi chat as initiating an epistem ological shift in 

French thought at the start of the 19 th  century where pathological anatom y gave a determ in able 

m easure for the historical concept of the life. Thi s was understood to m ark a lim it to naive 

epistem ologies of an Enlightenm ent Sciences of M an.  In France, the naive Positivism  was 

eclipsed after the 1870‟s, notably w ith the experim entalism  of Claude Bernar d who gave the new 

paradigm  for physiological thought. But Foucault‟s later positive approach looked back at the 

Enlightenm ent Science of M an as a significant paral lel appears during the 20 th  century around 

the new genetics in  serving to give a new context for how biological d ebates could be oriented 

w ider social argum ents through an open concept of l ife sustaining and integrating error.  

 

The first chapter explores how Foucault‟s theoretical perspective on an Enlightenm ent Scienc e of 

M an is  derived fro m  an early reading of Kant‟s Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View. It  

looks beyond his reading of the „death of m an ‟ as Kant served as the original approach for his er a 

by giving the critical reflection on man‟s world. Foucault also held this perspective on the 

dissolution of the Enlightenm ent am bition, when he developed an alternative m odel to a critique 

of reason through the socio-political form s of a concept of power. It  follows Kant‟s positive 

am bition beyond the Critiques. By contrast, G illes Deleuze identified a dispersion o f an 

Enlightenm ent Science of M an from  w ithin the French  m edical discourses follow ing the „era of 

political constitutions. ‟ This gives a different orientation w ith respect to  a „certain idea‟ which 

Deleuze interpreted as Fouc ault‟s „m icropolitics .‟18  
 

The them e of the positive and vital indicates a kno wledge that straddl es the dissolution of the 

18th  century discourse on the physical and the m oral. I n this respect, the m edical sign was a 

radicalism : both Foucault and Deleuze f ollowed σietzsche in a “belief in the body is more than a 

fundam ental belief in the soul, ” but this distinguishes itself around interpretatio ns of early 

Positivism . 19 W hat Deleuze saw in Sensationalist epistem ology be hind Enlightenm ent m edical 

practices, wa s a technical use of the sign for a phenom enology of life which he linked to a 

specific interpretation of vitalism . Bichat represe nted th is  m odern struggle for the concept of life 
                                                                                                                                                                                           

Auguste Comte and the Broussais effect‟ Canguilhem (1989) p61-62 where Bichat functions in the sim ilar way as he  
does in Foucault‟s The Birth of the Clinic, which is not the context i ndicated by Deleuze. 
18 Deleuze (1988) p121  
19 N ietzsche (1967) sect 491 
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that looked historically to physiology for the know ledge to serve civilisation. H is rational 

physiology took a dom ain of nature as the „sum of the functions‟ attributed to life for a res 

extensa were the function of the sign was to indica te what constituted vital and positive 

phenom ena. The function of the sign was that which Deleuze associated w ith his own „delicate 

problem‟ of constituting the positive concept. 20  

 

As a philosophical problem , Deleuze was looking to distinguish between an em pirical 

conditioning and an epistem ological conditioning. But this also define s what was at stake for a 

Scie nce of M an that drew on the practice of physiology: it  distinguished itself from  a 

m etaphysics of subjectivity as the 18 th  century concept of the „organic machine‟ brought into 

question what constituted a sign of the vital. Duri ng the early 19 th  century the physiological 

m odel served to ground Positivist am bition s in  m apping a dom ain of knowledge whose 

legitim ate evaluation could extend to socio-politic al theories. W hat was historically constituted 

under the values of the positive and the vital was disputed in the 19 th  century follow ing the 

legacy of an Enlightenm ent Science of M an and le ft  an inherent instability evident in late 20 th  

century and leading to the „death of man.‟ 

 

The second chapter explores a perspective on an Enlightenm ent Science of M an as it appears 

through reading of Kant. This fram es the Science of  M an as a project derived from  Renaissance 

hum anism , understood in the Enlightenm ent as drivin g the developm ent of new philosophical 

and scientific languages as the creation of m a n‟s higher faculties. Christian W olff was significant 

in this regard, and after 1740 it was the Berlin Ac adem y that was engaged w ith a series of 

extended debates on such am bitions. A long w ith the problem s introduced by Locke and Hum e 

this gave Kant the im petus that developed as his tr anscendental philosophy. This chapter w ill 

look at the transcendental am bition from the perspective of Kant‟s late Anthropology since it was 

central to Foucault alternative m odel to a critique  of reason. 21  

 

                                                           
20 Deleuze (1994) p13-16, p98, Deleuze (1983) p53, an d Deleuze &  Guattari (1994) where Bichat is specifi cally the 
exam ple, p161 
21 Wolff‟s systematic philosophy considered σewtonian philosophy as scientifically narrow. It marks the initiation 
of the long running debate around the Newton-W olffi an controversy at the Berlin academ y from  1740.  
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A Science of M an relates to Kant‟s transcendental am bitions of relating a concept of r ational 

m etaphysics to an 18 th  century m otif of power. But it also led to his div ided strategy. He 

question ed earlier am bitions for establishing a legitim ate sc ience function to sustain a scholastic 

psychology through concepts of sensibility, while a lso expressing an allegiance to its broader 

am bitions. 22 By questioning the epistemological „modes of thinking‟ that distinguish ed between 

m etaphysical and philosophical foundations in  a dom ain of experience, he gave conditionality 

the dissym m etry that extend ed to the very possibility of a Science of M an. But t his also gives 

Kant‟s broader am bitions for a general m etaphysics seen as  the „indispensable service‟ of giving 

legitim acy beyond conditionality and substitut es for an earlier am bition for a Science of M an.  

 

Kant‟s engagement with a Science of M an was defined by the epistem ological problem s of 

representing man‟s world as a logical system of concepts. This is the context in which the late 

Opus Postumum m aps out shifting relations w ithin co ntem porary life sciences of the era. From  

this Kant distinguished two m odes of what the conce pt of nature hoped to apprehend; it  defined 

an experience of organic nature under an interpretation of vitalism , but also the broader 

phenom ena that m ade living nature evident as a worl d-system . Opus Postumum explored these 

epistem ologically as a synthetic capacity to theori se the natural world phenom enologically. Kant 

followed this by hypothesising the „ideal archetype of man‟ whose em pirical disposition could 

think this transcendental world conceptually. 23 Opus Postumum gave a transcendental system  as 

a way of thinking the physical and the m oral concep t united in one dom ain, but this com plicated 

his earlier opposition of nature and freedom  from  t he critical perspective. 

 

This fram es the late Kant and inform s the Anthropol ogy. This  perspective on man‟s ways of 

being now took this as an engagem ent w ith social, p olitical and historical elem ents in the world. 

A lthough evidently excluded from  an anthropological  dom ain, this is Foucault‟s reading of 

Kant‟s citizen, follow ing the cosm opolitan archetype whose engage m ent w ith a world-system  is 

dom inated by history and culture. This took the com plicated transcendental perspective of Opus 

Postumum, but in Anthropology m an could only „by rights‟ become conscious of the system . 

                                                           
22 Foucault‟s point to the cosm opolitical ideal in Kant (1974) p251 
23 Kant m odels this on an ideal of the physical (theo retical) as well as the m oral practical reason unit ed in one sense 
object. Kant (1993) p284n 
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This deliberately left a tension between m oral and the technical practices for an em pirical 

consciousness and the transcendental idea was judge d as tem poral „principle of the future. ‟ This 

is what parallels the displacem ent of a Science of M an in  the post-critical Kant. 24 Anthropology 

introduced a world-concept which could only be brou ght into play historically in an em pirical 

dom ain of com peting discourses on the physical and the m oral : this appears as what the French 

Enlightenm ent tried to define this around the posit ive of the vital. 

  

The third chapter then depart from  the categorical thinking of Kant to exam ine how the French 

Enlightenm ent looked to constitute a Science of M an . The positive and the vital w ill now define 

a separate genealogy. This draws on the significanc e for this era of the progressive anatom ical 

studies in its relation to the 18 th  century discipline of physiology as it m ediat ed the dom ain of 

m edical knowledge. Physiology followed a philosophi cal debate w ithin French m edical circles, 

notably around the M ontpellier school of m edicine, where a neo-H ippocratic dynam ism  served 

the study of vital phenom ena. By the late 18 th  century, this was supplem ented by the technical 

discipline influenced by Condillac‟s Logic, understood as the successful m ethod for deve loping 

logical functions in a progressive way. 25 In this sense, the sign aim ed to approxim ate sensi ble 

origins as a naturalism  put under the test of exper ience. This sem iotic practice, rather than a 

doctrine of thought, was an influential practice fo r scientific disciplines during this era, notably 

for a historical doctrine of physiology which exten ded to a Science of M an and its social and 

political discourses.  

 

The chapter shows how new anatom ical studies confro nted the physiological discipline and its 

historical idea of living being. This also follows the significance of employing Condillac‟s sign 

as the post-Cartesian theory m ediating the understa nding of sensible phenom ena according to a 

visible m ean. It is exam ined in what Ideologue Jean  Pierre Cabanis took to extend w ider 

discourse on the physical and m oral, but it is Xavi er Bichat who had the significance of 

developing a rational discourse of the body to  ground the synthesis of a new localised anatom y. 

H is rational physiology was subject to interpretive  difficulties in delim iting a natural state. 

Bichat‟s distinction came from using the technical use of sign through the observa tion of disease 

                                                           
24 Kant (1974) p206, p237ff 
25 Albury (1979) in his introduction to Condillac‟s Logic .  
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to aid interpretation and to ground what constitute d the positive and legitim ate knowledge of life. 

A lthough rational physiology was theorised accordin g to purely physical conditions, its  aim  was 

explaining the fluctuating sum  of vital powers that  necessitated a reasoned living norm . Bichat‟s 

concept of the habituated body was seen under a con stant struggle for a „m ean‟ and had a 

significant im pact on a revolutionary era Science o f M an in France. Bichat grounded an idea that 

m odern society could delim it certain functions arou nd the „state of civilisation,‟ through a 

concept of distinct physical powers that „preside over exterior bodies.‟ This was a m odel which 

also had a significant im pact on early French Posit ivism . 26  

 

A t the start of the 19 th  century, Bichat exem plified the relation between a n investigating 

anatom ist and the synthesizing physiologist. The fo urth chapter describes how this grounds early 

French Positivism : firstly in Saint-Sim on ‟s am bitions for a new Science of M an understood as 

the necessary synthesis inform ing a provisional and  relative understanding of the forces of 

history on society, secondly in  Auguste Com te, whose Positivism  stood against friv olous 

defenders of an outm oded Enlightenm ent Science of M an. Both saw Bichat ‟s physiology as the 

m odern knowledge legitim ately delim iting forces evident in life‟s capacity for organization. 

Positivism  grounded itself through this distinction  of biological beings from „mere‟ objects, 

despite epistem ological m odel derived of vitalism  l ost its status during the early years of the 19 th  

century. 

 

The central problem  appears in Bichat‟s 1801 text, Reserches physiologique sur la vie et l a mort. 

Here Bichat was establishing the nature and lim it o f the force of organisation. Signs of the vital 

gave the paradig m  fam ously describing life as „the sum of functions by which death is 

resisted .”27 The sign m ade evident the „natural relation‟ to such exteriority, not as a quantitative 

or physical analogue of force, but as an index to functional stability in the conceptual m e an. 

Pathology served the m ethod of analysis by extending subjective techniques over the legacy of  a 

historical physiology - to rationalised l ife‟s functional capacity according historical interpretation 

of significant phenom ena m eant Bichat was look in g to M ontpellier vitalism , and its neo-

H ippocratic dynam ism , to  uphold the heuristic values of m edicine, rather in sisting on an 

                                                           
26 Bichat (1827) p34- 40 
27 Ibid p10 
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apodictic new science. In this way, the Sensational ist sign serves to  rarefy values attributed to 

life, while pathology delim it ed a new positive knowledge - less as knowledge of m an than 

function of living. But this was inherently problem atic since its  observational practice was 

lim ited to  historical understanding of vitalism  and its dispu ted explanations of life.  

 

The chapter takes the „age of Bichat‟ to m ean the vitalism  as practiced in the m edical di sciplines 

whose intrinsic values were the positive and the vi tal a priori to the sign. It is a practice which 

influenced early Positivism  despite the fact it was  m oving beyond the physiological debate. A fter 

1814, Saint Sim on look ed to re -invigorate a Science of M an for the socio-political crisis of the 

tim e , but this was prim arily taken up as an aesthetic c oncern m ediat ed through the language 

debate of Louis de Bonald. Saint Sim on was also looking to the sciences of the day which now 

saw him  describe society as facing forces that could „plunge the human species back into the 

state of nature. ‟28 This was im plicated by the new anthropology w ith t heories of anim ality, 

degradation and „aboriginal difference‟ which open ed the central ontological problem s of innate 

difference in  early 19 th  century biological sciences. Saint Simon‟s new am bitions for a Science of 

M an took the form  of a synthetic knowledge that cou ld relate to forces dom inating history, an 

idea which was prim arily a socio-political concern.  It  becom es clear after 1814 that his concern 

to uphold these am bitions becam e overtaken by the „industrial values‟ that could express man‟s 

inner drives, now becom e a class struggle. The se values now appear as a „concept of labour ‟ and 

describe excessive m aterial force, som ething psychi c, against which idlers seem s destined to 

enfeeblem ent and death. 29  

 

The contention is that Saint Sim on ‟s concern w ith the concept of labour was to support c ore 

values understood of a Science of M an. But Bichat‟s physiology equivocated between a 

progressive theoretical stance and its am bition s as a discourse on the body. This becam e 

superceded after 1916. On the one hand, M aine de Bi ran was directly critic al  of Bichat ‟s 

physiology for giving a m isleading account of subje ctive functioning of the ego, a psycho-

physical parallelism  that assum ed naturalistic functions as a positive knowledge of m an. 30 On the 

                                                           
28 Saint Sim on (1966) XL p254.  
29 The work around 1819 with Auguste Com te in L’Organisateur. This thesis chapter 4. 
30 M aine De Biran (1949c) p39- 40. 
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other hand,  Auguste Com te took up his Positivism  t hrough an epistem ological analysis to avoid 

spurious philosophi cal  claim s to a Science of M an. Cours de philosophie p ositive contends that 

Bichat ‟s am bition to constrain knowledge to regions „proper to living bodies ‟ and was a „truly 

philosophical ‟ revolution. 31 However Cours re veals a curious relation to Bichat ; he is seen as 

exem plary in the field of m ethod, but leaving an „incomplete Positivism‟ open to a regressive 

m etaphysics. 32 According to Com te, Bichat‟s vitalism  was lacking because it was prem ised on a 

concept of resistance rather than a concept of inte gration. This identified the historical role of 

physiology as follow ing the hierarchical perspectiv e on anatom ical studies to which Comte‟s 

Positivist enterprise was a „mapping.‟ It  dem onstrat es a structural thinking that overtook the 18 th  

century debate over a Science of M an. But the paradox of Comte‟s Positivism  is its polem ical 

intent of furthering an ethico-m oral project through the new biological sc iences having displac ed 

Bichat‟s pathological perspective and its doctrinaire equiv ocation of the sign along w ith its  

question of values. This was something Comte‟s philosophical agenda avoided, despite 

rem aining close to an 18 th  century Science of M an in m any other ways. 

  

The last chapter w ill finally consider the im pact o f a new experim ental m edicine in France on the 

period after 1870. Claude Bernard gave the new posi tive paradigm  that clearly distinguished 

between m edical practice and determ inable science. The significance for French philosophy in 

the Third Repub lic  was that this fully distinguished scientific m edic ine from  a philosophy of life 

w ith an im pact on both spiritualist and rationalist  philosophical traditions. The chapter looks at 

how François M agendie re -oriented physiology‟s central problem  of apprehe nding „true 

function‟ in the study of the living. This am bition was to di splace an older m edical knowledge of 

life which also appears as a „paradoxical link‟ with Bichat ‟s m ethod. To focus on the delicate 

nature of the experim ental procedure as true function now m eant rethinking „conditions of 

existence‟ for a concept that could affirm  only functions attr ibuted to life. M agendie redefined a 

phenom enology of living function, avoid ing Bichat‟s pathological perspective and substitut ed his 

observational m ethod w ith an experim ental condition ing. The lim ited dom ain of an inner living 

environm ents, internalised positive and vital value s w ithin a separate and autonom ous dom ain of 

physiology. 

                                                           
31 Com te (1893)p298- 299 
32 Ibid p299 
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W ith no ideal notions of norm al and pathological st ates, and radically separated from  the 

historical physiology, this chapter exam ines an assessm ent by Henri Bergson who noted this 

experim entalism  was follow ing Aristotle ‟s positive m ethod for internalising alterity in  the logic 

of nature w ithin the understanding of m an. Physiolo gy‟s autonom y accords w ith the line of 

thinking that privileges phenom enal relations derived  from  em piricism  prior to historical 

discourses. Bergson saw Positivism  as the failure to retain this em pirical perspective o n scientific 

problem s, but the late ess ay written for a conference on Claude Bernard describ es the 

experimentalist‟s disposition as a suppress ed vitalism . 33 This m eant not separating em pirical 

observation from  its theoretical synthesis. The sig nificance of Bernard‟s anticipative idea is that 

thi s was undertood to represent the positive and vital e lem ents that Bergson held necessary of 

em pirical activity in its orientating function. Bot h Bergson and Bernard aim ed for particular 

precision in their m ethods but this chapter concide rs Bergson ‟s focus on an adaptation between 

positive experience and vital intelligibility as the basis of his theory of psycho-physiological 

states. By reintroducing the problem  of the norm al and the pa thological, through distinguishing 

between „norm‟ and „real,‟ he returns to the evolutionary paradigm  of the day for the w ider 

philosophical context. This confronts Positivist his torical form ations w ith a true or false 

divergen ce and served a critique of post-Enlightenm ent scienc e seen as carrying the deeper 

im plications of an older practice around Science of  M an. 34 

 

Bernard‟s interior milieu gave the ideal m odel which was also the starting p oint for constituting 

the “new way to a Science of M an ” in  Em ile Durkheim ‟s sociology.35 Durkheim‟s social 

form ations equated to an autonom ous dom ain of free and independent life, th rough eviden t 

loosening m etaphysics of the past, and upheld the p ossibility of determ inable relations of the 

alterity intrinsic of a social logic. But the quest ion is whether Durkheim ‟s neo-Positivism  

followed a break which Bernard effected w ith vitali sm? Through the conditions of existence that 

substituted social fabric for the historical idea, he looked to m ap possible origins of an 

associative function. This serves his account of hi storical order through evidence of an earlier 

                                                           
33 Bergson (2002) p202 
34 Bergson (1944) p387 
35 Durkheim  (2001) p342 
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lack. An objective synthesis express ed as a collective order of things, followed the pote ntial 

presuppos ed of pre-scientific form s of logic. These were open to the intervention according to a 

special positive reasoning, notably distinct from  a n individual ‟s logic. Durkheim  identified this 

w ith a prim ary categorisation of the sacred and the  profane; the potential for autonom y 

represent ed the vital capacity to invest and positively ground  new norm s.  

 

Durkheim  identified the system  of signs and its pot ential w ith what an earlier epoch ‟s protected 

under a notion of the theological, and later a phil osophical project, and this reflected Durkheim‟s 

am bition to follow the perspective through relation s to an Enlightenm ent project identifiable in 

the notions of the positive and the vital. In the c apacity for „fluid ‟ form s of intelligibility which 

was held evident behind the phenom ena of dérèglem en t and anomie has the significance 

appearing through treating sacred representations a s profane and vice versa. Here it is the loss of 

positive knowledge that indicated the vital problem of „norms‟ for m odern societies. Durkheim  

described social assem blages w ithout stabilised and  definite knowledge of the norm al type , but 

that could, if  properly interpreted, “tell us the secret of the future.”36 This was the open am bition 

to constitute a functional knowledge extended beyon d scientific m ethodology while taking its  

perspective from  an Enlightenm ent project for the c onstitution of a Science of M an. This chapter 

shows how this was no sim ple hum anism  but had links  to the post-Cartesian practice which had 

no clear idea of what m an was.  

 

The thesis gives this genealogy as a perspective on  what the late 20 th  century attack ed as stable 

notions of m an, and is pivotal for a contem porary thought understood of the „death of m an. ‟ 

Foucault dism antled this as a progressive ideal in  The Order of Things, but this was already 

under dispute from  the 1930‟s. Positivism  was already the target of Critical the ory which is 

exem plified by contrasting interpretations over an Enlightenm ent Sci ence of M an. Positivism  in 

this era m eant a range of practice, from  a reconstr uction of scientific languages developed as a 

broader linguistic philosophy, to the broader theor etical approach to  science and its m ethod s, to 

be incorporated into socio-political thought. 37 During the 1960‟s th e Critical dispute focussed on 

                                                           
36 Durkheim  (1959) p244 
37 The argum ents collected in The Positivist D ispute in German Sociology Adorno (1976), intro pxxxvi ff.  
Specifically described by Horkheimer in „Traditional and Critical Theory,‟ „The latest attack on Metaphysics,‟ and 
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what the Positivist legacy failed to account for in  socio-political practices by claim ing that its  

critical horizon was substantially restricting a do m ain of m odern knowledge. In this way, the 

claim  was that it was not true to the Enlightenm ent  am bitions. 38 This study gives a genealogy of 

the Science of M an that does not start from  a hum an ism  but through delim iting values which 

were historically resistant to being the determ inab le object of study. This m oves in parallel to 

what was fram ed as the 19 th  century „death of m an ‟ through constituting its  field around the 

positive and vital. 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

„Post script.‟ Horkheimer Critical Theory (1972). For an account of Logical  Postivism , Rudolph Carnap‟s work as 
described in Radnitsky (1973)  
38 Exem plified by M arx, W eber and Durkheim  according to Adorno (1976) xxvii - xxxiv 
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Chapter 1 :  A “Rarefied Positivism” 

 

Introduction  

 

The chapter takes its title from  Gilles Deleuze des cription of M ichel Foucault‟s early work, the 

early engagement with the „crisis of the 1960‟s.‟39 The “rarefied form of Positivism” refers to 

Foucault‟s interpretation of a historical dispute over the le gacy of an Enlightenm ent Science of 

M an. In this chapter, Foucault‟s interpretation is contrast ed w ith what Deleuze called the 

„delicate problem‟ of constituting a positive concept. In  Deleuze ‟s com m entary on Foucault, this 

was associated w ith a historical event descr ibed as „the age of Bichat,‟ and the chapter w ill 

outline how these two contem porary discourses took their perspectives from  an interpretation of 

what an Enlightenm ent Science of M an intended. This  w ill constitute the basis for the historical 

work in subsequent chapters.   

 

From the early 1960‟s, Foucault‟s epistemological analysis served the critical function of 

hum anistic discourses. A fter 1970, a self- declared „felicitous positivism‟ developed a concept 

with which to describe socio-technological orders o f power. The chapter reads Foucault‟s 

positive am bitions from  the perspective of his early reading of Kant‟s Anthropology fram ed as 

the theoretical context for an original approach to  an Enlightenm ent Science of M an at the end of 

the 18 th  century. This also served Foucault‟s The Order of Things seen as narrating the 

dissolution of Enlightenm ent am bitions for positive  knowledge through a critical reflection on 

the legacy of the hum an sciences. The chapter m akes  the connection between what Foucault 

absorbed f rom Kant‟s original approach and his later use of the concept of power for narrating 

socio-political discourses. In this way, what is to  be understood as a Science of M an is delim ited 

through Foucault‟s perspective on the dissolution of the 18 th  century am bition. H is  positive 

am bition in later works substitutes for this and th is chapter w ill relate this to his biopolitics. The  

consideration of populations sees Foucault im plem en t the concept whose autonom y rem ains 

close to Kant ‟s positive am bition, nam ely re lating a universality of knowledge, intended as a 

freedom  from  socio-hegem onic contexts.  

                                                           
39 The crisis is the them e of the interviews collecte d as Remarks on M arx, esp p58, p78, p88- 92  
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A  second perspective appears by exam ining G illes De leuze com m entary on Foucault. He claim s 

„a certain idea‟ haunted all his work, extending an idea behind Foucault‟s m icropolitics of the 

sign, which he identified with the „age of Bichat.‟40  This  claim  that Deleuze m akes of the 

„Bichat event‟ also indicates the w ider am bitions to legitim ate so cio-political concepts. But this 

is centred on the am biguity of m edical physiology , the dispute over vitalism  and its  am bition to 

apprehend true function. Deleuze relates this to σietzsche‟s „delicate problem‟ of constituting a 

positive concept through an em pirical conditioning. 41 The chapter draws out the context of 

Bichat‟s medical vitalism  as follow ing techniques of evaluation posited of the sign. These relate 

to the distinctly post-Cartesian practice attribute d to Condillac.  

 

In this way, the them e of the positive and vital w i ll differentiate a know ledge that straddl es the 

dissolution of the late 18 th  century discourse on the physical and the m oral . This question fram es 

the am bitions of an Enlightenm ent Science of M an. I n this sense, Xavier Bichat‟s physiology 

opened a dom ain of nature to a logic of m an; a res extensa as sum  of the functions of life. To 

constitute positive phenom ena of life was a questio n of m ethod and significantly Bichat‟s 

vitalism  was not a m etaphysics of subjectivity but related to the 18 th  century concept of an 

„organic machine.‟ It is also significant that B ichat‟s physiology left a historical legacy for 19 th  

century French Positivism . Hence the vital and the positive give the term s that delim it an 

inherited dispute from  an Enlightenm ent Science of M an, explored in this chapter as perspectives 

on the „crisis‟ of the 1960‟s. Both Foucault and Deleuze shared N ietzsche idea t hat a “belief in 

the body is m ore than a fundam ental belief in the s oul, ”42 but by questioning what constitutes 

phenom ena of the body in Xavier Bichat, Deleuze is seen as presenting a historical parallel to the 

theory of knowledge derived from  Kant.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
40 Deleuze (1988c) p1 21 
41 Deleuze (1983) p53. See also Deleuze &  Guattari (1 994a) p161 where Bichat is the specific exam ple. 
42 N ietzsche (1967) sect 491 
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Archaeology as a „Rarefied Positivism‟ 

 

When Gilles Deleuze described Foucault‟s early work a „rarefied Positivism,‟ it was intended as 

a double edged critique; the negative sense of a transcen dental stance of an “urdoxa. ”43 But it 

also im plicat ed certain positive am bitions as deeper form ulations of conceptual thought that his 

com m entary would reveal. According to Deleuze, this  only becam e apparent with Foucault‟s 

revaluation of the norm ative aes thetics „of the body.‟ His early Archaeology was confused in its 

am bition, a negative practice that simply fell short of any „true critique.‟44 Deleuze could define 

„true critique‟ as the m easure of conditions for knowledge, rather th an of the conditioning of 

knowledge which he specifically identified w ith sci entific epistem ology. This distinction was 

m ade explicit in his own idiosyncratic reading of T he Order of Things which he subjected to his 

own σietzschean „symptomatology‟ of 19th  century practices. In the original text of The Ord er of 

Things the central problem  is  posited through its survey of relations between be ing and language 

which serves to question as a historical a priori, the subject of knowledge. But Foucault‟s 

subsequent transition, notably follow ing a history of populations, also appears in his am biguous 

relation to a philosophical anthropology; - 

“anthropology constitutes perhaps the fundamental disposition that has governed the path 

of philosophical thought from  Kant until our own da y. This arrangem ent is essential since 

it forms part of our history; but it is disintegrating before our eyes...”45  

W hat he m aintained through subsequent analyses of t he constitutive conditions under which 

subjects could be form ed and m odified, was the exte nsion of these conditions into a socio-

political dom ain through an analysis of power.  

 

From the early 1960‟s Foucault used epistemological analysis as the critical reflection that 

targeted a concept of man‟s world by foregrounding a historical study of discourse. The 

Archaeology of Knowledge describes this as a rationalising process from which an „unthinkable‟ 

had be removed. Archaeology located a specific problem around the difficulty of the „subject of 

                                                           
43 Ibid p13, the note at p320 refers to this model which normalises the visible in Foucault. For „urdoxa‟ see Husserl 
(1962) p103-104, see also Deleuze (1994b) p137 
44 Deleuze (1988) p52, contrast with Haberm as com m ent s who m akes the opposite claim , nam ely that Archaeo logy 
is erudite and Genealogy is of suspect legitim acy, Haberm as (1987) p248. 
45 Foucault (1970) p342 
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knowledge‟ and developed its method by following epistemological “continuities to define their 

discontinuities.”46 The significance of these “positive elements” gave his analysis of history its 

intended break w ith continuous history. Continuous history was equated w ith the “founding 

function” of subjectivity, a  function understood as indexing an origin w ith its  necessary im age of 

developm ent, serving to exclude dissociation and di fference. A  dynam ic analysis of structural 

form ations in the history of ideas was, therefore, to exclude an idea of origin 47 Foregrounding 

discontinuities served to inform  a theory and m etho d that positively aim ed to distinguish 

knowledge from  an intuition. 48 

 

Foucault‟s discourse studies aim ed to elide both socially determ ined and autonom ous 

individuality. By suppressing this „anthropologising function‟ as the tendency of the empirical 

field, discontinuity events indicate the spontaneit y of new concepts. 49 The basis for this was that 

the ego functions to hide the synthetic activities of the subject. The im age of transcendental 

history that em erges is  of dispersive and divergent series of knowledge. S pontaneity is associated 

w ith transcendental understanding in its polem ical function which displac es an anthropological 

style discourse. A  polem ical strategy battles again st an ideology of “preconceptions, resistances 

obstacles, ” to  give a perspective on the constitution of subjecti vity through discourse. 50 The 

Archaeology of Knowledge was follow ing an epistem ol ogical m ethod developed under 

A lexandre Koyré and Gaston Bachelard. It was the la tter to which Foucault attributed the study 

of epistem ological thresholds through which scienti fic praxis appears as the significant product 

of conform ation of hum an logic to a concept of the world.  

 

In this sense, Foucault took up his perspective fro m  w ithin French intellectual history by drawing 

on the early writings of Bachelard. Bachelard ‟s m otivation was explicitly against the legacy of 

Bergsonism and the ontological status of duration taken as „real‟ time.51  Bachelard identified a 

                                                           
46 Foucault ( 1972)  p13 
47 Ibid p8 
48 Ibid p182 
49 Ibid p186-187, also p192 
50 In Foucault (1972) p4 there are four figures, Gast on Bachelard, Georges Canguilhem , M ichel Serres and  M artial 
Guéroult, but in the essay Life: Experience and Sci ence he claim s Koyre and Bachelard are the forerunn ers of an 
epistem ological tradition which Canguilhem  takes up . Foucault (1998) p471 
51 Bachelard (1935) originally 1932, and Bachelard (2 000), originally 1935,  
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philosophical task as bridging two elem ents between  which Henri Bergson had drawn a 

distinction; philosophy and positive science, or th e intuition and the instant. Here was a gap into 

which Bergson had introduced his idea of duration. The reason for this was that, Foucault 

reflected Ba chelard‟s philosophical ambition to oppose an ontological approach to philosophy. 

Three points historically situate the Archaeologica l strategy in its am bitions of extending the 

rigorous function of the concept.  

 

- The prim ary criticism  that Bachelard hel d was of Bergson‟s conception of „nothing.‟ This is 

articulated in Bergson‟s Creative Evolution. -  

“The problem of knowledge is complicated, and possibly made impossible by the ideas 

that order fills a void and that its presence is su perim posed on it virtual absence. W e go 

from  absence to presence, from  void to the full, in  virtue of a fundam ental illusion of 

our understanding.”52  

Bachelard com m ents that by the pansychism transform ed into a panchronism, a sim ple 

continuity between states of Being avoids any threa t of true nothingness, nam ely the void. 

Bergson‟s positive metaphysics were an “ingenious theory of negative attribution,”53 which, 

according to Bachelard, flattens positive possibili ties for higher hum an thought. Bergson saw in 

m em ory the possibility of unifying discontinuities in knowledge; Bachelard insisted that bringing 

the possible and the probable into an idealistic co ntinuity did not necessarily bridge a gap in 

Being. Rather, an undisputed positive value attribu ted to a plurality of life represented a 

frivolity. 54 In this sense, Bachelard characterised the danger of m isrepresenting the functional 

nature of a correlation between words and their translation into a „language of action,‟ the sign 

and its idea. 55 A  truly negative action m eans a non- fu nction and im plies the possibility of 

extinction, while a positive function attributed to  thinking plenitude behind the intellect, takes on 

the ontological value of a true function in general . Archaeology opposes this. 

 

It opposes it because this was the passivity that B achelard attributed to thinking a continuous 

history. The problem  of  such passivity was carried in an idea, into which his epistem ology 

                                                           
52 Bergson (1944) p299 
53 Bachelard (2000) p25 
54 Ibid p27 
55 Ibid p30 
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introduced conceptual lack. Against this, he attrib uted active construction as necessary for 

productive new functions in knowledge. New concepts  were understood to be intellectual 

products by Bachelard who followed a scientific dis position to m ake a claim  on the world by 

developing experimental ideas. His reason for opposing Bergson‟s force of the unconscious, was 

its ontological base. Foucault‟s discursive discontinuities inherited this opposition in the 

discourse of negative attributions, particularly in  undisputed positive values attributed to a 

plurality in  a concept of life. 

 

- Secondly, Bachelard foregrounded an idea of an ob jective synthesis. One justification for this 

was from  Henri Poincare who claim ed that m athem atic s had reinvented itself. It was, he wrote,  

“making itself over…by means of a revolution…in some sense the opposite of the 

Cartesian reform . Before Descartes, chance alone, o r genius, m ade possible the solution 

to a geom etric problem . After Descartes we were in possession of infallible rules for 

obtaining results”56 

As a new active „method of discovery‟ this substituted for a speculative positing; Bachelard 

called the latter a „method of solution.‟ Poincaré was proposing that a new mathematics of 

com plexity could present new synthetic concepts to that surpassed a prim itive science of spatial 

measurement and renewed the ambitions for a true „science of relations.‟ Bachelard took this as 

extending a critical dom ain of scientific objectifi cation and Foucault took this up as a technique 

of critical historicism . 

 

- Thirdly, Bachelard followed Pierre Janet‟s later criticism of Bergsonian „psychology.‟ Janet 

opposed the „plenitude‟ with a „psychology of commencement.‟ The importance was placed on 

the event of commencement in thought to limit its effect. Bachelard could in turn write, “we need 

the concept of the instantaneous in order to unders tand the psychology of beginning.”57 The 

psychology of beginning drew on Janet‟s idea of memory being a „social‟ function aiming to 

„triumphing over absence;‟ memory held a continuity where there is no reality as such.58 Janet 

m aintained that the idea of m em ory m anifests the hi gher functions when given through the word,  

                                                           
56 Poincaré (1910) cf Bachelard (1984) p164 
57 Bachelard (2000) p59 
58 Janet (1928) p22, cf Bachelard (2000) p61 



25 

 

“the first populations were delighted by all these accounts by victories and of defeats, 

they were affected; it is the third period of the m em ory, the period that we called 

fabulation.” 59 

The power of fabulation extends m em ory and captivates  through literature and poetry. It gives 

m em ory power, not to be understood as form s of the spirit, rather as a power of construction. 

This distinction leaves hum an knowledge - its objec ts, people, space and tim e – in need of a 

transcendental perspective on its  constructions, although this represents a departur e from  an idea 

attributed to nature in general. Foucault‟s discourse studies followed a historical idea as the 

fabulation or construction, but these representerd an epistem ological object to any evident deeper 

nature of m an and his concept of world. 60 

 

Through questions of function, m ethod and power, Foucault‟s structural analysis followed a 

strategy that drew on the radical shift in the psyc hology of scientific thinking. Bachelard had 

described contemporary sciences as transforming the orientation of its „epistemological vector,‟ a 

new orientation moving from the idea towards the „real.‟ This paradigm atic shift looked to 

bridge realistic and rationalistic m odes of thought  and represented a significant break w ith earlier 

Positivist m odels that assum ed a sum of experience of the „real‟ would move towards a 

transcendental idea of nature.  A  new realism , lim i ted to the products of scientific experience, is 

illustrated, for exam ple, by the physiology of Claude Bernard who distinguished  his concept of 

scientific epistem ology from  that of Auguste Com te.  Bernard accepted different m odes of hum an 

understanding while refusing an interpretation that  viewed these as historical progress. He 

refused this on the basis that science was necessar ily stood as a distinct form  of knowledge from  

philosophy; this was a distinct break w ith a histor ically rationalising form  of science. He 

characterised this as two ways of writing history; firstly, an internalising way, accum ulative or 

scholastic, and secondly, a functional way, externa lising an im m anent perspective on the activity 

that produces it. Through his own m ethod, Bernard s aw the new task as freeing hum an 

knowledge from  the ideological tendencies of a hum a n m ind encysted in system s of thought. 61 
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The polem ic of the epistem ological m ethod aim ed at a corrective to narrow ideologies by 

opening these system s to a critical reflection. 62 

 

The critical task of Foucault‟s Archaeology was, by extension, an analys is  of the utility of 

ideational structures. The philosophical dispositio n was that of an ethics that would actively hunt 

diversity beneath identity opening thought to the a utonom ous concept. 63 The reflection that 

appears in The Order of Things brought this out fro m  the point of view where new rules of 

discourse com e into play, and whose function extend s through a history of the sciences of m an. 

This was an analysis aim ed at the internal econom y of scientific discovery. It served to im plicate, 

as Foucault later said, “what has eluded consciousness,”- 

“ [it] describes the unconscious of science, the negative side of science as that which 

resists it, deflects it and disturbs it. W hat I wou ld like to do, however is to reveal a 

positive unconscious of knowledge: at a level that eludes the consciousness of the 

scientist yet is part of scientific discourse, inst ead of disputing its validity and seeking to 

diminish its scientific nature.” 64 

The deeper significance of the hum an sciences, behi nd their rules of form ation, was in the 

constitution of a historical practice of subjectivi ty. This brought out a paradox, the question 

which Foucault described as “often highly em barrassing ,” namely of accounting for this higher 

conditionality of man‟s world at th e conceptual level. 65  

 

The Concept of Power as the „Rarefied Positivism‟ 

 

In the texts D iscipline and Punish and The W ill to Knowledge Foucault took a different approach 

to such conditionality. By introducing a shift in focus to non-discursive disciplinary pract ices 

from  a broader social perspective, he focussed on h istories of hum an bodies engaged w ith a 

“machinery of power.” Describing a distributed network through an analysi s of power gave 

Foucault a social perspective delim it ed through a norm alising judgem ent. 66 D iscipline and 

                                                           
62 For Bachelard, science is “the aesthetic of the intellect.” Bachelard (2002) p21 
63 Bachelard (1984) p176 
64 Foucault (1970) x-xiv 
65 Ibid xiii 
66 Foucault (1977) p136-138,p190 
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Punish introduces a „mechanics of power‟ to distinguish how new conditions for the life of the 

body are explicitly related to Enlightenm ent issues  of social and political reflection on a positive 

knowledge of the individual. 67 The W ill to Knowledge describ ed „crystalisations‟ emerging to 

sustain a dom ain of strategic investm ents. Notably these displaced stricter determ inable m odels 

of law in the account of shifting social form ations  that gradually becom e invested w ith an order 

of political power. 68  

 

Foucault accounts for the profound transform ations in  the m odern era through a socio-political 

ordering of life where a concept of power serves the productive aspects seen of a force „within 

itself.‟69 The concept of power distinguished what was earlier attributed to a „commencement‟ in 

the epistem ological m odels. The externalised sponta neous form  of knowledge has a correlation 

to an internal capacity of a concept of power. But this appears on the social level and m ade 

evident by what Foucaul t reflected upon as “rights of death.” He claim ed that m assacres were 

vital to a political m odernity, as the counterpart of forces exerting a positive influence over life. 70 

This indicates that power becom es increasingly the determ inable elem ent in the em pirical 

dom ain, and the concept of power can dem onstrate an em erging representational capacity that 

functions as a mechanism to apprehend „biological dangers‟ through a productive discrimination. 

This concept internalises the lim its of productivit y attributed both to m ovem ents of life and the 

processes of history. Foucault‟s ambition for the concept of power was therefore to capture a n 

essential function at the level of societies.  

 

From  the discursive perspective, it is notable that  Foucault was reflecting on the new genetics in 

the context of such a bio-logic in the period up to  1970. H is review of François Jacob‟s The 

Logic of Life described the new genetic discourses that defin ed chance as an internal lim it to a 

concept of life. 71 This lim it appeared as an internal fault and gave a new concept of life which no 

longer carried fundam ental postulates of continuity . In the transcription of codes, errors, 

om issions and inversions, life had a new concept th at was disruptive of the legacy of older 

                                                           
67 Ibid p254 
68 Foucault (1979) p141- 142 
69 Ibid p102 
70 Ibid p127 
71 The review of François Jacob‟s  The Logic of Life „Croître et Multiplier‟ in Le Monde 1970 and Foucault (199ζb) 
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concept of life in their relation to cosm ological i deas of nature; a new discourse on inform ation 

was of a program whose „nature‟ presented the new epistemological challenge to traditional 

Western doctrines of „man,‟ as absorbed within the human sciences. The new technical discourse 

focused on „communication‟ and the arbitrariness of a genetic limit.72 It subordinated any 

individuals term s of natural growth or possibilitie s for transm issions and intensification of vital 

„force‟ as compensation for the negativity of death, and gave a significant re-m odeling of a 

concept of „nature‟ such as those upheld by a 19 th  century Positivist discourses on energetics.  

 

The consequences for discourses on subjectivity was to present them with a “fierceness of 

reproduction,” as a negativity w ithin the very notion of subject. 73 Inserting random ness into the 

knowledge of living system s m oved away from  debates  absorbed from  the 19 th  century 

physiological era; genetics had a significance for our epoch which differentiated a new dom ain 

for life fundam entally reflecting a potential for a bsence. The analysis of living being, from  the 

perspective of a program, was limited to the „encoded,‟ and constrained within fixed margins of 

the organism . By situating a possibly inert order a t the heart of the living, Foucault pictured an 

ego as consulting a program  from  a lim ited perspect ive, m erely translating a code against the 

order of the given. Here was an intrinsic lim it to any speculative bio-logic in contending w ith 

arbitrariness, conversely it  offered Foucault certain possibilities for expandi ng philosophical 

elem ents around a concept of life. There are two sp ecific points, - 

  

- This displaced the axiom atic that saw therm odynam ics overtake categories of vitalism  in the 

early 19 th  century debates on life. In the im age of life, a n egative notion of entropy becam e a 

m easure of disorder from  the point of the whole, th is subordinat ed a lack of knowledge of 

internal structure. But the genetic analysis of liv ing system s gained inform ation at the local level, 

to com pete statistically w ith the concept of equili brium  in the im age of the whole. Such 

com peting ways of thinking about the nature of life , one an inversion of the other, had 

consequences for the statistical genetics in displa cing any absolute argum ents over general 

definitions of life. Thhis substitute the scientifi c discourse on energetics w ith the focus on 

                                                           
72 The new m ood was captured by the closing lines of Chance and Necessity by Jacques M onod (1972) p167 
73 Foucault (1994b) vol. 2 pp99- 104 
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biological-history studied as integration of increa singly abstract functional elem ents whose 

effects rem ained to be determ ined at a higher level .74  

 

- By introducing the logic of reproduction, and int ernalising the concept of the genetic pool, a 

com pelling new dynam ism  appears in the com plexity o f biological system s. Grounded by an 

apparently natural concept, the w ider perspective o n a genetic com m unication places the 

individual program within the wider collective; conversely, an internalised „natural‟ death 

im plicates individual genetic death has the necessi ty attributed to the w ider functions of an 

evolution of the general code. This offers a broadl y naturalistic perspective to an idea of 

evolution lim ited only to term s of the expression o f the pool; in this respect, any ideas of general 

conservation of life com pete against the perpetual revolution w ithin param eters given under the 

notion of selection. A  logic of the genetic program , of which nothing specific is understood, 

necessitates the interpretation that ascends though  various levels of living system s; from  genetic 

elem ent in the individual, to cultural, m oral, soci o-political, econom ic, and religious codes. It  

lends a philosophical privilege to the interpretati ve power that can situate such knowledge w ith 

respect to any w ider discourse; its interpretation is open to confrontations w ith com peting 

accounts of histories of the world since the w ider nature now effectively appear buried in 

unknown internalised principles, and is expressed o nly in a social space. 

 

The concept of man‟s world at the level of populations fram es the new confron tation between an 

„economy of man‟ and an „economy of nature.‟75 But it  reverses an idea of life now subordinated 

to the concept of a „natural‟ evolution. Georges Canguilhem  was content to describe this a s the 

great gulf em erging w ith the current inform ation th eories of organisation and the explanatory 

system s of the past. 76 But Foucault takes a philosophical departure throu gh this m ethod of 

interpretation at levels of the ego, the social, po litical etc, which extends through a concept of 

power. 77  

 

                                                           
74 See Jacob (1989) p304- 305 
75 Foucault (1994b) vol. 2 pp99- 104 
76 Canguilhem asks “does not information theory have more to say about, in its own algorithmic language about 
living things than Henri Bergson did in the third c hapter of Creative Evolution ?” Canguilhem (199ζ) p86-89 
77 Foucault (1979) 92- 93 
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History of Sexuality follows th is  as a positive concept grounding the conditions of existence as 

they were historically developed through a discourse on forces that “could be modified…and 

distributed in an optimal manner.”78 From  a “theory of signs, ideas and sensations” as they 

appeared in the early nineteenth century, cam e a di scourse that facilitated tools of analysis to 

describe socio-political processes of life - to whi ch a socio-political order derived its perspective 

of control. 79 Here the concept of power could serve as counter-f unction to a disposition for 

juridical form s of knowledge to apprehend power w it hin a socio-political order; Foucault m eant 

this counter-function to delim it functional criteri a attributed to social order by m ediating what a 

bio-logic fundam entally internalised ; the counter-function opens to philosophical interpr etation 

around the concept of world at the socio-political level. 

 

Focussing on what this bio-logic internalises for its  discourse on life‟s potential served 

Foucault‟s ambition behind the coupling of „power/knowledge‟ structures. The concept of power 

explains an “agent of transformation of human life” by extending a dom ain for life in a positive 

sense. 80 It served a “point of attack,” open to a substitution, reversing the activity of juridical 

discourses. Foucault em ploys this for constitution of subjective relations w ithin the social 

dom ain, a positive am bition identified w ith his soc io-political project. 81 Internal lack in a bio-

logic m ade it possible for a concept of power to ex tend a dom ain of knowledge, to harness a 

coupling of power/know ledge seen as an aggression of “egoism turned against one another.”82 

He fram ed this as a historical struggle for know ledge  and would later return to categories of 

subjectivity. 83  

 

Foucault‟s late return to subjectivity took the perspective from  an analysis of the rules of 

discipline in  constituting a self. A lready in 1970, Foucault ind icated that Genealogy was working 

on the „side of discourse,‟ through taking power to constitute the domain of objects by following 

                                                           
78 Ibid p142 
79 Ibid p139 
80 Ibid p143 
81 See the two essays, „The τrder of Discourse,‟ (1970) essay in Adams (196η) p1η8, and „σietzsche, Genealogy, 
History‟ (1971) Foucault (1998), see also Dreyfus and Rabinow (1983)  
82 See Foucault (1998) p377, also noted by Dreyfus an d Rabinow (1983)  
83 From  the introduction to The Uses of Pleasure, Fou cault (1985) p10 
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a “felicitous positivism” to achieve his positive am bitions. 84 W hat m otivat es this shift can be 

understood by exploring Foucault‟s early reading of Kant‟s Anthropology from a Pragmatic 

Point of View. Here the ethical subject was already identified as a „doubly‟ determined object, 

under both juridical rules and under a universal m o ral law. It is a text that has been recognised as 

the pivotal perspective on The Order of Things whic h in turn can be seen as describing the 

dissolution an Enlightenm ent Science of M an. 85   

 

Foucault Reading Kant‟s Positive Ambition  

 

In the early text, Foucault tracked Kant‟s positive ambitions through the “three fundamental 

questions enum erated in the Transcendental M ethod ” which he took to dictate the general 

organisation of Kant‟s Critiques.86 These am bitions were repeated in his later Logic a nd 

supplemented by the question, „what is man?‟ Foucault saw this serving an „order of descent‟ 

from  historical am bitions from  a mathesis universal is in the 18 th  century, through „anthropology, 

metaphysics, morality and religion‟ in which Kant pre-em pted problem s of representation of 19 th  

century. Archaeology takes its relation in this series as the „practice amongst practices‟ opening 

an alterity under a concept of nature. 87 Archaeology of Knowledge m apped the adm ixture of 

disciplinary knowledge and ideology, indicating rel ations between em pirical rules and 

transcendental structures, to identify an open lim i t that specified where an em pirical function 

cam e into play. This indicated an active struggle o perating at the level of the externalised 

concept. Foucault often gives N ietzschean term s to this struggle, the power extending its 

disposition for transform ation of values, but his t arget is the internalised qualities of the concept 

that appear at the level of disciplinary practices. 88 

   

These internalised qualities gave the context for a  them atic exploration of an objective synthesis 

that culm inat es with his work on subjectivity. Foucault‟s Introduction to Kant’s Anthropology 

from a Pragmatic Point of View describes a text fol low ing a central am bition of m apping a life 
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of logic. 89 This am bition avoids discussions of intuitive essen ce which corresponding to 

Foucault‟s focus on epistemic knowledge. However, Kant‟s Anthropology was also understood 

as m apping an actuality explored under questions of  desire and prudence. This pragm atic 

elem ent behind the evident strategies of knowledge presuppose what becom e apparent through 

the „network‟ of human activity: it im plicates undisclosed intentions behind the c onstitution of a 

system  of the world. In this way, K ant‟s Anthropology followed the strategy that deliberatel y 

targets positive difference between the concept of nature and an intelligible idea of natural 

m an.90  

 

W hat was intelligible of such an idea was the centr al problem  of the Anthropology. The evident 

objectivity that appears as natural m an, can be dis tinguished into different em pirical life practices 

and seen as different “possible uses of reason.” Foucault shows that such an „object,‟ rather than 

having an intuitive „psychological‟ nature, is the product of m ultiple logics which necessitates a 

principle that distinguish es the diverse epistem ological m odes that an inner-se nse can expresses 

as the possibilities of its world. A lthough Foucaul t found nothing in the text to indicate what 

kind of principle accounted for this difference, An thropology revealed a “progressive 

investment” of man and his world with an “imperious sovereignty,” which Foucault 

speculatively took as oriented towards the them e of  Geist. 91 

 

The elem ents of this sensibility are form ed between  the follow ing,- 

- Foucault understood Geist served ultim ately as th e function of a universal perspective from  

which all anthropological experience of the world was pragmatic, and to which a „nature of 

reason‟ cannot be fully determinable. This signifies a crucial apophatic elem ent throughout 

Kantian thought, which necessitated Critique servin g to regulate any positive sensible 

determ inations, i.e. any concepts produced and posi tively constituted were to be m easured 

against this transcendental „nature‟ of m an. 92 

- But this concept was itself the product of subjec tive freedom . This positive source of 

representation draws potential from  the Gem üt to ex tend itself and give a transcendental im age 
                                                           
89 Foucault and Bove (2002) p2 
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92 Foucault names this as equivalent to Hume‟s „nature of human understanding‟ Ibid p7 
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as its virtual „potentia.‟ However, since Anthropology excludes any transcendental perspectiv e, 

describing only how em pirical faculties follow dive rgent lines, these individual freedom s also 

have the concrete negative attribute of being open to the possibility of frivolity and error. 93 

Because Kant necessitated “something a priori in the consciousness of our existence” that can 

orientate this potential towards the transcendental  them e of Geist, Foucault identifies an evident 

power of organisation w ith the anthropological dom a in as its positive horizon of conditionality. 

This conditionality delim its an anthropology to bei ng the “space of the research of powers in 

virtuality.”94 It indicated the historically positive sense of a Gem üt com ing to an awareness of a 

concept that can be positively constituted through its own self-representations. 

 

Kant‟s transcendental concept cover ed a dom ain that included all possible predicates, bu t since 

the Anthropology lacked such transcendental possibi lity, its  necessity appears from  the em pirical 

perspective as what could lim it itself unde r a „natural‟ knowledge. Foucault further correlated 

this with what Kant‟s Opus Postumum extended through the w ider speculativ e source of 

possibilities. 95 From  this, a natural concept m eant a norm ative kno wledge of the world which 

follows from  the existential conditions w ith which any pragm atic idea m ust contend. Foucault 

carried this over into his own research as the conceptual possibilities of positive determ ina tions 

subordinated by the historical world of m an.  

 

The historical lim it has its relation to Kant‟s critical context, as Foucault puts it, by offering  the 

“interrogation of the interrogators themselves.”96 Its significance is located in a distinction 

between differing approaches to tim e consciousness in Anthropology and Critique; the 

anthropological perspective leaves tim e as no longe r intuitively given but as the dispersive 

negative elem ent to which the w ider synthetic com bi natory m ust work against. The com binatory 

has the necessity of functioning against errors or „slippage‟ in logic but, conversely, its 

dispersive nature allows, in an inverted way, an in trinsic space of possibilities to be attained in 

the functioning of positive practices working against natural „slippage.‟97  
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This gives values to practical disciplines as the f orm  of the freedom  attributed to the knowledge 

adopted to avoid its own dissolution. But Anthropol ogy took this as a positive functional 

knowledge whose power was attained from  the success ful reciprocation of phenom ena through 

the exchange of signs. 98 Strictly speaking, an Anthropology saw such this f unction neither in 

strictly in term s of a historical tradition nor an extended theoretical technique, but as an open 

discipline defined only by its successful extension through the „logic of an illusion.‟ Because this 

depended on an „art of interpretation‟ the function reaches beyond any logical principle as it 

appeared as a natural concept. Since the anthropolo gical dom ain lacks any transcendental 

perspective, the context for such a power is the ex change of signs that em erges only through a 

com petition of disciplinary practices. W hat becom es  historically conditioned by com prom ise and 

negotiation under an interpretation of the given in ternalises this disciplinary power, but rem ains 

open to a progressive investm ent whose positive pot ential for transform ation takes the form  of a 

real determ ination. 

 

There are two ways to read how Foucault contextuali ses the Anthropology text; one where 

positive em pirical practices m ap an orientation as an idea of world whose transcendental 

knowledge has the noted in the correlation to Kant‟s Opus Postumum. But secondly the re  

appears a relation to what Foucault later indicated  w ith the reading of Kant‟s W as ist 

Aufklärung? 99 Kant was seen as taking the function of reason as upholding a predisposition in 

hum an nature revealed through the concept that exte nds through successive ruptures in social 

formations. Foucault called this the „moral‟ predisposition to avoid war behind political 

constitutions and social form ations, which appears in the disposition behind spontaneous 

ruptures of socio-political form ations. 100 This stands as Foucault understanding of Kant‟s „deeper 

understanding of a philosophical task em bodied of a n ethos. The significance for the early 

reading of Anthropology is what Foucault carried ov er a practical task, evident as orienting the 

new concept that em erges across historical breaks, constitutes autonom ous subjects and through 

                                                           
98 Ibid p18 
99 Foucault (1998) p439- 440 
100 „What is Revolution?‟ Foucault (1997a) p96 
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what Foucault later understood of the disposition to open a “limit attitude” or “frontier.”101 Here 

was the im portant elem ent that later saw a return t o discussing subjectivity. The historical 

perspective becom es evident during the 18 th  century event as a „signum prognosticum which 

„haunts‟ 19th  century thought (“if not all modern philosophy”102). This should be taken as 

reflecting the positive am bitions that form  a continuous element in Foucault‟s work and give his 

perspective on the Enlightenm ent am bitions.   

 

Ideology and Criticism  in the Enlightenm ent Science  of M an  

 

This historical break gives the particular context that is fram ed as an internal confrontation 

identified w ith the legacy of the 18 th  century Science of M an. It  appears in Foucault‟s 

Introduction to  Kant’s Anthropology but also inform s what is m apped in Th e Order of Things 

under the expansion and disintegration of the unifi ed am bitions for a m odern knowledge of m an. 

This  confrontation w ith the em erging Positive sciences from  the start of the 19 th  century leaves 

this text as instructive for understanding how Fouc ault im plem ents his positive am bitions. 103 The 

narrative of The Order of Things distinguishes thes e am bitions on the basis of two departures 

from  the 18 th  century paradigm .  

 

- Firstly, the Ideological m ethod which is given th rough sensationalist techniques of 

representation. These followed aspirations for a ne w and positive scientific language by a 

m ethod derived from  the classical dom ain of represe ntation; it analysed through a 

phenom enology of signs intended to apprehend a new objective knowledge. This was dependant 

and lim ited by the com binatory techniques that grou nded a subjective practice, notably em pirical 

observation. 104  

- Secondly, the approach that was followed by Kant‟s Critique reached beyond simple realism. 

Kant foregrounds questions of subjective appearance s as the basis of judgm ent. Through 
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reflective detachm ent from  physiological specificit ies of the com binatory, Kant could question of 

the status of a dom ain of reason through its condit ionality. 105  

 

Foucault was looking to delim it this to a dispute a round the specific nature accorded to the 

conditioning of positive experiences w ithin the pra ctice of representation. Both approaches had 

am bitions for a universal necessity but the issue w as whether sensationalist techniques could 

sustain a new language as a positive concept; this pivots on whether they sim ply translated 

em pirical scientific practices into system atised so cial-political practices. On the other hand, 

Kant‟s Critical approach is attributed with bringing out the difficult „nature‟ of the combinatory 

by reference to the negative concept. This carried a necessary conditionality a prior to a problem  

posed of any posited knowledge.  

 

Foucault m akes two particular points; 

- Kant took m etaphysics itself as a functional conc ept. The Critique of Pure Reason draws this 

sharp distinction between spatial and dynam ical rel ations by localising analogical relations in  a 

specifically Cartesian style physics. This exposed the physiological lim its to the scientific 

paradigm  of day. Critique therefore initiated a departure from the „naïve model‟ of the positive, 

identified as the m etaphysical dim ension of 18 th  century thought. Archaeology interrogated 

discourses that naïvely extending derivative concep ts into social or m oral discourses. The critical 

reflection on hum an sciences displaced this for a d eeper reasoning; these reasons follow what 

Kant initially sought to m obilise in his Critique. 106  

 

- The am bition which is central to The Order of Thi ngs pivots around the discussion of what an 

earlier Science of Man distinguished between „human nature‟ and „nature‟ in general. 107 In the 

em erging discourses of the Enlightenm ent, a new fun dam ental opposition around what orders a 

history, and what disrupts it. New scientific disco urses took on the philosophical function of 

representation which had earlier served to reconcil e a split between discourses on nature and 

m an. These gave the positive am bitions w ithin class ical knowledge. A t the turn of the 19 th  
                                                           
105 „Anticipations of Perception‟ Kant CPR B207, „Principle of permanence of substance‟ A182, B22ζ, „Principle of 
succession‟ A189, B233  Kant (2003) p212, 201, 224) 
106 Foucault (1970) p245- 246 
107 „The limits of representation‟ Ibid p219 



37 

 

century, scientific disciplines were lim iting deter m inable nature to a designated dom ain that 

could contain the specific elem ents of knowledge. T he legacy for an Enlightenm ent Science of 

M an at the beginning of the 19 th  century was to restrict legitim ate representationa l possibilities. 

This becam e the positive field which analysis exter nalised in its relations to m an and initiates 

what Foucault describes as the analytic of finitude .108  

 

Kant‟s analytic that brought into focus the conditionality of th is  conceptually positive dom ain as 

it becom es separated from  a philosophically positiv e discourse. It addressed the dispute by 

introducing a new necessity for distinguishing what  constituted a transcendental concept from  a 

transcendental style of understanding of an em piric al experience. Th is  new necessity followed a 

devaluing of m etaphysics which em erged as the real problem  around an Enlightenm ent Science 

of M an. 109 The devaluing of m etaphysics initially followed fr om  the am bition for the positive 

knowledge to substitute for a discursive history ac ross a range of positivistic disciplines. This 

am bition was to define a transcendental style of kn owledge, dependant on what could be 

positively defined around a knowledge of m an. An em erging Positivism  in the 19 th  century 

extends this am bition through freeing itself from  a  m etaphysical practice of 18 th  century, but 

faced the dilem m a of a double system  of reference; this m eant it lim ited its transcendental 

perspective w ith respect to the positive contents o f an em pirical dom ain. Foucault shows how 

such „new positivities ‟ opened the problem  of a necessary em pirical com pensation, nam ely, a 

dispute over what concept could posit a knowledge i n relation to its hum an object. The 

Ideological m ethod extending through new form s of P ositivism  im plicated a series of practices 

whose objectivity sustained an anthropological illu sion. 110 Foucault‟s history saw Kant‟s 

epistem ological break as m aking possible the invers e problem , giving the transcendental 

am bition of extending a question over the nature of  m an philosophically.  

 

It is the failure to follow this philosophically wh ich had the reductive consequence that appear in 

the legacy of the 20 th  century hum anities. In The Order of Things, the de nse history of these roots 

of analytic of experience finds a categorical probl em  as it appears around a priori principles of 
                                                           
108 „The analytic of finitude‟ Ibid p313 
109 Ibid p317 
110 τn Positivism ibid p3ζ8. τn the the „analytic of finitude‟ Ibid p316. The analytic „doubles‟ has been subjected to 
a close analysis in Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982) p32- 34. 
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coexistence in their relation to 20 th  century discourses. Foucault later explained that the text was 

intended as a polem ic against the Phenomenological method which upheld „scientific‟ ambitions 

without restricting itself to pre-grounded data. 111 Phenomenology did not follow Positivism‟s 

am bition of freeing itself from  m etaphysics, and th erefore considered its am bitions positive in a 

different sense; it was to be positive in the sense  of taking a dom ain of experience as the reality 

to substitute for the lim ited science of nature. Th is strategy was pursued through Edm und 

Husserl‟s epoche by taking experience of the world as a natural ground ing for presenting 

experiences as „real.‟112 Husserl gave an innovative description of evident logic and its positive 

categories of m eaning that could delim it a Cartesia n style res extensa over ego-experiences . 

Because this was considered detached from  a broader  world of consciousness itself, its values 

indicated the activities of object-constituting who se reality was grounded as a form al and 

positive concept. 113 This gave renewed potential for the rarefaction th at m oved towards what 

Kant held of a transcendental a priori. Husserl‟s phenomenology was absorbed in France from 

the 1930‟s but, from Foucault‟s perspective, it  avoided the consequences of the difficult 

anthropological question over m an. 114  

 

Anthropology and the Concept of the Positive  

 

Writing in the context of the 1960‟s, Foucault saw Phenom enology ‟s latent intent to redefine 

discourse on the rational anim al through im plicatin g an intrinsic reason. 115 A rchaeology opposed 

such intrinsic reason as a „thought of the same,‟ seen to lack the philosophical ambitions of Kant 

questioning the lim its of universalising science an d The Order of Things proposes that a m odern 

Cogito is grounded in a network “that does not think.”116 Foucault distinguishes a m odern Cogito 

in its fundam ental confrontation w ith the dissim ila r, discontinuity and difference, initiating a 

shift to analytic possibilities attributed to reflecting on an „unthought,‟ -  

                                                           
111 Noted in Eribon (1991) p157 
112 And they “may now succumb to the same fate.” Husserl (1962) §32 
113 Ibid §46 
114 Considering form al function under intentionality, is taken to define an ideal structure, rather than actual ones. 
Heidegger (1985) p106 
115 Foucault (1970) p341, Heidegger also notes t he similarity of phenomenology to the Christian tradition “Let us 
make man in our own image and likeness” Genesis 1:26, Heidegger (198η) p126-127,  
116 Foucault (1970) p324 
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“...established far removed from both Cartesianism  and Kantian analysis, a form  that 

involves for the first time, man‟s being in that dimension when thought addresses unthought 

and articulates itself upon it.”117 

The discursive m odel that The Order of Things track s, m oves historically from  the „natur al ‟ 

origins that sustained 18 th  century thought through its strategies of history and culture, through 

the start of the 19 th  century and the divergence of new human sciences. In an era of Positivism‟s 

expansion, the dissolution of discursive possibilit ies for an Enlightenm ent Science of M an were 

com pensated for through legitim ised form s of pseudo -scientific concepts attributed to man‟s 

natural being. Despite redefining the concept of th e natural, Foucault saw 20 th  Phenom enology as 

still being im plicated in this. 118  

 

The am bition behind the Enlightenm ent sciences rem a ined som ething that the w ider reaches of 

Positivism  had hoped to discover. For an Enlightenm ent Science of M an, the am bition for a 

natural function of the subject that could displace  a historical-m etaphysical concept, had lent 

itself to a particular facet of the Kantian am bitio n for the transcendental concept during the 19 th  

century. The Order of Things attributes to this the  lim ited form s of a m eta-psychology that 

inform ed hum an sciences form alised through a partic ular com bination of m athesis, science and 

philosophical reflection. 119 From  this perspective Foucault echo es Martin Heidegger‟s estimation 

that Kant „shrank back‟ from acknowledging the power of representation as an „independent‟ 

power, ‟ and The Order of Things follows Heidegger‟s line of thought around the compromise of 

extending a Cartesian approach into man‟s world. 120 A  dispute w ithin an earlier Science of M an 

was about constituting a legitim ate horizon that co uld account for both a sensibility and the 

rational thought in m an: Heidegger identified an independent power in Critique of Pure Reason 

w ith a m etaphysical analytic whose „pure synthesis‟ was account ed for by power of im agination. 

This unity of tim e was understood to open the space  of possibility for the transcendental 

knowledge, i t derived its root concept from  this and serv ed to  account for latency in all actions 

and reaction attributed to hum an reason, as well as  the finitude in the transcendental horizon. 

Heidegger‟s objection was that Kant left this power of im agination suppress ed w ithin the second 
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edition of Critique of Pure Reason, displaced in fav our of the power of an understanding. For 

Heidegger, the theoretical possibilities of a „pure sensibility‟ in the subject was downplayed by 

Kant for an em phasis on lim its of hum an understandi ng.121 

 

The function of this power was in reproducing tim e in the im agination where it gave the space of 

play for inner sense. Heidegger contended that Kant „wanted to say‟ that the concept of time was 

produced under lim its of this broader transcendenta l horizon of sensibility, a self-affection that 

accounted for lim its of what could be attributed to  the power of representation. But by 

prioritizing a transcendental time over his metaphysics, Kant “just develops into the positive 

problem  of showing that, like tim e, space, in a cer tain sense also belongs to the self as som ething 

finite…”122 Kant‟s transcendental horizon becomes, therefore, “essentially spatial,” serving 

m erely to em phasize its status as th e product of „something else.‟ The question of what this 

excludes as the source attributed to a root concept  of any positive transcendence, is the 

„unspoken‟ function behind the polemic of transcendental finitude. This source stands as the 

power behind an idea which “shines forth, must drive and guide…”123 It  becom es the basis for 

the problem  taken up in Being and Time which saw He idegger looking beyond conditionality, to 

the positive sense given in term s of a fundam ental ontology. 

 

Kant‟s Anthropology also had a significance for Heidegger in  dem onstrating how the em pirical 

dom ain had an evident lack of pure reason. Anthropo logy opens an im portant dissym m etry for 

any transcendental logic that follows the w ider am b itions of the Critique. The account of 

transcendental power as delim ited according to a tr anscendental logic m eant that Kant was 

opening the reverse question - what concept could account for the „nature‟ of this power? In this 

sense, Kant‟s Critique could be seen as the original approach w ithin the a m bitions for a Science 

of M an to  considering two dom ains, of pure and em pirical rea sons; τnthropology’s significance 

was that these dom ains converge encom passing the sp ace of com peting form s of reason. W hat 

Heidegger characterised of an Enlightenm ent Science of M an was its fram ing of th e question of 

constituting a rational psychology around this em pi rical field of m an. These were the tw in 
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intentions of both grounding philosophical practice s w ithin an em pirical dom ain, and upholding 

the question of a fundam ent al nature of man‟s activities within the world.124 As broader 

philosophical problem s, these extend behind the am b ition for a special concept that could unite 

both explicit and latent reasons around disciplines  of psychological, biological, sociological etc. 

But since the object of anthropology remains completely mired in indeterminacy, Kant‟s 

Anthropology only highlights how an Enlightenm ent S cience of M an becom es lim it ed in its 

am bition by approaching an em pirical Science of M an in term s of a rational psychology. 125  

 

The am bition to apprehend a contem porary situation of m an ‟s activity in the world extends the 

lim its of any positive interpretation as the fundamental problem around man‟s reason to a socio-

political discourse. Transcendentally critical ques tions avoided this original problem  derived of 

an Enlightenm ent Science of M an. Heidegger form ulates  his philosophical question around what 

positive concept such transcendental knowledge woul d depend on? He conceives of positive 

knowledge as a „positum‟ that “springs forth from  the pre-conceptual understanding o f 

Being.”126 This  is a Being that positively presents itself as self -evident, but whose question is of 

the relation between what is self-evident and that which gives its concept - what can be held to 

exist behind the drive directing constancy of hum an  understanding? This is what exists despite 

Kant‟s finitude. Original positivity is defined by Heidegger as th is constancy, prior to any 

positive horizons and beyond strict distinctions of  inner and outer determ inations. 127 H istorically , 

it is the positivity of the sign that accounts for a power projecting an idea onto what is self-

evident in tim e. This gave the tem poral horizon tha t defined the terms of Aristotle‟s legacy for 

the history of m etaphysics; here constancy m eant th e idea that could sustain the natural concept. 

Heidegger thereby characterises Kant‟s critical legacy as the return of an original finitude for the 

m odern world, but through bringing man‟s psychic structures into view as man‟s actual relations 

to his general existen ce.  

 

                                                           
124 This becom es the problem  of a philosophical anthro pology. Ibid p146 
125 W olff, Baum gaarten, et al 
126 Heidegger (1997) p158- 159 
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The m ain significance of Kantian finitude is in reversing Aristotle‟s constitution of the positive 

sign of nature. A  power of self-affection projects,  as a positive concept, that which Critique 

constituted negatively as the constancy of a norm . But Heidegger also places  this legacy w ithin 

the dispute over an Enlightenment Science of Man and when Kant „shrinks back‟ from the power 

of im agination in the later Critique of Pure Reason  he restricted this to a dispute over the power 

of representation. Foucault closely follows this le gacy in The Order of Things from  the 

perspective of the status of a Science of M an durin g the 19 th  century. 

 

The Anthropological-Critical Reflection  

 

Foucault draws his own significance from  τnthropology’s account which follows from  his 

reading of the Opus Postumum. This text is understo od as aim ing to  explain how a 

transcendental knowledge could link a positive know ledge to the universal experience of the 

world. Such a relation to appearances of the world is  derived from  the logical judgm ent of 

relation, and follows an exhaustive deduction of th e scholastic tri-partite schem e of subject, 

predicate, copula. But it also left the necessity o f the conceptual link between the subject and its 

predicate at the level of an aesthetic activity. 128 

 

Both the thinking subject and its “changing powers of sensation” are here described under the 

„concepti subjecti, ‟ which is a dom ain of subjective activity becom ing p ositively grounded, 

despite any particular logic concerning itself only  w ith the distinction of identity and 

difference. 129 Beyond the strict logic of identity and difference , positive values are affirm ed by 

the repetitive actions as experienced in the world.  Im portantly, the positive experience of the 

world necessitates an a priori opening of the criti cal reflection on the source of its  activity in 

order to give it transcendental m eaning. This is the questioning ref lection that Opus Postumum 

followed through an originary principle attributed to the Gemüt, which was excluded from  any 

transcendental thought. 
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However, Foucault did not read this as as a transcendental resolution to the problem  left by th e 

Critique. Rather it  served a theoretical concept in its virtual form ; the possible understanding of a 

transcendental dom ain of m an and his world. Kant al ways m aintained as problem atic the actual 

lim it in  man‟s relation to his world, but this text reversed the possibilities of the Gemüt in its 

m etaphysical function. This distinguishes his appro ach from  Heidegger. The function follows 

from  a necessity that Foucault attributed to Kant n ot taking a naturalist perspective. This saw the 

Gemüt provide a transcendental stance as the m eans to instigate what a Science of M an could  not 

lim it to an em pirical knowledge of the world. 130 Such a stance follows f rom Kant‟s concern for a 

disciplinary perspective whose higher am bitions wer e in developing the self-awareness 

necessitated by subject becom ing an object of an em pirical world. 

 

Foucault also understood Kant as wanting to differe ntiate what was subjectively conditioned 

over tim e through a distinction between soul and Ge müt. The subject ‟s positive knowledge 

relates to an inner sense as m odes of em pirical kno wledge and the Gemüt could account for the 

animation behind the “work of ideas.” It “offers life the realm  of the possible orientating towards 

a virtual whole” as an account of objective possibilities in the power of  reflection. This was what 

Foucault noted in his Introduction as m apping a dis tinction between the transcendental and 

em pirical perspectives. 131 

  

- In transcendental thinking, the Gemüt serves the m etaphysical function which was negative 

since the principle is necessarily absent from  any positive structures of knowledge – these are 

accounted for by the spontaneity of the im agination . However, in an em pirical observation, the 

principle accounts for evident functional differenc es w ithin knowledge and thereby given to a 

conceptually positive structure.  

- Although any positive function in knowledge can be „self-evident‟ in the empirical field, when 

exposed to a regressive analysis this reveals a des cent - m oving from  an ideological form  of 

naturalism  to the philosophical possibilities aroun d the originary principle. Because the em pirical 

field does not follow the com m on Kantian distinctio n of receptivity and spontaneity in an 

understanding, the positive function appears as con tinuous to the relation of the power of 
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knowledge in its adm ixture of irreducible possibili ties. Conversely, an em pirical analysis 

necessitates an existence of such “seeds of powers,” a priori to any constitution of a positive 

concept. 132  

 

What does Foucault understand of such „seeds of power‟? Heidegger‟s ontology puts the 

conditioning of inner sense a priori in accordance w ith the m etaphysics of finitude. This also 

works through t he questions followed by Kant‟s Logic to arrive at the fundam ental question of 

m an. But by follow ing the dialectic of Critique of Pure Reason, the idea of nature did not 

succeed in constituting nature as a theatre of livi ng organism s; the a priori system  of Newtonian 

physical laws m eant abandoning an intrinsic relatio n between logic and life. It is Critique of 

Judgement that revisits this through the regulative  idea, an abstract concept introduced as the 

transcendental horizon that takes the form  of a con ceptual viewpoint that delim its an idea of 

nature. 133 But Foucault distinguished the relation of anthrop ology to the Critical logic as 

„interrogating‟ the critical stance. Rather than relating to the Critique of Pure Reas on, by 

following Kant‟s explorations in the Opus Postumum which concerned itself w ith fund am ental 

problems of philosophical reflection, the „seeds of power‟ point to the activity by which 

synthetic thought unifies its world-view according to its powers of transcendence. 134 The 

im portance that Foucault attached to this was throu gh reading Kant as having „re-inserted‟ the 

exploration of inner sense in the dom ain of Anthrop ology. This gave a reflection structured 

around a traditional logic as it extended behind both a rational psychology and a ra tional 

physiology.  

 

Here is a reflection that gives the perspective on an „unthought.‟ While the Gemüt has „no 

language,‟ The Order of Things attributes m eaning to  a critical rendering apart of man‟s world 

from  its historically positive concept – nam ely, the concept of man. Man‟s world is this 

em pirical projection inherently lacking a transcend ental concept, which is em phasised by 

Foucault‟s reading of Anthropology. The empirical perspective follows the „changing powers of 

sensation‟ in a world that is extended by a reflection on individualised logic. Foucault could 
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further point out that Anthropology m akes no textua l relation to the Critiques, rather it was now 

follow ing a function of em piricity which puts tim e at the root. 135 Therefore an anthropological-

critical reflection gives positive m eaning to such a concept of world as a perspective on inner 

sense. The em phasis on the functional aspect derive d of the Gemüt at the fundam ental level of 

m an em bodies this radical root, but at the transcen dental level it  grounds his concept of world - 

which is necessarily positive. But positive m eaning  w ill ultim ately be indeterm inate because 

sensibility is distributed internally at the differ ent levels that em body a com plex of necessity and 

freedom . From  this, Foucault concludes that the empirical domain of Kant‟s Anthropology 

depicts a system atic projection of a general em piri cal principle across tim e, to which any positive 

concept w ill necessarily retain an adm ixture of reason and praxis. Furtherm ore this c oncept w ill 

only becom e evident through a functional relation o f m an to world, although the theoretical 

cohesion follows from  what the Opus Postumum explor ed as a self-determ ination that giv es 

positive content to an experience in general. But t he particular significance in relation to an 

Enlightenm ent Science of M an, w ith its  am bition of discovering a legitim ate birthplace fo r a 

universal signification, leaves the positive concep t as internalising em pirical differences in 

favour of an account of hum an dispositions in the w orl d. This no longer follows Kant‟s sharp 

distinction between positive reason and existence i n general and Foucault could extend this to his 

concept of power. 

 

In Kant‟s era, a m etaphysical dim ension inform ed Enlightenm ent t hought, to which he took up 

the non-naturalistic position. Foucault ‟s A rchaeology followed a sim ilar approach against th e 

philosophy of the subject, but after 1970 his posit ive am bitions followed a transition against an 

abstract “denial of the body.”136 This m eant constituting the basic epistem ological function 

whose perspective on historical discourses could fo llow a continuity w ith the natural function 

m ediating the foundations for life through a geneal ogy. W hen he develop ed the criteria of a 

concept through the study of non-discursive practic es, it was to introduce the perspective for a 

historical narrative. Foucault brought into play the „felicitous positivism‟ that m aintained a 

philosophical perspective on the em pirical world of  m an; from  the anthropological-critical 
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reflection on the „matter of logic, ‟ he m oved to an engagem ent w ith an em pirically posit ive 

discourse behind evident form s of hum an experience.  This was already identified w ith what 

Kant‟s Opus Postumum extended through degrees of “changing powers of sensation,”137 and 

inform ed Anthropology w ith the practical m eans for m an to define his concrete world. Foucault‟s 

shift beyond strict historical conditionality, was through the discourse by which positive content 

was given for a self-determ ination. From  the readin g of Opus Postumum, this was described by 

the world-concept as a positive dom ain of existence, but which rem ains a v irtual hybrid of 

freedom  and necessity and retains actual possibilit ies to be explored around a tri-partite schem e 

of source, dom ain and lim it.  

 

Biopolitics as a Science of M an  

 

Foucault ‟s historical discourses constitute a genealogy that gives his perspective on the core 

dispute around an Enlightenm ent Science of M an. 138 W hat is significant in  his analysis of bio-

power orientates itself at the level of the sociolo gical and anthropological, through a practice of 

knowledge whose effect is “modifying something in the biological destiny of the series”.139 This 

is particularly evident in the texts of Foucault‟s lecture series, Security Territory Population and 

The Birth of Biopolitics, which follows the theory of state as capitalising on an em erging concept 

of its  m ilieu from  the 17 th  century onwards. M ilieu is conceived as a dom ain o f action and 

reaction where a m ultiplicity of individuals are bi ologically bound to a m aterial world w ithin 

which they live. The biological species carries the  capacity for a „second nature,‟ to  which the 

social m eans an artifice that functions as a concept to be interve ned into by a power; the concept 

of power delim its what constitutes this knowledge o nly to pragm atic structures. 140  

 

Follow ing a history of the 18 th  century discovery of homo economicus, a biopower u nfolds from  

“the political action that it proposes,” a narrative of new techniques of power. 141 Homo 
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economicus integrates the self-disciplines of m odes  of conduct of a production, parallel to that 

which Enlightenm ent political thought looked to und erstand as a physics. In  this era, physics had 

a relation to a Science of M an in the sense of bein g a dom ain of nature potentially open to a 

unified knowledge. But this aspiration, which Fouca ult now distinguishes from  an ideology, was 

based on a political sense of what nature signified  in  relation to a population. 142 For a 

contem porary idea of population, the new question a lso parallels a Science of M an but breaks 

w ith negative political m odels of sovereignty. Popu lation in itself serves the new positive 

concepts as they extend theoretically to the m echan ism s of power through an art of 

governm ent. 143 Biological discourses on populations contend w ith a “mass of juridical, political 

and technical problems” at the confluence of a series of existing domains of knowledge. 

Population supersedes m odels of sovereignty, the su bstitute for m an who did not exist. It  inform s 

governm ent w ith its positive content in the form  of  statistics, which Foucault identifies as the 

m atter for a new science of state. From  this perspe ctive, the analysis of econom ic power m eans 

that population is always excessive: population is a heterogeneous knowledge open to be 

“governmentalized”144  

 

Foucault‟s phenomena of “governmentality” serves a knowledge as disciplinary m odel. A  

disciplining of population derived its  ideal function from  a m odel of the Greek m agistrat e 

applied as a typology of m an. W hile Philosophy offered critic al m odels, the positive m odel is  

attributed to the archaic Christian pastorate whose positive function was to apply an “economy of 

souls” bearing comparison with the doctor. The significance of this practice is  affirm ing 

difference for psychic structures, a reflection on the Other, which produces the new power, 

nam ely, the subject of com m unity. The product is an understanding which is the prelude to 

governm entality. 145 However, from  the perspective of a Science of M an,  the true significance 

appears through what Descartes philosophy proposes as representing a power to be rationalised 

according to a dom ain of scientific practices and p rinciples. Foucault takes this as a subject 

continuous w ith the world of scientific principles which lent the central political problem  of the 

Classical age. In the am bition for an open practice  of governm ent, the public dom ain of m an 
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lacks a m odel, hence the question for the Classical  epoch of its principia naturae. Italian 

hum anism  could provide a provisional answer as the basis for a r aison d’etat which was the 

concept of m an. 146 One can see the parallel w ith intuition and unders tanding, the two stem s 

which in formed Kant‟s domain for a Science of Man.  

 

Foucault later lectures insert an anthropological m ultiplicity into this dom ain, rat her than 

questioning the unity of its objects. R aison d’etat has to contend w ith a blur of positive and 

negative attributes, “it has become a domain, a set of objects, a type of organisation of power.”147 

Organisation is som ething to be constituted from  th e re flective practice of a „second nature,‟ but 

the dispute over the anthropological dom ain w ill le ave the state w ith only one perspective. 

Hence, as a Science of M an, it is a reflection open to a new form of politics, “politics is not 

som ething that falls w ithin the form  of legality or  a system  of law. Politics is som ething else...it 

is concerned with necessity.”148 One understands why the question of political free dom  is what 

Foucault contends is the pure form  of reason extend ing intrinsically to violence. Populations are 

central to this knowledge com posite and any technic al power that serves a practice of 

governm ent needs to resist revolutions and tem poral  cycles w ith the distribution of intrinsic 

resources, individual interests, and com petition w i thin populations, whose specific problem s are 

dynam ic. This is why an Enlightenm ent political sci ence, like the sciences of nature, is proposed 

around a pure “notion of force.”149 

 

This second dim ension lends itself to the theory of  balance in the m ultiplicity of forces in the 

interiority of the population. Foucault proposes th at historically Germ an y has served as the 

“microstate laboratory...and a site of experiment” for developing the theory of population 

through Polizeiwissenschaft. 150 This was an anthropological system atic that appear ed from  the 

beginning of the 17 th  century as a regulatory concept of state, but the excessive nature of an 

anthropological dom ain transcends its m echanism s of  power and effectively dism antles a police 

state and any concept of right that it can propose. By the 18 th  century, the concept of nature 

                                                           
146 Ibid p238 
147 Ibid p247 
148 Ibid p263 
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serves to displace a traditional cosm o-theology, giving political scienc e its  definitive break w ith 

the past. W hile a new cosm opolitics rem ained to be theorised, its criteria were understood to 

require a, -  

“naturalness specific to man‟s life in common that economists ultimately bring to light as a 

dom ain, a field of objects, a possible dom ain of an alysis, knowledge and intervention. 

Society as the field of naturalness specific to the  naturalness of the m any will be called 

civil society, em erges vis-à- vis” (p3ζ9)  

W hen the concept of m an em erges at the level of a scientific phenom ena during the 

Enlightenm ent, the significance appears as a proble m  of governm ent in relations to its 

population. Here, Fouca ult‟s biopolitics turns to a concept of power for a genealogy of the 

m odern state. 

 

Biopolitics, V italism , Positivism  

 

The contem porary problem  on which his biopolitics f ocuses attributes the power of constitution 

over society to the m arket, and is the specific for m  of liberalism  theorised in Germ any around 

the mid 1930‟s. But according to Foucault ‟s „genealogy of economic style,‟ this in turn follows 

from  a 19 th  century idea and m arks an im portant schism  w ith an earlier understanding of 

liberalism . The neoliberal form  no longer takes „nature‟ to indicate a circulation and exchange 

values, but a notion of com petition. This is specif ically identified w ith social and econom ic 

discourses from  around the 1890‟s, an analysis of processes which took a principle of 

competition in its „pure form.‟151 The m arket was no longer predicated on equivalence  but on 

inequality and difference. This historical developm ent no longer took its m easure according to a 

naive naturalism  of the 18 th  century, but was form alis ed and extend ed as a new style from  certain 

constituted rules of practice identified within the market. “Competition is an eidos ” says 

Foucault. 152 It develop ed an internal logic that it form alised. The m arket w as a power taken as 

productive of society and its state, under certain conditions. These are conditions, “carefully and 

artificially constructed” to  be a milieu of „pure competition.‟ The m arket now serves as 
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confluence of diverse dom ains of knowledge under th is com posite concept of m ilieu – the 

reverse of how 18 th  governm ents orientated policy towards a hybrid con cept of natural m ilieu. 

 

Foucault calls this rarefied concept of m arket com p etition a „positive liberalism.‟ This intends 

governm ent to be m aster of econom ic developm ent, th rough a concept no longer concerned w ith 

separate dom ains of knowledge. These becom e subordi nated under an integrated m ultiplicity of 

knowledge constructed as a “governmental style,” whose com posite dom ain serves for an 

intervention into social structure, and acts to  elim inate archaic phenom ena, historically “foreign 

to the economic process.”153 From  a theory of com petition com es the dynam ic who se threshold 

requires a vigilant intervention necessitated of a neo-liberal art of governm ent: it appears against 

a pathology of historical anom alie s that run contrary to an idea of pure com petition. I ts schem a, 

or m echanism  of com petition, is  constructed around a new concept of labour.  

 

This  was the concept of labour that Foucault saw develo ped during the 19 th  century. As a 

concept, it was not a return to 18 th  century laissez faire econom ics, but a 19 th  century idea that 

followed from  what a contem porary vitalpolitik took  as form ative power for society from  an idea 

of enterprise. Vitalpolitik historically em erged fr om  a debate on econom ic theory after the 

1890‟s: Foucault identified this w ith the crossroads of t he criticism  of the hom ogenised and 

standardis ed societies that extended behind the 19 th  century concept of labour inform ing both a 

politics of left and right. 154 The critique shifted to an energetic of labour for its  analysis of 

population, as the enterprise unit now lent itself to a theory of human capital. Foucault‟s 

contention is that after the 1890‟s this served a genealogy for a „way of thinking,‟ a “general 

style of thought, analysis and im agination” which historically gave the new econom ic-juridical 

couplet to be constituted through the concept of la bour. 155 The com petitive enterprise unit lent a 

historical specificity to an em erging political sty le as point of view. 

 

In The Birth of Biopolitics, Foucault relates the t heory of hum an capital to an older concept of 

labour precisely because classical econom ics was un able to analyse labour in its  qualitative 
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aspects. “It was a blank page, a gap or vacuum in its theory that a whole philosophy, 

anth ropology and politics, of which Marx was precisely representative, rushed in.”156 Foucault 

returns to this am bition for a special epistem ology  over the dom ain of com peting ends, the 

am bition for a political science of hum an behaviour  over man‟s activity, or internal rationality, 

that accounts for the strategies of individuals fro m  the perspective of an econom ic effect. It aim s 

to encom pass all the “physiological and psychological” factors which contribute to being an 

enterprising, hum an capital, a “machine for generating an income stream”157 Labour and the 

concept of hum an capital, give the intrinsic elem en ts to be theorised positively. For exam ple, 

when genetics lent itself to an analysis around the elem ents of risk, it  served to convey its  

positive knowledge over the future of hum an capital . Hum an capital also serves to bind itself 

culturally to an extended dom ain through its investm ents around its  conditions of life. It  

em bodies a principle of order that previously fell to dom ains of physiology, psychology, 

anthropology, etc.  

 

For Foucault, the concept of labour also justifies a perm anent political criticism  of any 

aspirations to “economic positivism.” From the perspective of an „economic tribunal,‟ the idea of 

hum an capital w ill em barrass juridical adm inistrati ons by offering the negative perspective on 

any juridical concept of right. 158 This is the paradox of m icropolitics as ideological inflation of 

knowledge w ithin the activity of the subject. Throu gh questions of conduct and acceptance of the 

reality of the m ilieu, it  opens up a concept to behavioural techniques of go vernm entality, but 

Foucault‟s emphasis on human capital is  as irreducible, unconditional elem ent as it appeared in 

the 18 th  century, not susceptible to regressive analysis. T he return, through his concept of power, 

is to the perm anent conditioning of the positive sy stem  that m ust accept a certain negativity for 

the constitution of its world. Hum an capital exists  w ithin a dom ain that cannot be totalised, only 

opened to the calculation which accords to the idea inser ted into its reality, which is the 

positivity of man‟s world.  
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W hat is this idea? In the 18 th  century, it was nature which remained the “theological conception 

of natural order,” but whose possibility was of the point of view over all the dispersed interests 

that remained coupled to the empirical. “Political power is not to interfere with this dynamic 

naturally ascribed to the heart of man.”159 The idea of nature served to resist the sovereign state 

as paralogism  of political totality; this was also an idea attributed to m an, - 

“Homo economicus is the one island of rationality possible within an economic process 

whose uncontrollable nature does not challenge, but  instead founds the rationality of 

atomistic behaviour of man.” (p282)  

This idea guaranteed the world of m an was constitut ed from  m ultiple points of view, to which an 

econom ic discipline rem ained an aesthetic, lacking totality. The juridical problem  for the 18 th  

century was form ed around such intrinsic difference , a heterogenous powe r that precisely eluded 

a founding of positive law and natural right. The O rder of Things identified this w ith the 

dispersion of an Enlightenm ent Science of M an.  

 

The problem  of political econom y in the 20 th  century was the converse problem  - the 

im possibility of constituting a positive Science of M an m eant that Enlightenm ent li beral theory 

rem ains an exam ple of a science that could no longe r lays claim  to governm ent rationality. As 

political theory it m ust co-exist w ith in  a dom ain represented by civil society, an assem blage or 

m ultiplicity of practices that exists only as a tra nsactional reality, and subject to the dynam ics of 

governm ental reasoning. 160 It is here the pre- critical status of the „zoological singularity‟ of The 

Order of Things followed Foucaul t‟s positive am bitions through the concept of power as the 

practice whose open dispute was the status of m an. 161  

 

Gilles Deleuze and the „Rarefied Positivism‟ 

 

Deleuze‟s fam ous works w ith Guattari also follow the “fundamental problem of a political 

philosop hy” in the productivity of social structures but this i s explicitly distinguished as a theory 
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“not of power but of desire.”162 This distinction m arks Deleuze‟s own idea of critical freedom, 

often related to his work on Spinoza inspired by N i etzsche. 163 But in his book on Foucault, he 

points to divergent interpretations of early 19 th  century practices around the em ergence of 

Positivism  that highlights the „age of Bichat.‟ This follows his claim that Foucault developed 

sym bolic values while Deleuze was indicating a form  of vitalism  understood in a functionally 

different way.  

 

Foucault‟s „felicitous positivism‟ captures, in his own words, the investment that followed a 

“double movement of liberation and enslavement.”164 Transcending historical concepts w ith the 

functionally positive concept was legitim ated by an  abstract principle that follow ed from  Kant‟s 

Gemüt. It  took Positivism‟s power in  the form  of a w ill to truth but followed the Kanti an sense of 

subject becom ing an object. The „felicitous Positivism‟ serves effective m ode of subjectivation 

understood here through the context mapped out from Kant‟s Anthropology and its concern w ith 

knowledge was vital “in so far as it is philosophically relevant to the self.”165 It  m eant the 

necessary ethical „equipment‟ for a life -struggle in the em pirical dom ain. H istory serves t his 

value as am bition, disposition or drive behind any positive  knowledge, but its critical test, or 

practice, rem ains explicitly related to what Descar tes defined paradigm atically, i.e. an dom ain 

open to a universality of knowing, in as far as it serves the vital function freed from  any socio-

hegem onic context.  

 

For Foucault, a naive Positivism  was im plicated in shortcom ings of its own universalising 

am bition, and necessitated the anthropological-crit ical function to return em pirical actuality. 

However G illes Deleuze attributed this to Foucault‟s anti-naturalistic stance and the distinction 

appears in  what Deleuze claim ed as intrinsic values of the si gn.166 In his com m entary on 

Foucault he explains how intrinsic values specifica lly serve to re-orientate em pirically positive 

practices,-   

                                                           
162 Deleuze & Guattari (1983b) p29. In contrast to Power, „desire‟ intends to define the “cutting edges of creation.” 
Deleuze &  Guattari (1988)p531n. 
163 See Patton (2000) 
164 Foucault in Adam s (1986) p162  
165The tradition also appears to have associations con sidered in term s of a via negative, taken up in pol itical term s 
against repressive form s em erging under Christian t echnologies of the self. see Bradley (2004) 
166 Foucault “sounds like Bachelard,” according to Deleuze (1988) p57, p20 
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“There are only practices, or positivities, which are constitutive of knowledge: the 

discursive practices of statem ents or the non- discursive practices of visibilities.”167 

This conflation of positive practices m arks Deleuze ‟s fundam ental distinction w ith an 

epistem ological project which pivots around a Carte sian problem  of universalising intelligibility. 

Deleuze thought this already displaced intrinsic el em ents of em pirical sensibility and this 

captures the tension embodied in his comment that the early Foucault followed a “rarefied form 

of positivism.”168  

 

By contrast, in his own text on σietzsche, Deleuze‟ saw the „delicate problem‟ of producing a 

positive concept as foregrounding the them e of posi tivity and objectivity around the significance 

of a com binatory. This indicates a differential tha t accounts a priori for constitutive tendencies 

w ithin an em pirical sensibility. 169 W hen Deleuze downplayed Foucault‟s “neo-Kantianism” it 

was for the specific aesthetic activity of constitu ting m eaning from  the sign. 170 Power m eant an 

active faculty of synthesis of m eaning, rather than  an explanatory concept. In his discussions of 

the function of the sign, Deleuze distinguished rep resentational norm s from  objective 

appearances, specifically against the legacy of „neo-Kantianism,‟ since Deleuze saw true critique 

as the form  of practical philosophy that distinguis hed itself from  an account of form ative power.  

 

The underlying them e of the Foucault text is how a w ider analytic process conceptually 

substitut es ideas, rather than being conditioned under a histo ry. Deleuze presents this inverted 

use of history as justified by the lim itations held of the Critical Kant,- 

“Kant had to invoke a third agency beyond the two form s that was essentially 

m ysterious and capable of taking account of their c o-adaptation as truth.”171  

Kant‟s third agency was necessitated by both attributing power to imagination and conversely 

excluding it a priori from  schem atics. This left Ka nt displacing a “hidden art at the depths of the 

human soul,”172 for the function reflected through the Gemüt as a power of judgem ent. The 

question of sensible apprehension follows from  a pr iori transcendental principles grounding an 
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understanding, which was what Critique of Judgement  took to inform  an aesthesis accord ed to 

the norm ative idea. 173 In this account, an im age is drawn against the m ul tiplicity of an em pirical 

im agination had a necessity explained by a doctrine  of m ean representation a priori. W hen 

Critique of Judgement explored this, it was through  an ideational organisation taken up through 

basic principles given to teleology. 174 Because this was centred on a norm  constituted und er an 

ideal schem atics, Deleuze did not see this as „true critique.‟ Instead, the issue was the 

com binatory power which delim its certain positive f unctions attributed to reason; this becom es 

the central question inform ing his own aesthetics. W hen he gave this the context for a reading of 

The Order of Things in the Foucault text, Deleuze‟s aesthetics are inserted within a context of 

Foucault‟s socio-political dom ain. 

 

Deleuze and the Question of Power/Knowledge  

 

In the Foucault text, Deleuze takes a com binatory a s delim iting certain positive functions in the 

relation between knowledge and power. The question of power now denotes a relation between 

forces, but considered as active categories of powe r w ith a prim acy over the passivity of 

knowledge. Knowledge m eans form alised functions, ob jects of seeing and speaking, stratified 

and archivised. By contrast, power is an active function which orders and com poses, leaving  the 

m ark of force. Deleuze designates the diagram  as th e particular feature in  the distribution of 

strategic power which he relates to the practice of  a m icropolitics. 175  

 

Knowledge is no longer an explanatory but merely an attribute of a power‟s orientation and what 

constitutes this dom ain rem ains under a w ider effec t of the com binatory. It is the activity of the 

com binatory by which Deleuze avoids a transcendenta l perspective since power no longer 

depends on an ideal capacity to function. This is i llustrated explicitly in the pivotal fourth chapter  

of the Foucault text („Strategies or the non-Stratified: The Thought of the τutside (Power)‟) 

which im pacts on F oucault‟s „analytic of finitude.‟ Deleuze inverts the historical relation w ith 

force as it appears during the 19 th  century, - 
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“In order for man to appear as a specific compound, the forces that create him enter into 

a relation w ith new forces that evade that of repre sentation, even to the point of 

deposing it.”176 

In Foucault‟s terms, life, language and labour, are finite forces that im pose history on m an. 

However a substitutive com binatory is an activity that evades subordination to representati on and 

gives a loss of perspective that appears as the legacy of the 19 th  century science. Deleuze‟ 

substitutive history gains the particular significa nce that,-  

“man replaced life and the subject of law, the moment his image was composed of vital 

forces during the po litical era of constitutions…but today law has again changed subject 

because even within subjects, the vital forces are entering into new com binations and 

com posing new figures...in this way producing effec ts not of universality but of 

transversality.”177  

Correlated to the Science of Man which lost its universal perspective, „transversality‟ gains a 

new object of a science through the knowledge of „vital forces‟ in com bination with „what the 

will wants.‟ The shift is parallel to the advent of Positivism  and the m ove f rom  a critique of law 

to the description of the status of the vital.  

 

The parallel shift also appears in Deleuze‟s book on σietzsche. Here determ inable reason relates 

to the differential typology where the differential  has the status of the third elem ent. 178 

According to Deleuze, N ietzsche looked beyond Kanti an paralogism s and, reading The Order of 

Things, puts this active/passive opposition within Foucault‟s socio-political space. It serves to 

relate what Nietzsche &  Philosophy had already em ph asised around the differential elem ent and 

what Deleuze took as the qualitative determ inations , understood to be behind σietzsche‟s 

intention in On The Genealogy of M orals. This disti nguishes the question of an orientating 

principle around the w ill to power rather than a su bjective capacity for freedom . In the Nietzsche 

text, this appears in  the surplus force of a binary opposition between the sign of the „material 

body‟ and the idea of the „will to power.‟179 
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178 Deleuze (1983) p84ff 
179 Ibid p85- 86. Deleuze specifically points to σietzsche‟s reworking of CPR on p89 
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Foucault‟s concept of power followed a historically constituted socio-political dom ain but 

Deleuze‟ differential element transforms such a domain into an „open field‟ by avoiding 

specifying hum an relations. In the open field, powe r is associated w ith an idea of positive 

categories in general, - 

“we can therefore conceive of a necessarily open list of varia bles expressing a relation 

between forces or power relations....these are the categories of Power.”180 

Positive categories presuppose a general theory of relations and Deleuze‟s „diagram of power‟ 

gives an idea of positive categories that drew on an interp retation from  Nietzsche and Philosophy 

which defines genealogy as specifically aim ing to r adicalize Kantian critique. W hen Deleuze 

constitutes this as a problem  of the „true‟ measure of value in Nietzsche &  Philosophy the 

radicalisation of critique becom es the prim ary task  of evaluation of knowledge as „force.‟181 This 

served Deleuze by distinguishing two types of criticism ,-   

- firstly a criticism implicated of the archaeological Foucault who „stood behind‟ a critique of 

knowledge. This distinction follows what Deleuze ha d already earlier described as the problem  

with Kant‟s transcendental philosophy;  

“transcendental philosophy discovers what remains external to the conditions. 

Transcendental principles are the principles of con ditioning, but not of internal 

genesis.”182  

- a second critique related to σietzsche‟s ambition to account for principles of a substitution in 

reason rather than of principles to account for rea sons in them selves. 183   

 

In the Foucault text, Deleuze ‟s reading of H istory of Sexuality focuses on the cru cial concept of 

bio-power for another distinction in his interpreta tion;-  

“Is not the force that comes from the outside a certain idea of life, a certain vitalism, in 

which Foucault‟s thought culminates? Is not life this capacity to resist force,”184  

In  the idea of „life‟ of the „era of political constitutions,‟ Deleuze introduces the question of an 

Enlightenment Science of Man by foregrounding a „certain vitalism.‟ The Foucault text follows 
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the central dispute behind The Order of Things but opens this as a vitalism within Foucault‟s 

histories through the question of the practice of t he physiology in Xavier Bichat. 185  

 

The reading of The Order of Things pivots on the ev ent which a history of m odern thought 

normally associates with Kantian critique. But Deleuze referred this to an event as “thought 

through and lived out in the m ultiple deaths in the  m anner of Bichat. ”186 This event appears as 

the potential to „apprehend‟ forces of finitude „within the body‟ and is parallel to the dispersion 

of the Enlightenm ent Science of M an around life, la bour and language. Likewise, the epistem ic 

shift that appears in The Birth of the Clinic aroun d a new m edical Positivism  at the start of the 

19th  century. The particular significance derives from  the role of pathological anatom y for new 

positivistic discourses as a death becam e coextensi ve w ith life. Foucault attributed this as the 

basic function of psychoanalysis indicating a conce pt of norm ativity derived from  a 

physiological understanding of the body as it becom es lim ited to psychic structures and their 

expression. 187 But in The Birth of the Clinic, Positivism  in itse lf rem ained a negativity.  

 

However, Deleuze sees this event as having a w ider significance beyond any ensuing new 

medical function; it has “much wider implications” for the re-centring of a history of the subject 

- it expressed the „new axis.‟188 This axis he claims “haunts” all Foucault‟s thought as “a certain 

idea.”189 W hen Deleuze pursued the significance of this practice identified with the „age of 

Bichat‟ it gave the context for his Foucault text around the „micropolitics of the sign‟.190  

 

Signs of D ifference  

 

Deleuze ‟s departure from  Kantian critique is m apped out in D ifference and Repetition w ith a 

question; “in what sense does Kantian reason, in so far as it is  the faculty of ideas, pose and 
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constitute problems?”191 He intends to separate this from  the constitution of infinite nature that 

Kant proposed to elim inate, as well as ideal condit ions of a Kantian tim e and space. The prim ary 

concern for Deleuze was the sign and its evaluation  as attributed to a positive production of 

concepts. Although Kant‟s autonomous values were attributed to an empiricist base, Deleuze‟s 

question is why Kant‟s conditionality apodictically avoids the em piricism  of such activity,  while 

paradoxically taking an em piricist nature as explan atory for a necessary transcendental function. 

This “cuts the aesthetic in two parts,” and makes excessive the element that constitutes 

em piricism . This was what Deleuze understood Critique‟s conditionality served to negate. 192 

 

Foucault‟s The Order of Things distinguishes between Critique and a pre-critical Ideological 

analytic, as a prim ary division in  narrating the history of dissolution of the Scienc e of M an. The 

Ideological m ethod, rooted in the series and its re petition, was derived from  a Sensationalist 

epistem ology of an idea-sign; D ifference and Repeti tion identified this specifically w ith respect 

to the critical problem . The idea-sign is seen as r em oved from  hypothetical conditioning and 

thereby altogether rem oved from  Kantian difficultie s of predication in  transcendental experience. 

Deleuze relates this to  David Hum e ‟s naturalism  where a double articulation of the sign  held up 

an “irreplaceable subtlety” when following a description of an „open variable.‟193 The 

Sensationalist method similarly predicated certain elements which could be „naturally‟ extended 

as actualities and the idea-sign was understood to index a grounded synthesis prior to any 

subsequent synthetic activity. It is a „sensible synthesis‟ m eaning a general grounding both for 

physiological possibilities of organic com position,  and repetitive functions of psychology and its  

dom ain of m em ory- a phenom enal field for integratin g what was significant in  intelligible 

com position. 194 

 

The problem  for Deleuze is  to constitute a „naturalism‟ from  the attributes of the sign. In this 

respect, D ifference and Repetition also invokes, w i th a single claim , to be “following 

Condillac. ”195 This indicates the context understood of grounding  an artifice as a tem poral 
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synthesis from  elem entary habits. Habits predicated  on prim ary experience of the world, are the 

historical root of the Sensationalist idea-sign, wh ose m ethod served to constitute a „second 

natu re,‟ or sign, that could extend the articulation of em pirical n ature. The sign, stood a priori as 

aid to m em ory, grounds an understanding and Deleuze  saw its particular im portance for 

constituting a „synthesis of time,‟ in the sense understood of an em pirical conditionin g a priori of 

the thinking activity. Such synthesis accords w ith a virtual idea a priori to sensible com positions 

but whose lim it unfolds a double articulation of a com binatory. It  also correlates to Bergson‟s 

problem  of synthesis where the „power‟ of virtuality should be understood as the technical m ode 

that allowed Deleuze‟ to distinguish a m ethod from  the Critical philosophy. 196 

 

This distinction extends over what Kant opposed in autonom ous w ill w ith the power of being in 

a state spontaneously. A  pure power and its concept  of freedom  were held as the com pletely 

transcendental idea. However, the Kantian w ill coul d also becom e pathologically affected by 

sensuous or anim al m otives such as desire which was  deem ed the contrary or negative to the 

ideal concept of hum an w ill. 197 This is what Deleuze claims “cuts the aesthetic in two parts” and 

offers the differential analysis of the sign, attributed to a „will to power,‟ whose technical m ethod 

is related to a virtual idea. Deleuze could claim that, “we necessarily affirm  som ething of the 

object of a representation which is not contained within it,”198 and the virtual gives an alternative 

m odel to the division between sensuous and ideal w i lls. This also explains the historical context 

in which Deleuze invo kes the „Bichat event‟ as claim the overcoming of a historical vitalism 

while retaining the technical function of evaluatio n in the idea-sign. 199 

 

The V ital and the Positive  

   

Both Deleuze and Foucault followed σietzsche‟s belief in the body as “more than a fundam ental 

belief in the soul, ” but interpretations of Xavier Bichat‟s physiology illustrates how 
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common sense” pζ3, while in the intermediary text „The Idea of Genesis in Kant‟s Aesthetics,‟ a sensible nature has 
a m ore nuanced assessm ent attributed to four m odes,  som e positive and given to a creative synthesis. D eleuze 
(2000) p66 
199 Deleuze (1988c) p152n. 
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Enlightenm ent vitalism  serv es a conceptual narrative on the Science of M an. 200 Bichat represents 

the form  of vitalism  that conceived of the vital as  evidence of „force.‟ It  was understood as 

coextensive w ith a possible knowledge of the body a nd attributed to the positive categories of 

life. But vitalism  also stands for a historical ser ies of physiological m odels that followed the 

am bition to naturalise the im age of the living body  and its lim it by understanding the basic 

functions apprehend ed as a proportionate response between an active orga nism  and its m ilieu. 

This im age served the m edical account of dispositio ns in life to change and express an 

orientation towards the lim its of the positive cate gories of life and accounted for as constitutive 

norm s of vital function. In this sense, it  gave the positive criteria as guiding norm s for 

physicians, m oral philosopher, educator and statesm an. Rational physiology anticipated certain 

values as coextensive in the possible relations for  a general concept of life. But positive 

categories had a visible finitude through the study  of pathology. The radicalism  that Deleuze 

attributed to the idea-sign was of the m ethodology that could relate this to the am bitions for an 

Enlightenm ent Science of M an. In this era th is  stood as a standard for the m icropolitics through 

extension to the physical and the m oral. 201  

 

During the early 19 th  century Xavier Bichat was of a generation not look ing to the past but 

towards developing a new scientific language. Bicha t represents the new clinical m edicine being 

developed from  a rational physiological theory. He described two inner lives in a binary relation 

that relates a w ill to its passions, the struggle b etween spirit and body rarely in evident 

equilibrium . 202 The new physiology integrated an organic base as t he dissociated form  of visible 

life to which an anim al state was the organised com plex higher order w ith evident regularity to 

be accounted for rationally. The latter inform s a n orm ative im age corresponding historically to 

vital ideas of life. Bichat understood the patholog ical as a contrary power at the lim it of the idea 

to which his rational physiological synthesis was o riented around delim iting the historical 

concept of life. The Birth of the Clinic describes the practice of pathological anatom y as 

preceding the epistem ic shift from  which em erges Fr ench m edical Positivism  at the start of the 

                                                           
200 N ietzsche (1967) sect 491. This section also centr al for Heideg ger‟s reading of nihilism (1987) vol. ζ p133. 
201 Deleuze (1988c) p121 
202 Bichat (1827) 1:6:4. 
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19th  century. 203 The significance for Deleuze was in the claim  of B ichat as first m odern 

interpretation of death. Bichat functions in the Fo ucault text as a substitution, whose m ethod 

contrasts w ith abstract principles such as the Gemü t or transcendental concepts that divide a 

„natural‟ logic from an idea of life.  

 

Xavier Bichat‟s vitalism was ambiguous. Kant‟s abstract transcendentalism gave 

unconditionality as negative, serving real positivity in  representation. By contrast, Bichat‟s 

em pirical horizon of vital function takes the sign as upholding an objective standard as an idea of 

life. By delim iting a universal concept of reason this avoi ds a m etaphysics of subjectivity 

through substituting a historically derived idea of  the body and its soul for a physiology of 

anim al reasoning, m ethodically unfolded in the form  of the organic m achine. Rational 

physiology would explain what phenom ena could be at tributed to vital force and give the 

conditions for a debate to which Bichat‟s physiology marks the lim its of a project for the 

universalising values in  m odern knowledge. Universality was initiated for m odern tim es w ith 

Descartes 6 th  m editation which gives the interpretation of natur e as the concept grounding the 

Cogito sum  and opening a positive horizon to develo pm ent though a physiological knowledge. 

The Cartesian am bition grounds both an idea of the vital and its positive sense – as m easure and 

conditioning of the sign. The parallel is w ith Desc artes 4 th  m editation for distinguishing the true 

and the false. 204 In this sense, Bichat‟s vitalism is a technique of the idea-sign that relates the 

historical idea of the body to a logic of life.  

 

H istorically vitalism  could explain properties attr ibuted to life. But m edical vitalism  also has 

origins in the H ippocratic idea where reading the s ign served the conditioning of nature. The sign 

had this power held w ith respect to vital activity to sustain idea of life. It  was a necessary 

conditioning of possible phenom ena of life accordin g to an intrinsic understanding of 

significance in the living which is distinct from  a  concept of right or an archaic concept of the 

good. The sign surveys and values a priori of a m ed ical intervention. In this sense vitalism  m eant 

the value of the sum  of em pirical conditions consti tuting a perception to which the idea-sign 

attributes possible significance. H istorically, the  m edical sign attributed this to an energeia, but 

                                                           
203 Foucault (1975) p197, see appendix. 
204 Descartes (1980) p78, 89. See also Heidegger (1987 ) vol.4 p111ff 
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Bichat‟s vitalism took force as composing an image of the body which gave the radical concept 

of life for his epoch. He looked to pathology to de lim it this econom y of life w ithin the series of 

interm ediary states between life and death.  

 

The pathological differential brings the sign of th e vital to the idea of life which is inherently 

ontological. 205 But the sign also m akes possible the event where t he idea itself becam e eclipsed 

and therefore functions to separate the sign from  a g eneral ontology. The sign gives positivity, 

but vitalism  gives unity to an idea of life. The id ea of life m eans the term s of possible predicates 

for a concept of the body and governs the articulat ion of its m etaphysics a priori to constituting a 

new physiological synthesis. The attributes of life , both tem porally and in order of com position , 

use the differential which necessitates an em pirica l awareness and vigilance w ithin its 

constituting order to com pose or rationalise a new concept of life. In this sense, vitalism  gave the 

perspective an order of priority: this is not a con cept in the Kantian sense, but the idea of what 

was to be ordered in the world; not idealistic but as determ ining value.  

 

The significance is twofold; in the Birth of the Cl inic this initiated a new m edical Positivism  for 

the 19 th  century. But Bichat‟s method of interpretation, derived of Condillac‟s empiricism, gave 

the m edical sign an intrinsic lim it in the constitu tion of values of life. In this sense it correlates  to 

the basic philosophical problem  articulated in D iff erence and Repetition which looked to 

distinguish an em pirical conditioning from  an epist em ological conditioning. 206 The philosophical 

problem  for D ifference and Repetition is posed arou nd the activity that delim its positive function 

as a problem  of the vital. The activity of the sign  has to account for the internalised coordination 

of value and lim its of significance for a cognitive  function. This is the function of the 

com binatory as it extends to a positive dom ain to d escribe a series of phenom enal events; 

Deleuze calls this the delicate problem  of constitu ting a positivity from  m inim al identity. The 

product is the concept of the understanding and the  lim it of its application. 207  

 

                                                           
205 Heidegger points to this as established in Germ any  from  t he 1730‟s by Leibnizian rationalist Christian Wolff, this 
is what was specifically attacked and suppressed by Kant‟s Transcendental philosophy, until reinvigorated as a 
subject of philosophical enquiry by Heidegger. (198 7) Vol.4 p154n 
206 Deleuze (1994) p13-16, p98. A lso Deleuze &  Guattar i (1994a) p161 where Bichat is the specific exam ple . 
207 Deleuze (1994) p95 
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Difference and Repetition makes a central point around whether Heidegger‟s turn beyond 

m etaphysics was truly disengaged from  a subordinati ng relation in identity of representation. 208 

Deleuze understood these as being the term s for dis placing the naturalism  of sign that follows 

σietzsche‟s „overturning Platonism.‟ Heidegger‟s reading of Platonism defined the problem of 

m ethod as drawing the distinction between the sensu ous and the true. 209 To displace a value 

attributed as true m eant overturning an a priori ideal im age, to which representation was 

necessarily held as sim ulacral. Identity in the sig n denied or blocked prim ary distinctions of 

original or copy. For a positive aesthesis, the sta tus of the sign was to be co-extensive w ith both 

senses intended, both true and sensuous. These are the criteria that serve to converge m ultiple of 

points of view w ithin an objective dom ain of the si gn to which the function of affirm ation serves 

lived reality. The problem  of the com binatory is fo regrounding the vital ordering of 

representations, and it is this ordering that gave a philosophical problem  for the natural sign 

which becam e central to an Enlightenment Science of Man. In this respect, Condillac‟s idea-sign 

substituted for „natural function‟ through distinguishing significant differences from  external 

resem blance.  

 

The function of the sign is therefore to reproduce the qualitative divide between m odes of 

resem blance and difference in the idea. Deleuze use s the exam ple of the Platonic sign that 

prioritises po sitive identity over difference which he understood to be Plato‟s “moral vision” of 

the world. This was because the sign specifically a ddressed an idea of ordered life of the soul to 

be governed by concepts of reason rather than a pas sionate life. 210 In this sense, vigilance over 

difference was held as the em pirical criterion for attaining a m oral point of view. But the 

im plications for a m icropolitics of the sign are th at true function of the sign is in the activity of 

selection, m aking possible the evaluation or test t hat serves to orientate em pirical ideas in their 

purposive acts. This is a necessary m ethod of orien tation in a chaotic world to which em pirical 

function of differentiation of ideas can be conside red a vital production. The differential process 

carries an unstated ontological necessity attribute d to the cognitive idea. 211  

                                                           
208 Ibid p65- 66, “It would seem not, given his critique of the σietzschean eternal return.” 
209 See Heidegger‟s discussion as „Truth in Platonism and Positivism: σietzsche‟s attempt to overturn Platonism on 
the basis of nihilism‟ Heidegger (1986) vol. 1 p1η1ff 
210 Deleuze (1994) p127.  
211 This differentiates an idealism  from  an em piricism . Ibid p41  
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H istorically, Sensationalist m ethod prioritised ana logy, but the new m edical pathology 

represented a re-evaluation w ithin the conceptual p riorities of the sign. Pathology brought the 

problem  of difference w ithin the phenom enal series around an idea of life but since death could 

not itself an object of representation w ith the ser ies of life, the pathological sign served as lim it 

to the transcendental idea of life. The pathologica l sign separated the historical idea from  its vital  

attributes in what constituted the living. Deleuze culm inated his reading of The Order of Things 

with a description of the „man-form‟ as the composition of „forces of the outside,‟ which marks 

the distinction from  Kantian orthodoxy and the anal ytic of finitude. The new historical idea was 

now characterised as the „age of Bichat‟ which he claim s opened a new fundam ental am bition 

for the positive categories of life incarnate w ith the 19 th  century turn in knowledge.  

 

The „outside‟ carries an im plication associated w ith the legacy of an Enlig htenm ent Science of 

Man in the sense understood as embodying the „anticipations‟ fundamental for the new 

conditions of life. Deleuze claim s that Foucault id entified a new m an-form  that appear ed by 

incorporating the death of m an; but this was not th e loss of sovereign, nor described against a 

metaphysics of death, but against Bichat‟s terms of violent death. A  re -organisation of life had 

historical im plications for the m icropolitics of li fe. 212 The significance of the Positivist turn was 

of an „inner commitment‟ to Positivism‟s truth which Deleuze held in relation to σietzsche‟s 

social values. This m eant a confrontation of the pr oblem s of Positivism  w ith the physiological 

style diagnosis around the degeneration or strength ening of the species. This is a conceptual 

point associated w ith the 19 th  century thought which Nietzsche and Philosophy saw  as an internal 

power, dispersing all value-giving schem atics and t he im portant differential elem ent behind 

σietzsche‟s „will to power.‟ It  also explains the central task behind what Deleuze  understood of a 

Genealogy. 213 The general imperative of an unconditioned „will to truth‟ gave the disposition 

held to be constitutive of the new system atic of va lues. Therefore, from  the dispute over the 

Enlightenm ent Science of M an which is central to Th e Order of Things, the historical context 

was provoked by the am bition to delim it a legitim ate birthplace of  the sign. A t the start of the 

                                                           
212 Deleuze (1988c) p130 
213 It makes sickness “harmless to a degree” following σietzsche (199ζ) III:16, see appendix. 
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19th  century thi s was a dispute over the positive and the vital and g ave dual possibilities for re-

constituting an am bition for a Science of M an in a new form . 214  

 

Conclusion  

 

The„rarefied Positivism‟ delimits an original problem  around an Enlightenm ent Scien ce of M an. 

Foucault followed what his reading of Kant‟s Anthropology as an em pirical perspective on how 

the positive concept was historically brought into play. This chapter has contended that there was 

both a critical impetus in Foucault‟s Archaeology and, after 1968, gave the positive am bitions for 

constituting the concept m ediating juridical power.  Beyond the epistem ological discourse, 

Foucault‟s positive am bitions extended through socio-politica l discourses w ith a philosophical 

legitimacy identified with Kant‟s legacy which the critical function was integrated w ithin a w ider 

horizon of the felicitous Positivism .  

 

Another perspective has been described in G illes De leuze. This focus was on m edical discourses 

identified with the quest for true function in the „age of Bichat.‟ This identified Sensationalist 

epistem ology as inform ing the m icropolitics and explained Deleuze‟s reasoning for attributing 

intrinsic values to the m edical sign to  a vitalism . The „Bichat event‟ explains discourses on the 

physical and the m oral to  which Deleuze attributed the dissolution of an 18 th  century dispute. 

The delicate problem  around of values of 18 th  century vitalism  centred on constitutive norm s 

following Condillac‟s idea-sign to which Deleuze saw m edical Positivism  as a radicalism . 

 

The original problem  for an Enlightenm ent Science o f M an has been characterised in its 

am bition to delim it a legitim ate birthplace for the  sign. The m edical sign carries values both 

positive and vital and this w ill serve to constitut e the field for a genealogy of a Science of M an 

during the 19 th  century in subsequent chapters. The next chapter will look at Foucault‟s post-

critical Kant to accounting for the „bifurcation‟ in a practice around the Science of Man; 

subsequent chapters follow what he considered a p re -critical context emerging from the „age of 

Bichat.‟  

                                                           
214 Deleuze &  Guatari (1994a) p133 
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Chapter 2 : Kant‟s Anthropology and the Science of Man 

 

Introduction  

 

The last chapter focuss ed on the debate that invigorat ed French thought during the „crisis‟ of the 

1960‟s. This was fram ed as a historical dispute over an Enlightenm ent Science  of M an. This 

chapter identifies this w ith what em erges from  a Re naissance Hum anism  and was taken up as an 

Enlightenm ent project. The context for understandin g what was m eant of an Enlightenm ent 

Science of M an takes its initial perspective from  t he new philosophical and scientific languages 

debated in the Berlin Academ y from  around 1740. Fro m  the work of Christian W olff, along w ith 

the epistem ological problem s introduced by Locke an d Hum e, this gave the Enlightenm ent 

debate whose context cam e to define Kant‟s ambitions. 

 

The previous chapter described the particular signi ficance that M ichel Foucault attributed to 

Kant‟s Anthropology in relation to an Enlightenm ent Scienc e of M an. This chapter exam ines 

Kant‟s divided strategy for attaining a rational m etaphysics i n relation to an 18 th  century m otif of 

power. The transcendental m otif questions the am bit ion for true and legitim ate function of power 

at the core of a Science of M an. But Kant‟s earlier allegiance to the Enlightenm ent project sa w 

him  substitute „modes of thinking‟ of an earlier psychology for a distinction between 

m etaphysical and philosophical foundations in the d om ain of experience. In this way, Kant gave 

an asym m etry that extend ed into the very possibility of a Science of M an.  

 

As an am bition of a Science of M an, this chapter ex plores Kant‟s two responses; firstly, the 

necessity for a general metaphysics as „indispensable service‟ for giving legitimacy beyond 

conditionality in m oral philosophy. Secondly it fol lows what he addressed as an original problem  

for a Science of M an through a special epistem ology . Foucault identified Kant‟s ambition to 

constitute positive ground for inner sense w ith the  late Opus Postumum. This hypothesised 

transcendental possi bilities for representing man‟s world as a logical system of concepts. Opus 

Postumum further distinguished two m odes of what a concept of nature could hope to apprehend; 

firstly, a system  of phenom enal experience understo od through contem porary interpretations of 
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anim al powers; secondly, a w ider dom ain of force ph enom enally evident in the totality of a 

world-system . W hile Kant‟s transcendental system  of representations looked to  a totality of such 

em pirical observations, by follow ing a historical problem  of seeking legitim a cy for a Science of 

M an the Opus Postumum is also understood as the transition between „modes of being‟ to 

„modes of thinking,‟ serving the hypothesising of the „ideal archetype of man‟ who could think 

th e world.  

 

Kant‟s citizen of the world also appears in the Anthropology. This is Kant‟s late text seen as 

follow ing his cosm opolitan ideal of the citizen req uired think the world. But this now entails an 

engagem ent w ith the social, political and historica l elem ents as sustaining evident practices in 

the world and Anthropology is rooted in the difficu lty for accounting for a diversity of em pirical 

practices. Kant took his perspective on what man „ought‟ to become conscious of in this world 

„by rights.‟ The transcendental doctrine of Opus Postumum explor ed this extended possibility as 

a world-concept, but Anthropology excludes such a uni fied perspective and returns the central 

difficulty of constituting the idea behind practice s that differentiate the world. The world concept 

is dom inated by history and culture and has an evid ent lack of unity. Anthropology is shown to 

leave this  as an idea to be judged by the „principle of the future‟ and taken to prefigure the 

destabilisation of a unified Science of M an. It a p roblem  identified w ith the positive practices 

historically brought into play and the parallel is drawn w ith the historical em ergence of organic 

theories and their am bitions to apprehend inner exp erience of sym ptom s, desires, and evident 

external purposive forces in Opus Postumum. W hen Fo ucault fram ed a narrative of the 

dissolution of an Enlightenm ent Science of M an thro ugh the ideologies seen as an adm ixture of 

positive and vital, this was a dom ain of em pirical practices which served his study of the 

epistem ic shift associated w ith French Positivism . This w ill be taken up in the next chapter. 

 

Renaissance Anthropology and Enlightenm ent Science of M an  

 

The Renaissance was an era self-conscious of openin g a new cycle in history, a new approach to 

negotiating forces of history in which m an could pl ay a part. In this context, Anthropology was 

an em erging discipline that lent itself to a body o f knowledge branching out from  a philosophical 
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discourse. But the new perspective did not originat e w ith the observations of contem porary 

differences, rather, from  the study of Rom an and Gr eek antiquity and the cultural contrast 

distinguishing between past and the present. This w as the achievem ent of the Italian renaissance; 

its effect was a renewed interest in the ancient wo rld that inspired the study of contem porary 

cultural differences. By taking the past as the m ea sure of the present, a dynam ic reform  

m ovem ent could distinguish in hum an beings a creati vity that grounded its shared activities as a 

unifying force. In the second half of the 18 th  century, the contem porary concept of m an 

em bodied the idea that subjects were capable of bei ng enlightened. 215  

 

In the Enlightenm ent, Anthropology stood between th e range of hum an knowledge; for exam ple, 

psychology as the discourse on the rational soul, a nd its counterpart in the body to which 

anatom y reveal the structure of m an. Anthropology a lso offered aspirations for a new science 

extending a view as social anthropology historicall y parallel w ith an anatom y of the polis. This 

dissection of the body politic m eant that an Enligh tenm ent Science of M an could transform  

argum ents on body and soul into a science of m ind/b ody relations, beyond earlier reservations 

about the values of Cartesian m echanism . 216  

 

From  the early 18 th  century, anthropology stood as a natural history o f hum an nature follow ing 

the im petus for an enlightened science which drew o n a broad psychology, a m etaphysics of soul 

and extended m edical practice. The search for a nat ural unity led anthropological practitioners, 

through the analytical approach, to a division of h um anity into races, sexes, tem peram ents. 

Fuelled new intellectual fascinations w ith w ild chi ldren, the blind, orang-utans, exotic races etc , 

this developed into a battleground of ideas . By the early 19 th  century, the im petus behind such a 

Sci ence of M an had the paradoxical effect of dispersin g the system atic approach initiated by 17 th  

century thinking. The expansive and fluctuating ran ge of intellectual activity lost the earlier 

                                                           
215 Being m odern not only m eant m oving beyond the dark  ages but held the prom ise of the future knowledge that 
could to restore the m ore illum inated tim es of anti quity. The Renaissance hum anist was an exam ple of w hom  he 
holds that the cult of antiquity as a form  of activ ism . Calinescu (1987) p22. For general texts see Jo hn Howland 
Rowe (1956) pp1-20, M argret Hogden (1964), A lfred H addon (1934) 
216  Haddon cites Anthropologie Abstracted; or, the id ea of human nature reflected in the brief philosoph ical and 
anatomical collections (16ηη) “Anthropologie, or the history of human nature, is, in the vulgar (yet just) impression, 
distinguished in two volum es: the first entitled ps ychologie, the nature of the rational soule discour sed; the other 
anatomie, or the fabric of structure of the body of man revealed in dissection...” cf G. A. J. Rodgers (1998) pp79-84 
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sense of unity. Yet in the 18 th  century, a Science of M an can be taken as dom inate d by a 

fundamental idea, the sense that science and reason could be taken to define man‟s higher 

faculties. 

 

Two Approaches to an Enlightenm ent Science of M an  

 

In the early 18 th  century, two strong im petuses for a Science of M an  can be characterised through 

the philosophical m ethods of John Locke and David H um e.217  

 

Lockes‟s Sensationalism offered to extend a method to free the human body from dogmatic 

thinking. Locke was a physician and his An Essay Co ncerning Human Understanding of 1690 

tr aced „symptoms‟ laid out after an anatomical fashion that ground his intended practice for a 

Science of M an. 218 M oving beyond Descartes break w ith scholasticism , the prim acy was given to 

an epistem ology that fram ed a history of hum an unde rstanding and im plied transform ing the 

metaphysical discipline into a psychology. Locke‟s sensationalism offered an empirical doctrine 

of knowledge as base for a new rationalistic theory  of the real. This was lim ited only by hum an 

faculties and their abilities to m akes em pirical de ductions. The question was of progressive 

adaptation,- 

“The first step to towards satisfying several enquiries of the mind of man was very apt 

to run into, was to take a survey of our own unders tandings, to  exam ine our own 

powers, and see to what th ings they could be adapted.”219  

Being a physician m eant an awareness of interpretiv e difficulties as the problem  of total 

com prehension of the data of sensation. 220 The physician em phasised practical skills of 

observation, using experience as the basis for judg em ent, but Locke was also looking for the 

possibilities of m oving beyond an aporetic m etaphys ics. Being a Newtonian, despite shifting 

away from  a science of certainty, m eant the progres sive am bition towards a deduction that could 

forge a world whose m easure was m an. H istorically, the m easure of the m an drew on a 

physiological discourse for a natural explanatory s chem a, but the new anthropology also 

                                                           
217 See Cassirer (1955) xi  
218 See P. B. W ood (1994)  
219 Essay, Locke (1975) Introduction, Book 1, Chapter 1, §7  
220 See Foucault (1970) p82 
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introduced new possibilities for analysing represen tations according to the necessarily elem ental 

and successive orders of language. This was an idea , especially influential in France where 

Etienne Bonnot de Condillac set out to redefine m et aphysics as the study of m ental operations 

extended through degrees of certitude towards a „new language.‟ His initiated influential projects 

taken up under the broad definition of a „Science de L‟homme‟ during the French revolutionary 

era.  

   

Another exam ple from  this epoch was David Hum e. H is  1739 Treatise on Human Nature 

upholds the central prem ise that all sciences are d erived from  their relation to a hum an nature, - 

“Tis‟ evident that all the sciences have a relation, greater or less to human nature, and 

however w ide any of them  seem  to run from  it they s till return back by one passage or 

another. Even m athem atics, natural philosophy and n atural religion are in som e 

m easures dependant on a science of m an: since they lie under the cognizance of m an 

and are judged by their powers and faculties.” 221 

The pivotal question was the a priori attributed to  the principle of causality . Hume‟s emphasis on 

the practical nature of ideas was in their values b eing distinct from  theoretical ideas, he 

concluded that synthetic reason could be m erely gen eralised belief and given through natural 

instinct. This meant that Hume‟s scepticism left “human nature as the only Science of Man.”222 

As a program m atic approach to a philosophy that was allied to a method moving “from a kind of 

scepticism to kind of positivism,”223 which would not be uncharacteristic of later schoo ls of 

Positivism  in its intention to turn a polem ical cut ting edge to both realist m etaphysics or religious 

dogmas. Hume‟s central criticism around the originary concept of causality was intended to 

question the judgem ent concerning perceived qualiti es but also served to underm ine anythin g 

attributed to divine orders in nature. Such sceptic ism  towards the a priori not only underm ined 

proofs of God but also any existence of order in na ture from  which rational principles could be 

derived. By displacing the possibility of inferring  the infini te from the finite, Hume‟s thinking 

can be considered positivistic in another im portant  sense; it does not advocating against an 

affirm ative judgm ent but rather strategically bring s negative judgem ents to bear on every kind of 
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223 Expression from  Deleuze (1991) p31 
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m etaphysical reality. 224 Here is the paradoxical anti-positivist polem ic wh ose effect was of 

clearing the way of m etaphysical concepts, but whos e polem ical destruction of any finite of 

knowledge positively implies a possibility of „true‟ knowledge, not unlike a “compelling power” 

of the infinite. 225  

 

W hat a later Positivist spirit takes from  Hum e was the rejection of the absolute legitim acy of 

induction in favour of the question of values in th e relationship between experience and 

knowledge. The question of value produces, unsurpri singly, a variety of often contradictory 

responses; for exam ple, by uncovering a concept of m an, firstly from  a physiological approach 

and secondly, through a pragm atic approach, m ay inf orm  w ith differing values. The strong 

connection w ith an em erging anthropology during the  18 th  century gave such disputes another of 

Hume‟s legacies; the relation to a political thought. Hume‟s emphasis on an immanent practical 

approach, upheld as qualitative concepts over quant itative sciences, inform s his particular 

approach to a Science of M an. This attem pt ed to view man‟s natural physical and social 

environm ent w ith the positive am bition of transform ing concrete conditions of hum an existence 

through the accum ulation of pragm atic knowledge. He re he foreground ed a specific task behind 

the program m atic study of the hum an needs. The prag m atic m ethod overlaps w ith the system atic 

method offered by Locke‟s empiricism and appears therefore that both are anti-positivis tic in one 

sense and positivistic in another. This is a parado xical characteristic which is often also the 

feature of later Positivist thought.  

 

In both instances, what was important was that man was held to have a fundamental „nature.‟ 

David Hume expressed this as, “it is universally acknowledged that there is a great uniform ity 

am ong the actions of m en, in all nations and ages, and that hum an nature rem ains the sam e, in its 

principles and operations.”226 And Locke wrote, “Men, I think have much the same for natural 

endowments in all times.”227 By the m id 18 th  century this concept of hum an nature crucially 

revolved around what could be attributed to this un iversality. In this era this was underpinned by 

the influence of Newton, Bacon and Descartes, but a lso what anthropology looked to sustain 
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through its exploration of the increasing varieties  of custom s and institutions indicating the 

diversity of the world appearing through increased travel outside of Europe.  

 

To this end, whether it was attributed to pragm atic  powers of reason or pursued through a 

question of sensible experience, the diverse strand s of an 18 th  century Science of M an pursued 

this as a com m on question of what could be positive ly upheld as a „truth‟ of m an. The question 

of truth focussed on the notion of man‟s origins. In 1762, Johann Gottfried  Herder attending a 

lecture in Königsberg, could note that Kant underst ood this as a m ethod which,-  

“in order to distinguish what is art from what is nature we must push towards the origin, just as 

we are accustom ed to distinguish traditional belief s from  certainty. W e would better need to 

study the consciousness of prim itive tribes and thi s is far better than ours which is a product of 

art. Rousseau has examined it.”228  

The pursuit of origins was a m ethod of enquiry by which a Science of M an could proceed and a 

device for interrogating concepts of hum an nature. By specifying constancies as the positive 

elem ent, as both necessary and conjectural, this co unter ed assum ptions of divine origins. This 

was understood by the m ore philosophically inclined  early researchers. Rousseau, for exam ple, 

noted as m uch in his second discourse,-  

“The researches that we may enter into on this subject must not be taken as historical truths, 

but m erely as hypothetical and conditional reasonin g, designed m ore properly to throw light 

upon the nature of things rather than showing us th e actual origin, like the reasoning our 

physicists engage in all the time in the formation of the world.”229  

Hence, when Rousseau attributed this to a differenc e between m an and anim al, he intended a 

sharp distinction between the m oral and the physica l. By placing an idea of m an above nature it 

emphasised man‟s capacity to create artificial worlds or the second nature. This followed 

Condillac, who also im plied as m uch grounding his l ater Logic (1780) through his earlier Essay 

on the Origin on Human Knowledge (1746). But in the orising this as a sharp distinction, 

Rousseau was particularly influential for Kant in c onfronting the legacy of Christian W olff and 

his followers. M oving against a system atic approach  developed around a Science of M an, Kant‟s 
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approach followed a positive am bition to m odify 17 th  century ideas on psychology and 

anthropology through epistem ological practices that  characterised 18th century debates.  

 

The Science of M an in Kant  

 

Locke and Hum e are indicative of the epistem ological  problem s around an analytic of sensation 

and sensibility as pursued by a Science of M an in t he 18 th  century. The broad intersection this 

thought had an importance for Kant from the 17η0‟s. This appears as a confrontation of values 

derived from  18 th  century aesthetics in relation to a system atised l ogic; the problem  of a priori or 

a posteriori knowledge.  

 

Later, Critique of Pure Reason described Locke‟s ambition for a rational science coextensive 

with the realm of the „real‟ as being dependant on a „true method.‟230 Kant took Locke‟s method 

as prone to transcending limits of experience, opening to a fictitious “genealogy” and given to 

new dogm atism s or even indifferentism . 231 τn the other hand, Kant took Hume‟s sceptical 

m ethod as belon ging to “a species of nomad, despising all settled modes of life…”232 However, 

earlier when Kant pursued the broad them es of a Sci ence of M an in  the reflective essay 

Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and th e Sublime (1764), he intended a contribution 

to the general analysis of feelings and their value s, grounded in a reflective historical observation 

rather than a strict philosophical enquiry. Here Ka nt was follow ing the w ider m otifs and ethical 

thinking of the tim e in his discussion of ideas of tem peram ent discerns relations between 

aesthetic feelings and social order. H is considerat ion was how aesthetic feelings can constitute a 

principle, Observations finds, 

 “as a consciousness of feeling that lives in every human breast…the feeling of beauty 

and the dignity of human nature…first as a ground for universal affection…second as a 

ground for esteem …τnly when one subordinates his own inclinations to one so 

expanded can our charitable im pulses by used propor tionately and bring about the 

charitable being that is naoble virtue. ”233   
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The grounds for this universality of feeling and it s status as a principle of virtue, was follow ing 

his well docum ented enthusiasm  for Rousseau during this period. Observations accounts for a 

turn away from  scholarly elitism  th rough a sympathy with Rousseau‟s call for philosophers to 

becom e educators of m ankind. Kant was follow ing an Enlightenm ent ethos, later to be expanded 

as the basis for his m oral philosophy. The notes m a de in his own copy of Observations describe 

Rousseau a s proposing the concept of „natural man‟ as the metaphysical ideal, for inferring what 

was wrong w ith civilised m an. Kant com es to underst and this as the synthetic procedure which 

can be taken in the sense of the regulative idea, b ut defines his own strategy against this, 

although retaining its principle aim . 234  

“Rousseau: he proceeds synthetically and begins from  the natura l hum an being. I 

proceed analytically beginning from the civilised human being.”235  

In this way, Kant understood both analytic and synt hetic approaches as diverse strategies aim ed 

at the concept of the civilised m an. It  also m arks the division for Kant between a practic al 

philosophy derived from  an observational science, a nd the theoretical needs for a speculative 

m etaphysics.  

 

This is the sense in which Kant went on to pursue d iverging strategies: firstly, he lim its a concept 

of „natural man‟ by transposing Rousseau‟s political community into a transcendental world 

where the free-w illed individual can be given full autonom y. This stance stays close to 

Rousseau‟s concept of freedom in taking an ethical self as given to possibilities of intervention 

through a categorical im perative. Rousseau had give n Kant an alternative m odel of intellectual 

practice in relation to the w ider current of the En lightenm ent. In the Critiques, this appears as the 

com m itm ent to an ideal lim it of hum an reason by def ining a transcendental concept of the 

thinking subject to be conditioned by the m aterial world, yet whose power is logically prior to 

the senses. 236  
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The second strategy has been described by Foucault as a „research into the Gemüt‟ and 

associated with Kant‟s later Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View. 237 This saw Kant 

depart from „observed facts‟ of Observations while retaining the possibilities of r epresentation as 

a com m unicable and sociable activity. This general field of representation was conditioned under 

a concept given to a w ider anthropological consciou sness; its  „special epistemological structure‟ 

that stood behind both Critique and Anthropology as genera l conditions for a determ ining 

subject. This gave a general problem  for any Science  of M an. W hile Critique places a 

transcendental freedom  as the speculative concept a  priori both to a concept of nature and the 

concept of the thinking ethical subject, Anthropolo gy did not see an ethical subject as a thinking 

and unified being of the Critique. In Anthropology,  like in Observations, the classification of the 

anthropological dom ain gives an observed of network  of hum an tensions which is attributed to 

the Gem üt. The special epistem ological structure st ands as a principle of lim ited freedom , the 

schem a m ediating both a concept of nature and a con cept of freedom . 

 

W hile the split in the thinking of the concept of „natural being‟ can be identified as early as the 

1770‟s, it is the late Anthropology where Kant succinctly  distinguishes the division between an 

intellectually system atised knowledge and an actual ised knowledge. 238 He associated this with 

two types of research,-  

“Physiological knowledge [which] aim s at what nature m akes of m an, whereas 

pragm atic knowledge aim s at what man m akes, can, or  should m ake of him self as a 

freely acting being.”239   

The latter division appears in Critique as practica l reason, and is designated through a relation to 

an im perative. But Anthropology retains the earlier  notion of artifice or device through the 

Gem üt. It is this division that produces the two cr ucially different perspectives; a analytic of the 

imperatives of reason of the „I think‟, and a concept of the synthetic network preceding the 

subject.  
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Kant introduces Anthropology in term s of an activit y of the citizen of the world develop ed under 

the „nature‟ of cosmopolitical bonds through the possibilities of an inner sense. 240 But Critique of 

Pure Reason m aintains this as a problem atic that ca nnot be justifiable as a pure reason. Here 

Kant looked to a future science for the “establishment of its own in a complete anthropology, the 

pendant to an empirical doctrine of nature.”241 This problematic „nature‟ was, in the later 

Anthropology, strategically restricted to a question of an em pirical Science of M an. He retaine d 

all possibility of mapping “the consciousness that man experiences” that are characteristic of the 

cosmopolitical „object.242 But while the am bitions of the dialectic in  the Critique displaced 

em pirical experiences, Anthropology rem ains such an  adm ixture that offers only successive 

possibilities for knowledge available to the object  on the em pirical level.  

 

As two intellectual strategies derived of the probl em  of a Science of M an, these can be seen to 

move apart in Kant‟s texts around 1770-1780. On the one hand, there is the interrogation of the 

„I think,‟ the synthetic function of the Cartesian ego and its logic; on the other, questions of 

evident types in an anthropological dom ain, appeari ng as evident repetitions in a world system . 

This left the possible uses of reason aligned only w ith the aspirations for a Science of M an and 

shifted the debate to a dispute over m etaphysics. 

 

Newtonians and W olffians: The D ispute in 18th centu ry M etaphysics  

 

Kant began his career as a student of the Leibniz-W o lffian philosophy. The fundam ental 

divergence from  followers of Christian W olff em erge d through the Newtonian approach, which 

particularly fuell ed a conflict at the Berlin Academ y of Science during  the years 1740 to 1760. 

Under the directorship of French Newtonian, Pierre- Louis de M aupertuis, the debates surrounded 

the nature of W olffian m etaphysics, as a system  ext ending a schem atic idealism  into historical, 

philosophical and m athem atical branches of hum an kn owledge.  
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Wolff‟s philosophy held a status as a national intellectual product, subordinating other fields 

w ithin a fram ework that sought to encom pass Germ an religious and political thought. It‟s 

system atic considered Newtonian philosophy as scien tifically narrow in a sense not worthy of a 

general philosophy. In 1740, Fredrick II of Prussia  wanted to appoint M aupertuis and W olff joint 

leaders at his Berlin academ y, they represent ed two opposing brands of scientific philosophy. 

W olff declined the offer and, in the event, the Swi ss m athem atician and Newtonian sym pathiser 

Leonhard Euler gave the academ y its Newtonian ground ing. Subsequently this cam e into conflict 

w ith the W olffian system  with its theological and p olitical im plications. Even w ithin the 

academ y, allegiances of its m em bers were divided. F rom  1745, the first of the fam ous series of 

essay com petitions began to explore this division a nd M aupertuis initiated these through an 

invitation to discuss the controversial topic of M o nads. It initiated a long running and heated 

debate around a Newton-W olffian controversy. 243 

 

Kant entered this debate in 1756 w ith the essay on Physical M onadology which was his attem pt 

to redress the am bition of Leibniz/W olffinan m etaphy sics in the light of Newtonian natural 

philosophy. Its central division was between non-sp atial and non-tem poral m onads, whose status 

was determ ined by internal principles of active for ce, as contrasted w ith Newtonian absolute 

space-tim e extending continuously as an external fr am ework for all laws of interaction. The 

im plications of Newtonian science were exem plified by the paradigm  of universal gravity, i.e. 

m oving m athem atically from  phenom ena to principles of natural bodies. Kant was arguing for a 

revised m etaphysics which needed to be subordinated  to certain results of the exact sciences. H e 

addressed the prize question of the Berlin academ y in 1764 w ith Enquiry Concerning Clarity of 

the Principles of Natural Theology and Ethics as a supporter of the „σewtonian/Euler‟ position 

of a synthetic m athem atics. This m oved against any general analytic m etaphysics that proceeded 

from  obscure concepts and originary notions of nece ssity and freedom , body and tim e, etc. Kant 

was aim ing at avoiding such a priori definitions, a nd instead looked to establish a regressive 

m etaphysics advancing only from  established concept s delim ited by exact sciences.  
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A m ore specific differentiation appeared in Negativ e M agnitudes (1763). This distinguished two 

uses of m athem atics in philosop hy and was aim ed particularly against the W olffians. Kant now 

presented a m odified Newtonism  which found its key idea in taking the certainty of experience 

to inform  the „material principles‟ of human reason.‟244 By follow ing the basic laws of dynam ics, 

this was to express a schem a of universal coexisten ce that constitut ed a dom ain of derived 

properties that related to a schem a of a general in tellect or understanding. This schem a was 

im portant in a new sense; space and tim e were prese nted as ideal, and given through two distinct 

principles of hum an cognition: an intellectual facu lty of understanding and one of sensibility 

which form ed the two branches of hum an knowledge. A gainst such ideality, the lim it of 

subjective knowledge could be brought into question  and given as som ething that would only be 

securely grounded by exact science. This dom ain had  radically revised conceptions of space and 

tim e, which brought into question the interplay of intellect and intuition: the form al logic of 

understanding confronted m etaphysical relations to an actuality which was lim ited by subjective 

finitude. 

 

The significance in  defining this lim it m arks Kant‟s departure from  a general analytic tendency 

of the day. Kant now held a logical negativity agai nst the affirm ative of an originary given a 

priori. In this respect, it is his Negative M agnitu des essay that m akes the crucial new distinction 

between a logical nothing and a physical nothing,-  

“Inner feeling tells us that displeasure is more than a negation. (lack is not a 

disple asure)…but a positive sensation….positively opposed to pleasure….a positive 

ground which wholly or in part cancels it out. On t he other hand a lack of pleasure is 

called indifference, whereas the opposition between  pleasure and displeasure is called 

equili brium.”245 

In  distinguishing between an absolute notion of indif ference and a relative notion of an 

equilibrium , Kant leaves only the second as negatio n proper, while the form er indicates only an 

absence. By proceeding from  this relative notion, he could w it h certainty claim  that all real 

oppositions m ust have real predicates, and that it is only these predicates that can be taken as 

positive.  
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Real predicates m ean both a positive desire for an object and its opposition, the feeling of 

aversion in  its opposite, a positive displeasure. B oth are qualitative aspects and exist “because 

pleasure connected w ith it, is the ground of desire  being satisfied. ”246 It is the relativity of this 

ground that serves to delim it the distinction from  the perspective of absolute understanding and 

is contrasted w ith the am bitions pursued by the ana lytic practice of the era. This leaves Kant 

asserting that the law of identity and difference h as only a relative relation to real ground which 

can be given only through speculative concep ts and therefore “can in no wise be judged.”247  

 

W ith this Kant introduced the notion of a logical h orizon. G round appears as a „logical horizon,‟ 

by distinguishing itself from  real ground in the abso lute sense. This defines the concept as a 

logical expression, rather than as an absolute,- 

“the relation of real ground to something, which is neither posited nor cancelled out by 

it, and cannot be expressed in a judgement….only expressed in a concept.” 

It is because speculation is the source of hum an er ror, and error m arks the finitude of 

understanding, that the concept operates only throu gh logical contradiction. A lthough Kant finds 

that this concept can be regressed through logical analysis, the positivity of the whole, is  “the 

single unanalysable concept of a real ground, the r elations of which cannot be rendered distinct 

at all. ”248 Therefore, the distinction that defines the order of positive affirm ation in the dom ain of 

predicates, is the negative - as a second order aff irm ation – and this gives an active disjunctive 

between a concept‟s necessity and its contingency. The distinction is between the real ground 

and its logical ground. It  restricts the interpretive judgem ent to a logic, w hile its  positivity is 

what the concept m aintains through the am bition to condition a given dom ain. 
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Scepticism  in  Kant‟s Logic  

 

This is the separation that appears in the Transcen dental Aesthetic of Critique of Pure Reason 

where sensibility gives both an intuition and its o bject. 249 The doctrine was that sensation 

am biguously retains som ething as a psychological ef fect, whose real elem ent the transcendental 

judgem ent aim s to m ake distinct. 250 This inform s the central difficulty behind Critiqu e of Pure 

Reason’s aim for more „positive‟ values given as concepts of the understanding, which are t o 

account for both aesthetic experiences and a rational knowledge. However, Kant notably lim ited 

values of sensibility at the start of the Transcendental Aesthetic following the “abortive attempt 

made by Baumgarten” for defining a concept that is integrated under an aesthesis. 251 

 

Kant m ade his radical distinction by bringing the c ritical treatm ent of judgem ent under rational 

principles of logical analysis which distinguished a system atic form al logic from  a general 

aesthesis. W hen A lexander Gottlieb Baum garten us ed the word aesthetics to m ean taste or 

„sense‟ of beauty he gave the word in its m odern usage; earlier aesth esis refered to an ability to 

apprehend according to bodily senses and was a „sensitive knowledge,‟ given as something 

„indistinct.‟252 Baumgarten defined „taste‟ as meaning an ability to judge according to the senses, 

rather than intellect. H istorically aesthesis drew on feelings of pleasure or displeasure, but 

Baum garten ‟s science of aesthetics would offer the deduction of rules or principles of an 

individual taste. Taste was the domain, “fusing together of elements” of confused perceptions 

whose status was beyond the reach of the concept an d a pure logic. Yet, this sensitive knowledge 

of the „dark‟ and the indistinct, could be brought under a higher reason through „powers of the 

soul, ‟ which Baum garten subsum ed under a Leibnizian fram e work taken to express a vita 

cognitionis, or a „life of knowledge.‟253 But the Critique of Pure Reason opposed taking thi s 

speculative dom ain of sensibility as the basis of p ure knowledge. Kant had already explored in 

Observations how feelings constituted a principle o f virtue and aesthetics values, by relation to 
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an „image of perfection.‟ By the 1770‟s, his Logic lectures reveal how Kant was taking a m ore 

rigorous approach to what could be attributed to se nsibility and experience. 254  

 

Firstly, this meant applying an active negative disjunctive as the „distinctness‟ (as the logical 

cognition) which served to separate it from  an orde r of aesthetic feeling (Baum garten‟s lively 

„indistinctness‟).255 Although Kant had earlier considered Baumgarten the “exemplary analytic 

thinker,” by insisting on this radical difference between an analytical logic and an aesthetic 

sensibility - a difference in kind rather than diff erence by degree - he m akes the distinction 

between “making our cognitions logically perfect, [and] another that makes our cognition 

aesthetically so.”256 A lthough Kant rejected his aesthetic theory, he m a intained as „exemplary‟ 

Baumgarten‟s ambition, which was to be pursued beyond this sharp divisio ns of a logic and an 

aesthesis.   

 

This is  illustrated already as an am bition evident in his Logic lectures of the 1770‟s (Blomberg 

lectures). 257 Kant was taking the apprehension of an aesthesis i n term s of an active intuition, 

whose possibility was in making a productive distinctness (“the distinctness when we can 

distinguish well the mark of what we intuit”). Aesthesis presented the possibilities of positive 

values in relation to a judgem ent beyond a purely l ogical on e - “we achieve distinctness in 

intuition through m ore attention per synthesin .” The activity of aesthesis gives sensation its  

action of „making distinct,‟ rather than just a passive affection, or som ething sim ply given to a 

concrete sensation, and was an activity that m akes a judgem ent possible. However, Kant defered 

any elaboration on how aesthesis could provide such  conditions of possibility to logical 

judgm ent on the grounds that this was beyond the li m its of a strict logic. 258  

 

Beyond the radical distinction evident in the logic  lectures, Kant retained an am bition for 

producing this positive qualitative difference. But  he em phasised the need for abstraction and 

active com bination of elem ental data, to be effected through „coordinating marks‟ which 
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them se lves could constitute a communicable „distinctness;‟ these constituted the universality 

which Kant regarded as the necessary purpose of a l ogic. Coordinating m arks relate, in a relative 

way, to a more positive knowledge in the Lockean sense (“Locke made an effort to show that 

none of our objects of experience can ever be absolute but completudo comparitiva”259).  

 

However, since Kant also held that cognition of exp erience could becom e profound only when 

subordinated to logical rules, his focus was on the  subordinating action of judgem ent whose 

activity gives approval, w ithdraws approval, or w it hholds of approval. Kant accords this to 

positive, privative, or negative. An affirm ative ju dgem ent can increase our cognitions and are 

thus positive, while the negative serves to avoid e rror. 260 The im portance of the coordinating 

m arks was to distinguish a logic from what previously was accounted for by „taste,‟ or what 

Baum garten was delim iting under laws of sensibility , and defined by an „empirical psychology.‟ 

Laws gave judgem ent its logical relation between sub ject and predicate, the im portance of 

defining this aesthetic activity through its logica l link, or copula, extends to the dom ain of the 

„concepti subjecti .‟261  

 

This dom ain now accounted for the positively ground ed „mark‟ in its natural relation to 

distinctness. The Logic was concerned only w ith the  distinction of identity and difference, yet 

beyond these values, what the copula derives from  i ntuition introduced the problem s of 

purposive reflection. Reflection was an affirm ative  action by which Critique of Pure Reason 

introduced its  discussion of concepts of reflection em ployed in t he act of judgm ent. 262 But these 

no longer have a direct reference to the object but  are concepts used for orientation and applied 

to both understanding and intuitions for a judgem en t held prior to, and guiding, an action.  

 

It is because Kant sees hum an reasoning as essentia lly m etaphysically, functioning to condition 

an anim al existence, that the prim ary conceptual diff iculties arose from  what was earlier 

express ed in  the Logic (Blom berg). The significance for Critiqu e of Pure Reason was that both 

negative and positive form s appear as two lines of thought that appear behind the Transcendental 
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Dialectic. Further on, in the A rchitectonic of Pure  Reason, Kant left the nature of th is  relation 

between an indistinct idea of the unconditioned and  its lim ited rational expression, only as a 

“peculiar unity.”263 However, it was specifically differentiated from  a n anthropology, which he 

later returned to as a research into inner sense, a s the nature of the Gemüt. However, in Critique 

of Pure Reason the specific problem  was a m etaphysi cs that thinks how objects of outer space 

relate to the concept of the Cartesian subject. Thi s subject is  the peculiar a priori unity of the “I 

think, ” and Kant left the nature of this a priori as the ta sk for a future m etaphysics to study. 264 

 

Aesthetics and Power in Kant‟s Metaphysics  

  

The Critique of Pure Reason also proposed m etaphysi cs as the study that could distinguish itself 

from  an em pirical psychology. The latter was the pr actice that belonged to a rational m etaphysics 

“no more than empirical physics does.”265 Aesthetics presented the particular difficulties f or the 

study of consciousness and this can also be traced to the early 1770‟s through Kant‟s lectures in 

psychology. Here a rational psychology took its am b ition in  accounting for an intellectual 

activity attributable to an inner sense and given to the Cartesian “I think,” which was contrasted 

w ith what em pirical ps ychology took as „I perceive.‟ Working from Baumgarten‟s M etaphysica 

as a textbook, Kant taught that an outer sense was clearly distinct from  the thinking principle, 

and which com es together through the soul. It is th is perception which describes “a knowledge 

which belongs to me…a representation of my representations…a self perception,”266 which Kant 

took as the apperception inform ing a rational psychology. Rational psychology was the st udy of 

inner cognitions as they far as they can be given a s concepts of reason to the thinking subject.  

 

Kant‟s Lectures on M etaphysics show him  differentiating th e active representations of the 

senses, from  an em pirical psychology which m eant pa ssive affectivity. This had its parallel w ith 

what Logic distinguished between the distinct or in distinct. But the significant difference is  that 

M etaphysics fram es its  discussion in term s of higher or lower functions o f the soul. In the se 

earlier lectures this function was understood as a power which was either self-active or passive; 
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higher functions of the intellect are active, while  sensibility is the passivity of the lower function . 

It is a distinction which has a significan t relation to what Logic excludes from  its  discussion of 

the thinking consciousness as an aesthetic sensibil ity . In his psychology, he holds that sensible 

representations can “either be given or made” through the activity of the thinking consciousness, 

or attributed to the spontaneity of a “formative power.” Such a power is not the sam e as the 

power of logical understanding; a “formative power” is attributed to both higher and lower 

functions of the soul. 267 As such, power here accounts for a relation to an indistinctness, and 

appears as an unconscious of perception. The signif icance of this form ative power is that Kant 

thereby avoids a relation of equivalence to the m at erial doctrine of pure sensation.   

 

However, the difficulty of such an unconscious powe r introduces a converse problem , that of 

„subreption.‟268 Subreption m eant a reflection of an em pirical habi t that confuses sensible 

intuition w ith som ething from  a dom ain of discursiv e logic: this is  no longer a distinct cognition. 

On this basis, a distinction becam e dependant on th e question of judgm ent. This was the m easure 

discussed under powers of the soul, and historicall y attributed to the drives of pleasures and 

desires, both basic but diverse powers. But the not ion of a psychological soul, by definition a 

unity of such powers rather than a distinct princip le, relat ed these diverse powers to the „I think‟ 

of the Cogito which dem onstrated a m ore basic power  that arose from  the determ inations of 

conceptual thought. The M etaphysics lectures do not  show Kant elaborating on this; the question 

of this unity was again retained as a future task of a philosophy “so far as it is possible.” 269  

 

These earl y lectures in Logic and M etaphysics indicate what the  Critique of Pure Reason was 

bringing together under a m ore specific goal, delim iting what could be unders tood of the peculiar 

unity through a problem  of form al logic. The Transc endental D ialectic relates this as two 

fundam entally opposed form s of knowledge, one a con stituted finitude of the Logic, another the 

unconditioned but creative intellect, understood as  retaining the 18 th  century m otif of power. This 
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was the infinit y that an „intuitive intellect,‟ immanent and formative, carries in its ambition for 

knowledge which Kant played out between the „natural‟ and „ideal‟ aspects.270  

 

Power/Knowledge: Transcendental Analytic and Synthe tic Judgem ent  

 

In the critical context, this relates to a distinct ion between the m odes of judgem ent which 

distinguished the transcendental doctrine of knowle dge. W hat the Critique of Pure Reason 

pursued as the possibility of a rational m etaphysic s, was the am bition for a transcendental 

knowledge which gave m eaning to an analytic judgem e nt reproduced in grounded concepts. 

Judgem ent selects by defining its subject-predicate  under the relation to a particular concept. Its 

empirical nature, defined by aesthetic activity under the domain of a „concepti subjecti, ‟ upholds 

its positive reason by relating the ground of the c oncept to possibility of the judgm ent. But while 

a general logic gives this transcendental ground, t he power to constitute the judgm ent becom es 

the question of transcendental principles. Kant sai d that the analytic judgem ent thinks only 

according to the concept, but this was not a true o bject of experience. Rather, the distinction 

between the analytic and synthetic was understood t hrough what the negative separates concepts 

out by virtue of identity w ithin reproducible conce pts ; the analytic judgm ent can be given only 

by such identity. But identity was grounded by posi tive difference, whose relation was to the 

indeterm inate. In this sense, the negative was not concerned w ith m etaphysical principles but 

w ith the reasoning which distinguishes a priori fro m  a posterior knowledge. 271  

 

It is im portant to distinguish an em pirical logic f rom  what was offered by scientific knowledge . 

This is because the positive sciences were exem plary in  being universalised dom ains that 

separate historical adm ixtures into a constituted a  prior knowledge. One could see the am bition 

for a Science of M an in  giving a transcendental perspective on an em pirica l dom ain in general: a 

transcendental logic as a general logi c. In this sense it aim s at both a transcendental kno wledge 

and a transcendental power. But the question that K ant brought to an Enlightenm ent Science of 

M an was delim ited to legitim ate unity beyond the pa rticularity of subject-predicate relations. 

W hile a rational m etaphysics studies the functional  knowledge that could relate the inner 
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experience of outer possibilities, the transcendent al principles gave the objective for a Science of 

M an m erely because such principles were posited as grounding its true and legitim ate function. 

 

The problem  of em pirical knowledge was precisely th is historical adm ixture given according to 

diverse principles. Because science was taken to di splace an analytic knowledge w ith a new 

synthetic knowledge, the am bition for transcendenta l logic was of the substitution of an 

em pirical analytic for a pure synthetic understandi ng.272 The difficulty of a new synthetic 

knowledge is that it draws on the problem atic princ iples given to the source of such synthetic 

judgm ents beyond the logical horizon of the grounde d concept, - 

“But in synthetic judgem ents I have already advanced  beyond the given concept, 

view ing as in relation w ith the concept som ething a ltogether different from  what was 

thought in it. This relation is never either a rela tion of identity or contradiction; and the 

judgm ent, taken in and by itself, the truth and fal sity of the relation can never be 

discovered.”273 

Because Kant‟s ambition for a pure understanding requires that “...the conditions of the 

possibility of experience in general are the sam e a s the conditions of the possibility of the objects 

of experience,”274 he prem ised conditionality on m athem atical princip les of Newtonian 

dynam ics. Im portantly, this was not axiom atic in it self: the issue was rather that he was 

follow ing th is  as the principle by which a power giv es unity in representation through concepts 

of understanding. This power was the function of un derstanding, of organising according to 

positive categories of experience. 

 

The positive categories follow from Kant‟s table of judgm ent. (A80/B106). This characterised a 

faculty of rules for defining the inner nature of h um an understanding and the unity brought 

together actively through the “I think.” (A126) While the representational activity of the thinking 

„I‟ uses concepts that derive their power of understanding from  a claim  on a reality, it is the 

positive categories that delim it a dom ain of consta ncy as a schematism, or „art.‟ It is this 
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categorical function that ultim ately rem ains hidden .275 The question of the activity of a power to 

relate sensation - as the „matter of appearance‟ - to inner sense, by a conceptual „filling out‟ or 

reduction to nothing as the continuous production of states that could ind ex a relation to Being 

itself. (A20/B34) This m eant that while the form ati ve power of synthesis determ ined the 

m agnitudes of space as well as its tem poral qualiti es, along w ith their relations and m odalities, 

yet the conceptual succession and coexistence of su ch a priori determ inations in this tim e-series 

was also neces sarily limited and ultimately retained “no other possible employment” other than 

the em pirical. (A146)  

 

This gives the schem atism  the power of conditioning  a purely logical unfolding of reason, while 

the “peculiar unity” of the architectonic was the em pirical elem ent which Critique of Pure 

Reason described as “due to sensibility.”276 In this sense, the problem  for Kant‟s Science of M an 

was that it  retained the legacy derived from  of 18 th  century aesthetics, which he had earlier 

characterised in Baum garten as an „abortive analytic.‟ Drawing on the “merely empirical,” which 

was a theory of taste derived from  the historical d octrine of pleasure and pain, Kant did not think 

could furnish apodictic laws in term s of the scienc e of the day (A21n). However, it is in the 

Critique of Judgement where Kant shifts his perspec tive on this am bition. The am bition was to 

reflect on „something‟ that necessarily must be accounted for, and in this he returned to 

conceptual possibilities of perception through cons idering the tw in concerns of „art‟ and „organic 

form.‟ This  return was also to the ambition of discovering the conditions of „a nature‟ being 

judged under a power of judgm ent. It  m eant the am bition of discovering principles behin d 

positing the natural concept.  

 

The Critique of Judgement extended the problem atic idea derived of an 18th century Science of 

M an into the account of an evident capacity at the origins of the positive categories of an 

understanding. Kant now m ade a new distinction; a d eterm inate form  that carries a concept into 

the determ ination of the particular, and the concep t of reflection on the particular, to which a 

reflective judgement is „compelled to ascend.‟ (§ ζ) This is the reflective judgm ent seen as 

inseparable from  the particularity of aesthetic exp erience of pleasure and Kant thereby gave 

                                                           
275CPR A141/B180 
276 Ibid B186 



89 

 

sensibility a new reflective role for the em pirical  art of schem atism  which related to the 

experience of the body. (§ 6)  

 

The Concept of Nature and a Technics of Power  

 

The Critique of Judgement m oved away from  questions  of predication and logic towards 

reflective techniques of knowledge. This study was of the power that underlies concept 

production and the categories for ordering the worl d at the level of anthropological 

consciousness. It m eant the em pirically positive fu nction of m ediation of hum an experience 

through a critical reflection on the „matter of logic,‟ or intuition. This „matter‟ appeared either 

under the schem atic of an understanding or under th e sym bolic m ode of analogy, to which the 

latter gave the reflection which stood for an indir ect intuition accounted for through the 

im agination. 277  

 

The m ediation of im agination through feelings of pl easure and displeasure was a power which 

served to ground the “inner possibility” of concepts in their practical application. It followed the 

concerns of a Science of M an in the sense that it s erved a positive distinction of functional 

concepts from “the narrow low life of animals.” (§60) These required techniques of reflection 

prior to any expressions of desire as they offered the possibility of reasoned transform ation of 

habituated m oral interests. But this also looked ba ck to an earlier conception of pleasure and 

displeasure for its positive source, r eflection was to account for the principles ascribed only to “a 

feeling of life” by which Kant indicated the „vivacity‟ in representation in its relation to a 

historical concept of the living. (§1)  

 

The disposition that life took up in its purposiven ess was driving the teleology which appears in 

the second part of Critique of Judgement. Kant asso ciated the positive predispositions of our 

cognitive faculties w ith the orienting of what was conceptually apprehended of an external order. 

This was m oving beyond the strict divide of reason and experience and served his positive 

am bitions for explaining an evidently conditioned n ature,- 
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“To discover in nature an intelligible order…divide its products into genera and species 

through a principle of explanation and interpretati on, and, out of m aterial com ing to 

hand in such confus ion, to make a consistent context.”278  

This is  the technic of nature to which reflection gives th e consistent context of an „undesigned 

purposiveness‟ in  the logical order evident behind the power of conc ept production (§72). Kant 

proposed that „imaginative ideas‟ predicated the practical necessity of the concept, this grounded 

the subject‟s freedom. It also m eant that transcendental philosophy could loo k beyond a narrow 

understanding of schem atics by adopting som ething b eyond a conditioned necessity. It is this 

speculative freedom  that gives the „root origin‟ to subjective reasoning beyond its empirical 

nature.  

 

What constituted this problematic source for any ideas of reason in the „feeling of life‟ now also 

constituted the positive principles in the concept of subjective physical ends. Despite the fact that 

Kant‟s teleology finds such universality compromised by what subjective necessity drew from 

objective reflection, (§77) he m aintained that unde rlying possibilities for transcendental 

knowledge was to be discovered som ething to be acco unted for by techniques of representation. 

These effects appear in  the conform ation of faculties. (§77) Because these  relate the power of 

synthesis to a higher source of finality (even an o riginary cause of the world, §78), it was the 

causality which could only find its expression only  through a positive notion or heuristic 

principle, that accounts for an orientation of the concept of life in the concept of nature.  

 

Kant returned to an anthropological predisposition in understanding for such a positive notion. 

Paradoxically, he also attributed this to a spontaneity that thinks “different from the human.” 

(§77) This predisposition to difference was aligned  w ith what Critique of Pure Reason gave as 

the possibility of attaining a pure intuition throu gh the account for new elem ent beyond any 

constituted finitude. It drew on a com pletely trans cendental concept, no longer focussed on the 

nexus of intuition and understanding, but explained  by the am bition to account for predicates of 

judgem ent. This was a power underlying any possible  representation or discursivity. 279 

Transcendental theorising referred this problem  to an anthropology through its account of 
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vivacity as positively relating pleasures to  a predisposition of our cognitive faculties; but t he 

practical necessity of moral perspective on our “consciously vain desires” gave the „nature‟ of 

this relation between pleasure and desire. 280 From  th is  perspective, Kant‟s engagement with a 

Science of M an was exploring a doctrine of nature that pointed to  the dom ain of em pirical 

psychology. As a doctrine of nature, this converged  w ith the particular difficulties of legitim acy, 

to which CPR dem anded the apodictic certainty of a science.  

 

Extending the Legitim ate Grounds for a Doctrine of Nature   

 

The 1785 text, M etaphysical Foundations of Natural Science, saw Kant follow a natural 

description of objective knowledge of bodies to the  lim it  given as apodictic science. H istorically, 

a doctrine of nature was the ontological ground of knowledge in  general expanded as a natural 

science. W hen Kant extended a „metaphysics of bodies‟ derived from σewtonian dynamical 

principles it was to see how far they served a m ode rn m etaphysics. 281  

 

In Critique of Pure Reason, the foundational relati on is given in the Transcendental Deduction: 

in the „general notes on a system of the principles‟ Kant indicates the am bition to  delim it 

schematically an objective reality given to „outer intuitions,‟ in so far as they contain the 

“conditions of possibility of real relations of action and reaction, and therefore the possib ility of 

community.”282 For an em pirical thought of outer intuition to be com preh ensible as m ovem ent of 

points in space, this im plicated successive existen ces of an inner self in different states. Critique 

of Pure Reason states that “space alone is determined as permanent, while time, and therefore 

everything in inner sense, is in constant flux.”283 From  this assertion, Kant went on to state that, 

“all alteration presupposes something permanent in intuition, and through an inner sense no 

permanent intuition is met with.”284 In this way, an affirm ative succession of inner se nse carried 

the am biguity of perm anent causality into all the w ider em pirical sciences. 

 

                                                           
280 Ibid 1 st Intro III, (1978)p16 
281 Preface, Kant (1970) p5  
282 CPR B293 
283 Ibid B291- 2 „Postulates of Empirical Thought‟ following from the „Second Analogy‟  
284 Ibid B291-2 „Postulates of Empirical Thought‟ 



92 

 

However, Critique of Pure Reason also looked to obj ectivity as upholding the positive am bitions 

that followed from  the categorical approach to repr esentation. This m eant the possibility of 

synthesis that serv es the two follow ing points;  

- Firstly, it states in „The Refutation of Idealism‟ that the positive am bition was to ground the 

Transcendental Aesthetic. This was the central task  of giving m eaning beyond what was 

dogm atically denied to positive content in the obje ctive relations of subjective representations. In 

this sense, Kant‟s Transcendental Idealism defines itself against what could be considered a 

sceptical approach, i.e. it does not com pletely exc lude an em pirical possibility at som e level.  

 

By denying both an absolute transcendental realism  as well as an em pirical idealism , Kant leaves 

the path open to what can be considered under the p ositive content of an em pirical 

representation. The „Refutation of Idealism‟ leaves this to the composite origin of experience 

which Critique of Pure Reason indicates in space an d tim e, considered in term s of an intuitive 

com posite which is open to the transcendental dom ai n of representation. However, since this 

excludes the em pirical position which takes tim e an d space as sim ply given, or the real in it-self 

as an independent sensibility, Kant retained a com p lexity in experience itself. This had positive 

value as an objectivity beyond a sim ple em pirical i ntuition. 285 

 

- Secondly, by follow ing a science of natural descr iption, Kant points to the determ inations of 

outer nature as im plicating the positive dom ain. Th is dom ain carries the am bition of true 

representation of the transcendental concept. It ne cessitates invoking a certain theoretical notions 

of what a positive dom ain could express about actua l states of affairs which, in turn, im plicates 

the principle of causality behind all positive dete rm ination of nature, since this dom ain extends 

towards a w ider em pirical nature. 286   

 

The question of such a dom ain was followed in Criti que of Pure Reason through possibilities 

required of a perspective on the general doctrine o f bodies. To this end, it was Kant‟s „table of 

categories‟ that gave the important theoretical approach to be followed by transcendental 
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philosophy, this supplies the “indispensible” plan for the science which is a com plete theory of 

knowledge. If one follow s the „table of categories,‟ one finds that it m oves from  a synthetic 

m athem atics by analogically extension into a dynam i c science and Kant indicates that while the 

form er can stand as fully constitutive, the latter could only be the regulative for a w ider 

system atic knowledge. The parallel is  for the progression of any speculative science as projected 

into Kant‟s general systematic of human understanding.287  

 

By taking the legitimate ground of σewtonian dynamics as a general „metaphysics of bodies,‟ 

the Critique of Pure Reason m erely pointed to as po ssibilities around an expanded analogical 

thinking. But M etaphysical Foundations of Natural S cience considers these by degrees of 

determ ination of the senses from  a pure m athesis. T his is a progression that follows from  the 

determ inable kinem atics, through the dynam ical aspe cts of a m echanics and extends to a general 

phenom enology of m atter. This phenom enology relies increasingly for its determ ination through 

the reference to a m ode of representation by the se nses, and thereby depends on a power of 

representation generally. So the progression from  t he m ost form alised to the least form al opened 

increasingly to an em pirical practice of concept pr oduction. 288 On the one hand, degrees of 

determ ination relate the dynam ical concept to the d ata of intuition, but on the other, this relation 

gave laws of thought as they appeared from  the pers pective of an em pirical finitude as it chas es 

an exhaustive determ ination. The im portant point of  this schem atic was to indicate that m or e 

em pirical sciences, as built up through observation  and experim ent, appear as open to the 

“infinite manifold of intuitions,” and ultim ately leaves their explorations in an infi nite regress. 289  

 

W hat were the specific am bitions of M etaphysical Fo undations in setting out principles of 

constructing concepts on this scale? W as it to give  legitim ate grounds to a w ider schem atic that 

relat ed to a Science of M an w ith a natural scientific concept of nature at its foundat ion? Or did it  

show what was unfolded through phenom enal by degree s of em piricism  under the law of 

reciprocity was actually a lim ited axiom  of the real in as far as it offered s ufficiency? By 

sufficiency, Kant m eant to distinguish his thinking  from  Leibnizian system  which had a 
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presupposed notion of pre-established harm onies to accounting for principles of discursivity. 290 

This notion returned the problem  of knowledge as a concern of com m unity, and Kant 

em phasised this in the „Postulates of Empirical Thought.‟ (B292ff) Here a principle of 

discursivity worked w ithin the laws of space and ti m e for which reciprocity sufficed as long as it 

is not taken as noum enal existence. It m erely offer ed possible conceptual relations as they 

extended experience. But such knowledge always suff ered from  the danger of confusing of 

subjective experience w ith an objectivity. 291  

 

The latter could not give apodictic certainty from  the Newtonian perspective. This was a 

perspective whose legitim acy follow ed a principle of inertia in m atter and Kant further qualified 

this as a passive dom ain. In turn, this passivity m arks the distinction from  speculative 

internalised principles which, although lacking suc h apodictic certainty, he attributed to concepts 

of life, - 

 “Life means the capacity of a substance to determine itself to act from  an internal 

principle, of a finite substance to determ ine itsel f to change, and of a m aterial substance 

to determine itself to motion or rest as change of its state.”292 

Because such internalised principles do not conform  to a Newtonian view of m atter, 

M etaphysical Foundations was therefore also arguing  that natural science gave natural lim its of 

knowledge in relation to a universal doctrine of ex perience. This was an em phasis on lim its 

which now appear as essentially philosophical, rath er than sim ply em pirical or m athem atical. 

This left the positivity of experience as defining a special dom ain whose specificity in relation to 

sciences of hum an reason, was upheld thorugh philos ophical am bitions for a general doctrine of 

w isdom . This m eans that M etaphysical Foundations ul tim ately indicates what m athem atical 

sciences lacked between giving m etaphysical and phi losophical foundations to the 

anthropological dom ain of experience. It is an asym m etry that extends to the Science of M an and 

all w ider dom ains under the influence of natural hi story, physiology and anthropology, etc. 

These now necessitated a special epistem ology to give  the w ider philosophical grounding. 293 
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Distinguishing Between Physics and Phusiologia   

 

The need for the new epistem ology was at the lim it to what M etaphysical Foundations and 

Critique of Pure Reason derived from  the paradigm  d eveloped under an argum ent for universal 

gravitation and its law of inertia. In Book III of σewton‟s Principia, the inertial concept of 

m atter is understood as em pirical to the extent tha t it depends on the perceptions and actions of 

the senses. In Critique of Pure Reason, The Analogi es of Experience followed this as em pirical 

reasoning about causal relationships w ith an em phas is on the power of application of an 

understanding. 294 In expanding σewton‟s conceptions on moving forces to an empirical limit, the 

M etaphysical Foundations illustrated the distinctio n between a natural science and a broader 

philosophy of nature: the regressive analysis of Ne wtonian principles pushed this  point to a 

phenom enology which necessitated a physiologically grounded concept of nature accounted for 

by the senses. 295 

 

W hat is significant of an epistemology grounded by σewton‟s mathematics was that a concept of 

m atter was externalised force and notably opposed t o an idea of hylozoism , the doctrine of 

m atter attributed to an internalised force. 296 During this era, the expansion of new em pirical 

sciences was opening w ider conceptions of what coul d constitute legitim ate foundations under 

which specific forces of m atter could be apprehende d by natural scientific speculation. For 

exam ple, in the 1724 work by Herm an Boerhaave, Elementa Chemiae, he described s pecific 

phenom ena in particular bodies through a speculativ e understanding although did not assum e 

these as universal principles. W hile these were not  taken as a priori, Boerhaave and others - 

notably the im portant contem porary, the chem ist and  physiologist Georg Ernst Stahl - held 

unanim ously that the Newtonian paradigm  presented t he ideal of experim ental philosophy. The 

chem ist Georg Stahl, often associated w ith the theo ry of the virtually weightless substance 

known as phlogiston, is also associated w ith a vita listic system  in the field of m edicine. But h e 

notably opposed the m aterialism s of Boerhaave and a lso the physician and physiologist Friedrich 
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Hoffm ann. 297 Follow ing an ideal science m eant discovering what new relations  could be 

established for phenom enal thought through the disc iplined m ethod of em pirical observation. 

This m eant follow ing the analogical m odel by which Newton derived the universal law  of 

gravitation.  

 

Kant was well grounded in the 18 th  century sciences and fam iliar w ith the discussions  of such 

forces and other new ideas em erging to account for the science of specific bodies. These were 

being understood, not begining w ith natural definit ions or general theories such as the universal 

and generic forces of gravity, but addressed throug h epistem ological questions becom ing 

necessary in  justifying new physiological views of the body. Ka nt shared th is  view of 

introducing a priori concepts as hypothetical representation of the body to account  for intrinsic 

powers evident in living organism s. 298 It had a significant bearing on his progressive 

philosophical am bitions that follow ed a transition between a natural scientific concept and the 

physician‟s concept of nature. This appears m ost developed in Kant‟s last unfinished work, the 

Opus Postumum, which was m oving away from  discussio n of feelings and reflective judgem ents 

of Critique of Judgement and has been identified w i th the am bition for exploring purposiveness 

w ithin the experience of the body. 299  

 

Extending a concept of the vegetative body through its experience of force gave a significance 

that em erg es around what Kant considered an im portant estim atio n in understanding positive 

activities in other bodies. A  speculative concept o f vegetative body and its experiences could 

offer the possibility for new form s of science, - 

“we experience organic forces in our own body; and we come, by means of analogy 

with them  (with a part of their principle), to the concept of the vegetative body, leaving 

out the animal part of principle”300  
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The Critique of Judgment already conceived of the h um an as the highest exam ple of a biological 

organism , the anim al as self-m oving m achine w ith th e possibilities for giving subjective ends to 

itself under a concept of nature, 301 Opus Postumum describes an experim ental science of  the self-

m oving m achine as opening the possibilities to a w i der experience of nature, -  

“he can, and is entitled to, introduce a priori organic m oving fo rces of bodies into the 

classification of bodies in general…although only indirectly according to an analogy 

with the moving force of the body as machine.”302  

The context for exploring the w ider possibilities f or a system  of thought was already m apped out 

by the architectonic of Critique of Pure Reason. Ka nt indicated the future science of m etaphysics 

was divided between the „metaphysics of nature‟ and a „metaphysics of morals.‟303 The latter 

found its fullest expression in the text of 1797, while Kant‟s requirement for a new epistemology 

beyond the infinite regress of M etaphysical Foundat ions indicat es the full m etaphysics of nature 

that never appeared.  

 

Bowever the Architectonic gave a sketch of what was  int ended of such „metaphysics of nature.‟ 

Kant subdivided a general science of nature into, ontology, rational physiology, rational 

cosm ology, rational theology ; beyond this a further division of rational physiolo gy com prised of 

rational physics and rational psychology. 304 This classification was presented as a progressive  

program  of study for the physics that would becom e the m etaphysics of bodies in general. A  

natural system  of thought was an am bition for his t ranscendental project, the phenom enology 

that necessitated a physiologically grounded concep t of nature of the senses. It  addressed two 

specific problem s; 305  

- Firstly, the positive dom ain of a rational physic s as the ultim ate goal of a general m etaphysics 

proper: M etaphysical Foundations could only give th e lim ited form ulation, falling short of the 

am bition of attaining a reasoned knowledge beyond t he boundaries of experience w ith regard to 

all bodies.  
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- Secondly, since the general metaphysics of nature was considered an “indispensable service” 

for giving rational sense beyond conditionality, its  am bition was giving positive „sense and 

meaning‟ to a future schematics that constituted a phenom enological basis for the i nner sense 

and its tim e determ inations. It aim ed at an epistem ologically basis for a com plete Science of 

M an.306  

The M etaphysical Foundations was not intended to pr ovide such a general concept of nature, as 

its positive content was excluded by the relativity  of the dom ain. However, it  m arked the lim it 

for advancing through identity and difference. By d iverging from  sim ple relations of observable 

physical differences, it indicated the necessity in  the w ider philosophical program  for exploring 

latency in a phenom enal knowledge of nature. The w i der system atic investigation of nature 

would look to a transition grounded by new concepts  of m oving forces which was converging 

w ith the life sciences. 

  

Kant wrote an appendix to Samuel Thomas Sömmering‟s Uber das Organ der Seele (1796). 

Söm m ering was an encyclopaedic anatom ist and one of  the m ost experienced and renowned 

neuro-anatom ists of the late eighteenth century. H i s description and illustrations of the brainstem  

gave an early classification of cranial nerves (cir ca 1778). These representations of structure and 

function was understood as hypothetical, but Söm m er ing was convinced that m ental faculties 

were executed by certain brain regions which his tr eatise gave as localized functions of the soul 

w ithin cerebrospinal fluids in close contact w ith p resum ed nerve endings w ithin walls of 

ventricular cavities. This attem pt at synthesising anatom y and m etaphysics fuelled conte m porary 

discussions around epistem ological legitim acy. Söm m ering placed the organ of the brain at the 

centre of a debate central to a Science of M an w ith  far-reaching consequences for the w ider 

discourses on m an well into the 19 th  century. This provoked a com plicated picture that was 

unfolding under a Science of M an which em erged arou nd the inherent confusion between what 

constituted the positive and the vital concepts of life. 307 Another exam ple discussed by Kant in 

The Conflict of the Faculties was Christoph Wilhelm Friedrich Hufeland‟s M akrobiotik, a 

contem porary work on preventive m edicine that engag ed w ith contem porary scientific thinking. 
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Hufeland took an organizing principle as the lebenskraft, the vitality as conception of liv ing 

force which could be weakened or strengthened throu gh external influences, This concept of life 

was legitim ated on the basis of a theory of m oral a nd physical health from  which Hufeland 

advanced theories on the ethical life. Kant‟s com m m entary, however, saw him  em phasise the 

powers of m ind, as carrying the norm alising judgem e nt over a concept of the body along w ith its 

conditions of m astery. 308  

 

The w ider experience of the system  of nature was th eorised in Critique of Pure Reason as the 

„System of all Principles of Understanding.‟309 It  aim ed to constitute a priori knowledge for the 

relations to sensibility through a system  of experi ence under a broader physiological system  – to 

which physics only represented a narrow relation. I n Opus Postumum, Kant followed the „table 

of judgment‟ with a transcendental am bition of converging the system  of observations as 

survey ed in the new form al elem ents through their progressi on from  axiom s of intuition to an 

experience in general. This am bitious system atising  of a w ider dom ain of force alongside the 

contem porary interpretation of anim al powers, and m eant theorising from  the perspective of 

affectivity, to the possibility of thinking phenom e nally, as constituting a world-system . 310 

 

The New Life Sciences and the Scientia Natura  

 

The kind of a world-system  that Kant was discussing  in the Opus Postmum is exem plified by 

Erasmus Darwin‟s Zoonomia. 311 In 1796, Darwin system atised zoological phenom ena into a 

dynam ic im age of em pirical progression according to  a non-m aterial principle of living force 

considered “effective according to purpose” of explaining a world-system . 312 This progression 

followed from  an organic system  of nature derived o f observable nervous forces of general living 

being (excitability), to reactive forces (irritabil ity), forces of conservation between the two, and 

then intergrated as a description of organisational  forces in the whole. 313 This  system atic 
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description defered specific epistem ological diffic ulties in the elem ents for a relation to 

representation in the whole on the basis of what ac cords w ith the apparently natural system .  

 

Kant‟s am bition was also in justifying rational experience  in general as possible experiences of a 

system  of nature beyond the division betw een the Tr anscendental Aesthetic and the 

Transcendental Analytic . This is despite the natural division between the lo gical aspect, (the 

elements of a science of relations) and appearance of organisation qualities of sensible „matter‟ 

(experienced as the distributed system  of nature). W hile only the form er sufficed under 

Newtonian principles, the latter appears in  the progressive apprehension of a dom ain of 

experience, phenom enally apprehended and thought of  as positive for purposes of producing a 

positive representation. 314  

 

Kant‟s stance in the Transcendental Dialectic emphasises negative principles purposefully 

avoiding the naturally given (ontologia ). 315 However, in the Architectonic, he also treats a 

physiology of pure reason as a „nature‟ in the sense of being principles subjectively given as 

elem ents of a logical system  of concepts, in as far  as they accord w ith em pirical representations, 

- “although only rationalis. ”316 In this way, the com posite of experience aim s to i ndicate the sum  

of objectivity address ed as the „matter‟ of experience in its aesthesis.317 The Critique m easures 

affective experience against the constituted m athem atical knowledge dem anded of the 

Newtonian concept, but Opus Postumum returns to see ing objectivity in term s of the aesthetic 

capacity for the given. This serves Kant‟s philosophical ambitions in its positive reasoning.  

 

Opus Postumum takes this capacity as derived from  a n aesthesis prior to an analytic and is 

hypothetically justified by Kant‟s ideal account of how the animal-m achine can distinguish 

passively through organic sensitivities, its experi ence of force. 318 The a priori determ ination of 

such a capacity gives the determ inative m ode of thi nking which accounts for an underlying 

em pirical experience of objectivity in m oving force s. Kant‟s wider ambitions for a scientia 
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natura was to envelope both objects of inner and ou ter sense as necessitated by the 

phenom enological representation of the system  of se nsations. This posits the dom ain that could 

be considered as a „natural‟ system that m ust accord w ith dem onstrable concepts experie nced a 

priori and is a problem  of defining the concept of a logical system , which could sustain the 

experience of living being. 319  

 

It is im portant that Opus Postumum takes this capac ity as theoretically apprehending em pirical 

sensibility by follow ing the principles that scienc e em bodied historically as a philosophical 

problem. Kant defined how to conceptualise the “primitively moving material,” through a 

system atisation of individual cases. 320 The parallel would be in the physician judging the  

effectiveness of his action through a living body‟s reactions to pleasure and pain.321 This 

historical em phasis brings out the progressive diff iculty of understanding how general laws 

operate in particular concrete situations, and whos e historical context was of constituting this a 

positive science. As a historical problem  of knowle dge, this is evident in what Plato praised in 

H ippocrates, and inform s the concept that notably f inds a universal extension in Timaeus as the 

picture of an ideal living being. 322 But further progress of the general notion of this com posite of 

vital function was advanced on the level of organis ed sensation, and correlates to what Aristotle 

understands as a „capacity‟ to respond with proportion accorded to an internal disposition. 323 

This is the capacity to constitute the dynamic response implicit of an „affective soul‟ which, in 

Aristotle, finds its application extended to ethics  and politics.  

 

Opus Postumum unfolded a series of ether proofs to give the determ ination that extends the 

theoretical approach towards a concept of “hypostasised space itself.” It  identifies a m aterial 

posited as caloric . While the demand for physical proof could be argued over, Kant‟s focus was 

only on the hypothetical position in that it could be related to pure intuitions of tim e and spa ce; 

these were understood to lack actuality but given t he philosophical status of a virtual ground. 324 
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Since any sensory experience finds its legitim acy o nly through intuitive correspondences, this 

historically related to the position that no experi ence of force is possible in a void, and any given 

possible experience requires a priori sensation of som ething. 325  

 

It remained an open question what ultimately grounded such an empirical „fact‟ embedded in the 

intuitive m anifold. But Kant‟s intuitive m anifold was by definition a self-unifyin g capacity given 

to the objective account of organic space. It  was also a unity in  the conditions of possibility 

which was axiom atic for Kant. In this way, this int uituive capacity ultim ately gives the unity to 

outer experience in general. 326 Opus Postumum takes this axiom atic as the problem  of knowledge 

that necessitat es the virtual m aterial m ediating a capacity for dedu ction of any categorically 

given. As w ith the historical problem  of know ledge,  it  looks to the system atic relation w ith 

contem porary physiological discourses. 327 But Kant‟s aim  was not psycho-physical parallelism , 

nor sim ple m echanical proof, but a m ediate fram ing of w ider possibility in the problem  left o f 

Critique of Pure Reason. This problem  was character ised as the “unity of consciousness of the 

manifold, successively intuited, and reproduced in representation.”328 In this was the virtual 

m aterial gives certain possibilities for a transiti on to fulfilling Kant‟s positive ambitions for a 

transcendental philosophy. 

 

The Root Concept and its Transcendental Reflection  

 

The Critique of Pure Reason is split between em piri cal and transcendental form s of 

consciousness which defines is problem  of inner pos sibiliti es; but the empirical „fact‟ is that 

objects of experience represent succession through a „peculiar unity‟ intuited as objective 

totality. Taken as an objectivity accorded an a pri ori capacity, this lends the em pirical horizon its 

possibilities to be transcendentally constituted. 

 

                                                           
325 The world-form  thinkable only on t he basis of sensible qualities or the historical „plena‟ was the pivotal element 
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The „Selbstsetzungslehre‟ of Opus Postumum sees this as the synthetic capacity t hat follows the 

progression expanding the m odal functions of the co ncept. Through an intuition of a fundam ental 

m aterial, as the inherent unity of the given, this opens the power of representation to be m ediated 

through an analytic proposition. But intuition is a lso a power of synthesis prior unfolding the 

concept. This, says Kant, is som ething that no scep tic can take issue w ith, since this is not a 

debate about space or tim e as such, but is derived from  som ething against which the m anifold 

takes its determ ining position. 329 

 

The Critique of Pure Reason relates that such pure concepts of understanding are enabled by the 

categories which define the objectivity of possible  experiences. 330 In the Transcendental Doctrine 

of Judgem ent, these are the positive categories tha t give valid relations to objectivity as such, 

while equally their origins are grounded in the sub jective aspects of experience. 331 Because the 

subjective aspect of experience gives unity to the stem s of sensibility and understanding, its 

positive categories determ ine the root concept whos e legitim acy com es from  what a subject 

apprehends as its „real‟ relations.332  

 

The Opus Postumum understands that there is only on e space and tim e. But this is no longer 

form ally given, rather it  is given by a sensible progression that follows fr om  an affectivity in  the 

m anifold of intuition. It  necessitates som ething subjectively posited as tem poral notions of an 

unconditional unity of space and tim e, which transc endental philosophy takes as the concept to 

be progressively grasped.- 333  

“space is a quantum, which must always be represented as part of a greater quantum – 

hence infinite, and given as such. Progress in this  quantum  is not to be regarded as given; 

the progression, however, is.”334  

The concept of the quantum  becom ing determ inable th rough principles of a com position 

(axiom s, anticipations, etc) is the logical functio n that Kant is developing on the basis of the 
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existence of an ultim ate reality which he defers to “certain laws.”335 In Critique of Pure Reason 

this transcendental concept was held w ith respect t o what an inner faculty related to a noum enal 

world and ascribed through relations to be discover ed throug h a “marvellous faculty which the 

moral law first reveals to me.” 336 Here the em phasis was on the subject „possessed of freedom.‟ 

The Critiques em bodied the positive power of intell ectual principles as the capacity to conform  

to the negative laws of nature; but the Opus Postum um took the root concept as retaining a 

determ inable aspect, through its capacity to synthe sise possible dom ains for the theoretical 

world. This followed from  the power to represent sp ace and tim e objectively and, according to 

Kant, req uires a concept of experience as “infinitely positive,” and “not merely a thinkable 

whole.”337 Because this thinkable whole derives from  the tota lity experienced, the objectively 

given rem ains the secondary act of em pirical determ ination, which accords w ith the a priori 

positive categories (quantity/quality, etc) - Opus Postumum left a further difficulty as to the 

nature of such a root concept, since it appears posited in the domain with “thoroughgoing 

relation of means to ends,” which is ascribed w ithin the very possibilities of outer experiences. 338   

 

This shows how Kant was distinguishing a logical do m ain of possible predicates under the 

concepti subjecti. The w ider doctrine of scientia n atura necessitated the transcendental 

perspective on a dom ain for inner relations to expe rience in general. But while Critique of 

Judgement lim ited this to sym bolic content under a capacity of purposiveness, Opus Postumum 

held the thinkable totality as drawn from  a sum of possibilities experienced. A  purely 

theoretically concept could be posited and this lea ds to the question of what theoretical 

foundations Kant was drawing on?  

 

Opus Postumum offers repeated references to the var ious organic theories looking to encom pass 

inner experience of sym ptom s and desires as well as  what is evident externally as purposiveness 

in forces of the phenom enal world. 339 These are a parallel to the sum of possibilities t hat Kant 
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proposes to distinguish by follow ing two m odes of w hat the concept of nature could hope to 

apprehend;-  

- Firstly, the concept being attributed to the phen om enal forces evident in the study of anim al 

instincts and self-preservation,  

- Secondly, the concept of totality of a dom ain of possible experience by anim al and vegetable 

life. 340  

The thought of such concepts precedes the possibili ty of any categorical thinking of life‟s 

activity. The parallel is w ith the origins posited of categorical intuition and its  unity understood a 

prior legitim ate grounds. From  this theoretical uni ty, the Opus Postumum can state that an 

intuition m ust follow the tw in aspects of a product ion; a transcendental system atic of sym bolic 

connections follow ing positive analogies of experie nce, and a tem poral system atisation which is 

em pirically derived from  a progressive or cum ulativ e aspect of a world- experience.  

 

The Opus Postumum therefore address es both the possibilities derived of reflective judgm ent as 

well as the perspective that m oves from  this em piri cal capacity towards a transcendental 

perspective on a world-experience. By extending the  concept of world-system , form ed of the 

sum  of different m odes of lived experience, a transcendental perspective describes “a third 

elem ent...the foundation of appearances as if estab lished in im m ovable solid ground. A  justified 

possession.” But this „justified possession‟ is a positive dom ain which Opus Postumum follows 

progressively from  its m etaphysical function toward s its  possibilities for a transcendental 

philosophy. Conversely it is also constitutive of t he concept through which the subject binds 

itself a priori to an objective horizon. 341  

 

Technical Concepts and M oral Power  

 

M ichel Foucault identified the Opus Postumum as exp loring a function by which m an defined his 

concrete world through degrees of the “changing powers of sensation.”342 Such a function 

determ in es the possible ways in which a subject appeared to i tself as an object am ong objects but 
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which also required the originary concept grounding  representational identity in the self, along 

w ith extending the possible transcendental freedom s . The earlier contention was that Foucault 

saw this as lending the historical perspective that  served the representing subject by extending its 

future possibilities for transcendence; the signifi cance of Opus Postumum was seen as this 

transition from  the historical problem  of a rationa l physics, to the transcendental problem  

necessitated of constituting a grounded subjectivit y. 

 

In this respect, the parallel is w ith what the Tran scendental D ialectic worked through as given to 

the subject as “the mere idea,” namely as predicates that need to be conditioned. 343 Against the 

idea, Kant‟s polemical places em phasis on our present m ode of knowledge: h e took the sceptical 

position held in relation to the source w ithin ours elves which followed the scholastic m axim  of 

unity, as the fundam ental property to which any log ical principles are subordinated. The logical 

modes of a transcendental principle are a “mere idea” that has been at “all times eagerly 

sought.”344 The Critique of Pure Reason therefore looked to m o dern science as a disciplinary 

practice in  which a concept of nature, delim ited under identit y and difference, could be 

legislative for certain regions of knowledge and fr om  which the concept that gave a true 

representational function in general should proceed .  

 

The problem atic relation, w ith respect to a Science  of M an, appears since the transcendental 

notion of „true function‟ was excluded from reason within itself. This left the question of 

legitim acy as a principle of function, which was ne ither strictly logical nor hypothetical, but as 

what appeared to experience itself as the legitim at e claim  to a reality. W hat appears through the 

„manifold of effects,‟ as the self-grounding m axim s of reason and as an em pirical concept, 

already functions to give the possible experience o f difference in nature. Critique of Pure Reason 

em phasised subordinating these experiences to logic al concepts, as a regulatory function, since 

em pirical concepts have a fundam ental lack from  the  transcendental perspective. 345 The necessity 
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for the analogue was as an orientating rule or prin ciple, ultim ately serving to give em pirical 

reality the “harmony” with itself.346  

 

The am biguity arises in Critique of Pure Reason bec ause Kant also takes reason in-itself as a 

m etaphysical faculty for analysing concepts of expe rience while em pirical concepts are also 

synthetic and constitutive expressions of experienc e. This is attributed to a positive source 

“beyond the limits of experience.”347 It is because these are beyond lim its that transce ndental 

reason takes its  practical function from  the power of knowledge as necessary for achieving 

practical ends. On the other hand, this also attrib utes to an em pirical function of the w ill, the 

power of co-ordinating sensuous experience against which the transcendental reason im plem ents 

a necessary prudence w ith respect to natural law. Thi s serves a purpose of m aintaining its own 

freedom . 348 U ltim ately this is a concept of freedom  that allow s Kant to extend ethical laws of 

conduct to the world. But this is the moral „equipment‟ enabled by the desire for freedom  to 

accord w ith its transcendental concept, and was pur sued as synthetic reason. It is the 

transcendental concept that serves the necessary sy nthesis of em pirical concepts from  a practical 

perspective on how the understanding „ought‟ to function. This therefore that gave the difficulty 

of the transcendental concept since it was bound up with the very “ground or consequence” of 

subjective conditions in the practical sphere. 349   

 

This leaves the moral „paradox‟ of animal reason for Critical thought. 350 How such a 

transcendental function could inform  rules of condu ct as extended to an em pirical world was the 

m oral problem  that Kant explored in Critique of Pra ctical Reason through its  relation to the 

historical concept of the summum bonum. But th is equivocated between a „concept of the good‟ 

and the concept of well-being as the intrinsic conf lict of the sensible world. W hen the parallel 

appears in the sym bolic m odes of understanding in C ritique of Judgement, the transcendental 

perspective is  rem oved from  any im m ediate experience, in order to  account for its directing 
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towards particular ends. 351 Likewise, Religion W ithin the Lim its of Reason Alo ne gave the 

subjective ground as objective only though a predisposition of reforming man‟s sensuous nature: 

this account of man‟s propensity behind any symbolic representation to positive doctrines served 

only “in potential. ” 352 The moral philosophy derived from this its unique principle, “so far as 

this disposition displays a vitality in actions,” which was the theoretical notion prem ised on 

harmony within the concept of the world‟s highest good.353 

 

The am bitions of Opus Postumum are justified under the dom ain of a scientia natura. This now 

differentiates the transcendental concept as derive d from  a technical-practical capacity given 

through a theoretical approach to a transcendental schem a. By follow ing the synthetic principles 

for the production of concepts, Kant was looking to  express an objective capacity for world-

being as the concept that follows from  the phenom en ological progression that converg es on a 

m oral-practical dom ain w ith its concept of freedom . 354 Opus Postumum therefore diverged from  

what the Critiques m aintained as opposed powers of nature and freedom . It follows a transition 

from  an em pirical capacity for the concept, to the transcendental perspective, which starts from  

the speculative am bition to apprehend conceptual de term inations in causal conditions. The 

parallel is w ith the m axim s of conduct which are di scursively held a priori to sensuous intuitions 

for the practical reason to which m oral thought uph eld a concept of freedom . 355  

 

In Opus Postumum, the world-concept is theoreticall y extended through both perceiving and 

thinking the grounds of experience. The transcenden tal am bition for the perspective from  which 

a concept of freedom  could distinguish itself from  the divisions of the negative, follows from  the 

presupposed unified world. In this sense, transcend ental reason constitutes an equivalent of what 

the will syntheses from “real opposition.”356 A lthough in Critique, the transcendental perspecti ve 

was given to individuals as “a mere idea,” an objective freedom  is expressed in Opus Postumum 
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as a technical capacity to apprehend the world. It is  the extension to the m oral-practical 

reasoning which Kant‟s positive ambitions open to  the transcendental philosophy in relation to 

em pirical experience of the transcendental system  a s it encloses a dom ain of synthetic 

knowledge. 

 

The synthetic knowledge constitutes the transcenden tal concept through a dom ain that follows 

from  practical aspects of the self-steering subject . A  phenom enal w ill acts through its 

m oral/technical system atic which carries “the noumenal point of view” as it appears prior to acts 

of consciousness. 357 By m aking the world objective through the copula o r link between a 

universal idea and its concept of world, the concep t is given to experience through the axiom atic 

principle by which consciousness extends its natura l capacity for constituting the system  of 

ideas. It therefore presents a constitutive picture  of organic being as it draws on the super-

sensible idea, theoretically upheld – only as long as it accords w ith its own synthesis of the 

architectonic of the world. 

 

In t heorising the organisms „virtual‟ primary activities, Kant gives the technical-practical 

im peratives of a drive which is parallel to a trans cendental principle by which the concept can 

conform  to dem onstrable experiences of the world. 358 The practical concept appears as an 

organism‟s higher perspective on the reality of its natura bruta, but Kant‟s real m otivation here 

was to determine whether “another will is thinkable in place of this one.” This is the 

transcendental theme that draws on an ethical perspective evident with his demand for the “ideal 

archetype of m an adequate to duty.”359 In looking to such an inner capacity, as the theor etical 

constitutive for a transcendental system atic of ide as, the transcendental function m eans a 

synthetic capacity for constituting the m oral conce pt. A  transcendental system atic of nature now 

becom es the perspective from  which the concept im po ses on m an his em pirical world of 

experience, but whose inner capacity gives transcen dental possibilities in  constituting the 
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positive concept of the world. Here was the theoret ical perspective which Foucault took as 

inform ing the anthropological research into what m a n actually produces out of him self. 360 

 

The W orld-Concept and the Science of M an  

  

It is only by im plication that Foucault related Opu s Postumum to Anthropology from a 

Pragmatic Point of View. In t erms of an 18th century debate on a Science of Man, Kant‟s late 

Anthropology states its am bition to be the investig ation of how m an pragm atically m akes his 

world as revealed through activities of life. W hat is notable is that this no longer aspires to a 

scientia natura delim ited under a unified logic: anth ropology was seen as a difficult practice in 

relation to the doctrine of nature. The difficulty was the synthetic reasons behind the 

anthropological dom ain , as faculties that describe a „self-steering‟ in m an that an em pirical 

survey could only tangentially approach. Kant does, however, refer to anthropology‟s ideal 

archetype, as fram ed as the citizen of the world, a nd com m entators have related this to what Kant 

was redefining through his anthropology lectures du ring 1780-1790. 361 These becam e 

increasingly concerned w ith social and cultural, po litical and historical elem ents, as the 

empirically productive aspects of a “second nature.” It was this that displaced notions of natural 

„psychology‟ which gave a Science of M an its earlier orientation from  the beginni ng of the 18 th  

century. 362  

 

In this respect, Anthropology opens w ith a D idactic  which describes an extended field of possible 

practices encroaching on a traditional „concept of the good.‟ It is a survey of possible 

dispositions and drives for a m oral law  in as far as they are legitim ated by obse rvations in an 

em pirical world. 363 Such practices are no longer specified in relation  to the negative conditioning 

of freedom  and nature as Critique of Judgement wher e aesthetic play was through an equivocal 

„liveliness.‟ Rather Anthropology takes as „pragmatic‟ what it  observes as the em pirical 

                                                           
360 Foucault (2008) p44, Kant (1993a) esp p253-254, 21 :91-21:94 
361 CPR Bxxxii Reinhardt Brandt sees this as dependant  on a Leibnizian optim ism . Brandt in Jacobs (2003) p90, p96 
362 M any com m entator have described this, notably Fouc ault (2008) pp108-124, Jacobs in Jacobs (2003) p111  
363 observation of interior forces and discussions of m etal health. Anthropology §4ff popular psychology from  §7ff, 
whose com parison converges around §45-59 on the qua lities and ailm ents of the soul.  
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perspective on the phenom enal and necessarily synth etic interpretation of its world. 364 The sum  

of synthetic interpretations constitutes τnthropology’s second part, a Characterisation, which is a 

typology categorising sensible beings as they accor d to an activity under the cosm opolitan law.  

 

Since this em pirical dom ain is lim it ed to the pragm atic perspective, any citizens of this  world are 

given only through this concept of the world. This concept is a m easure, distinct from  the 

polem ical rational physics, but also from  the w ider  term s of a rational physiology, so im portant 

for Opus Postumum. Like a historical scientia, this  concept w ill now ground what extends both 

to physics and psychology as an idea of natural reason. However, as a relation bet ween the 

corporeal nature and thinking nature this is now se lf-contained under principles a priori of the 

knowledge of the world. 365  

 

Kant‟s task was giving an inner perspective on what he “can or should” make of himself, as the 

object of this world that characteris es the rational elem ents of m an. 366 But this leaves a 

cosm opolitan perspective to be derived only from  th e distribution of anthropological types as 

what actually constitutes this dom ain. It  downplays the strict division of Critique precisel y 

because of the difficulties of inner sense and the problem s associated w ith an em pirical 

psychology in  its  legitim acy as distinct reason. This was the problem atic dom ain t hat Critique of 

Pure Reason sought to “banished from the domain of metaphysics” on the grounds that it is 

excluded by the very idea of science. This is what reappears, after a fashion, as an 

anthropological dom ain behind the survey of a fragm ented reason, as the evident nature of the 

em pirical world. 367  

 

W hat does the anthropological dom ain show? Kant had  dislodged any em pirical perspective on 

rational m etaphysics through finitude in knowledge.  Equally he characterised as a transcendental 

problem  what was m ade evident in the need for pract ical principles in the world. In this sense, 

anthropology returns to an adm ixture of desire and prudence for the explorati on of negotiati ng 

                                                           
364 Paul Guyer relates this to what CJ gives as a vision of nature as a dom ain that reali ses its own laws. Guyer in 
Jacobs (2003) p137, p150 
365 Ibid p248- 251 
366 Kant (1974) p3-4 
367 CPR A849/B877 
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natural im pulses which were historically associated  w ith ethical techniques follow ing 

transcendental goals. 368 Observations in  this dom ain inform  of how citizens in the world re lates 

their powers of representation to m odes of em pirica l sensibility: this power characterises a 

mind‟s ways of thinking in relation to the knowledge derived from  the em pirical counterpart,  the 

m odes of perception of the world. Such a binary giv es a different perspective from  the dualism  

between nature and freedom . It  m akes apparent a substitution for the concept of f reedom  when 

there are only practical principles to attribute to  an inner sense. 369 Against the problem atic 

relation between the intuition and its understandin g, the anthropological dom ain m akes 

intelligible events that “embarrasses understanding” - τnthropology’s didactic finds tha t 

sensibility and com m on sense introduces a sensus co mmunis as a productive judgement “not 

formally brought to the tribunal [but are rather] proceeding directly from inner sense.”370 The 

anthropological concept of world m akes this intelli gible through necessitating a concept of man‟s 

anthropological existence which is neither the conc ept of good nor a concept of nature.  

 

W hat Kant observes as the constitutive qualities of  a cognitive theory, elsewhere associated w ith 

a sensibility , is now an em pirical fact. It is also a capacity for  the world-system  of m an justified 

“because he is his own ultimate purpose.”371 The transcendental perspective of the Opus 

Postumum described this „world concept‟ as the sensu cosmic, the knowledge giving unity of the  

ends of reason. Critique of Pure Reason drew on a s cholastic concept of unity for this 

knowledge. 372 But the world-concept which is differentiated in t he later Logic notes (Jäsche) is  

the system  of reasoning which now appears under an anthropological dom ain. This is the world-

concept distinguishes itself from  a cosm ic concept,  since any system atic unity is sustained only 

under an em pirically com m on world. 373  

 

                                                           
368 Kant (1998) p416n 
369 Kant (1974)p203 
370 Ibid p24 (§7), p30 (§10) 
371 Ibid intro 
372 CPR B867 
373 Kant Logic introduction “The concept of Philosophy in General/Philosophy according to the School Concept and 
the W orld Concept/Essential Requirem ents for the Go als of Philosophising/The m ost General and H ighest Tasks of 
the Science” p2η   
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In the Logic, Kant fram ed the task for philosophy i tself through the idea that it can show this as 

an ultim ate end. On the one hand, the world-concept  stood for the “highest maxim of the use of 

reason” which unifies his cosmopolitan philosophy, but the Logic lim its this through the question 

of m an. This is the question of m an that points to Anthropology and the binary of being/thinking 

whose dom ain put the pragm atic m axim  in place of tr anscendental reflection. It is constituted 

from an „unthought‟ hybrid in  the world-concept. 374 Because this is inherently problem atic for 

any pure discipline, Kant‟s empirical research into what m an m akes of him self leaves this as the 

perspective on man‟s self-knowledge which is parallel to his capacity for wo rld-being.  

 

A lthough it was only by im plication that Anthropolo gy points to the discussion of world-being 

from  the system atic perspective of Opus Postumum, t his text describes the world-concept as the 

complex of sensible beings “insofar as they are at least conscious of themselves” and constitute a 

people acting, m aking, producing over tim e and givi ng rights and duties to each other. 375 But the 

significant difference in Opus Postumum’s world is that it extends the source of ideas to a 

determ ination of the totality. In the heterogeneous  dom ain of Anthropology this capacity is 

reversed, as what the person only „by rights‟ ought to become conscious of in the whole. This 

delim its the subjective ground as a productive dom a in for th e objective world, a dom ain of 

world-beings whose em pirical ground cannot fully be  extended beyond a description of an 

anthropology existence.  

 

An em pirical understanding is lim ited to a system at ic of rules that converge on an adm ixture of 

habituated activities. Precisely such uncertainty w ithin all conscious activities gives the problem  

to which all positive solutions are ultimately „pragmatic.‟ W hen Kant balances this uncertainty 

with the philosophical task, accounted for by “intentionality,” it serves to sustain when apparent 

nature “refuses to help a freewill.”376 Anthropology is only an evaluation of hum an activities 

contained under the concept of purposes w ithin them selves, and evidence of these diverse m odes 

of em pirical understanding which becom e differentia ted into m oral and technical logics w ithin a 

world-system . A  system atic task therefore draws on the w ider conflict w ithin positive knowledge 
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as an individual activity, and differentiates a phi losophical task under such em pirical conditions. 

W here Anthropology converges on the world dom inated  by history and culture, the 

transcendental problems of the rational animal becomes characterised by the „capability of 

reason .‟ Elem ental repetitions in a transcendental history s how them selves only through self-

awareness of its situation at the phenom enal level,  while the pragm atic perspective m eans that 

such phenom enal existence draws on a world-concept,  whose progressive organisation indicates 

Kant‟s cosmopolitical world.377  

  

Anthropology can only im plicate such processes in the appearance of a „mere idea.‟ The 

transform ation of hum an nature by social and histor ical forces is equally equivocal. Kant ‟s 

position is that, - 

“nature has planted in the species the seeds of discord,  and that nature has willed that the 

hum an species, through its reason, to turn discord into concord, or at least create a constant 

approximation of it.”378  

The world-concept cannot therefore be a transcendental given, but a concept w ithin which  the 

possible world is a dom ain under the evaluation of a reason. Both technical and m oral reasons 

com pete in this adm ixture, challenging any transcen dental illusions through em pirical necessity. 

The im portance of the world-concept is in offering the challenge to any transcendentally given 

concepts . In this domain, despite the fact that man “errs,” Kant identifies a productive play 

between m ultiple understandings and the act of exch ange which draws on the m oral/technical 

adm ixture. B ut these are “neither natural nor artificial” but something we become forced to 

accept as real. 379  

 

Precisely what legitim ates this concept as reciproc ated under this illusion beom es the question of 

how m an acquires his world from  values freely com m u nicated in a form al exchange. 380 The 

order of the world is paradoxical, seem ingly lackin g in reason. Anthropology ascribes 

tem peram ent to such inner values beyond any apparen t nature of m an, which it supports only 

through a „Characterisation‟ of how the w ill accords its prudence to the faculty of des ire as „ways 

                                                           
377 Ibid p251 
378 Ibid p238 
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of thinking‟ its ends.381 W hile this lacks a philosophical perspective, it  does differentiate m oral 

and technical reasons that cannot fully know their world, as values characterising man‟s modes 

being which offers Kant the means to judge a „strength of soul.‟382 Such strength is the power 

which gives m an his place in the system  of world an d the purposiveness of character taken that 

indicates the m odes of rational being. In the coali tion of a cosm opolitan society, the dom ain of 

synthesising activity under the world system  condit ions the succession of hum an activities 

through the cohesive entity established under the w orld-concept. But as a natural disposition, this 

can only be presupposed according to a principle of  the future. 383 

 

From  the perspective of the earlier am bitions for a  Science of M an which a system atic 

philosophy develop ed as an „indispensible service,‟ it  now departs from  the dem ands of a 

Transcendental M ethodology where a philosophical tas k was of producing transcendental 

coherence . Anthropology leaves this as a tension in this natural relation between corporeal 

existence and a thinking nature as activity of the world. But it is conceived of as a necessarily 

positive form  of what the critical form  could only express negatively – which is necessary 

because the pre-critical form , an analytic of finit ude, initiated the dissolution of unified 

am bitions in an Enlightenm ent Science of M an.  

 

Conclusion  

 

This chapter has given an account of Kant ‟s engagement with a contem porary Science of M an 

from  the 1760 ‟s. Firstly, it explain ed why a critical front was developed against extendi ng 

aesthetic criteria w ithin a dom ain of rigorous enqu iry. Secondly, this defined the transcendental 

am bitions for a Science of M an as the conditions of  a general m etaphysics. This chapter then 

showed how such a question of inner sense was being  system atically laid out by the Opus 

Postumum as theoretical possibilities for a logical system  of concepts. Th e im plication was that 

Anthropology gave this the m easure of the world. It  world concept offered a perspective on a 

                                                           
381 Ibid §89 p194- 203 
382 A power to acquire a “kind of rebirth” Ibid p206. Religion also relates “a kind of moral rebirth” Kant (1960) pζ3 
383 Ibid p238. Here equated with the concept of the good since “evil is excluded a priori as any lasting internal 
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unified m oral and theoretical world as the logic of  m an, but had its  parallel in  the 

epistem ological problem s that were em erging through  the natural sciences.  

 

But Kant ‟s cosm opolitan ideal of the citizen of the world was  the engagem ent w ith social, 

political and historical elem ents evident in Anthro pology. It  highlight ed conflicting m oral and 

theoretical aspects of the world which this concept  expressed. Rather than a universal concept, 

this suggests that Kant‟s later am bitions for a Science of M an look ed to the form al exchange of 

values to  justify an idea of reason, as a world-concept whos e m odes of rational being were now 

brought into play historically, and to  be judged by a „principle of the future.‟ This related to 

Foucault‟s perspective on ideological thinking and the m edical Positivism  as pre-critical 

practices inform ing political theories in the era o f the French revolution which is the subject of 

the next chapter.  

  

 

 

  



117 

 

Chapter 3: The Science of M an and the M edical Revol ution  

 

Introduction  

 

In the last chapter, Kant‟s categorical thinking was associated with the epistemological debates at 

the Berlin academ y after 1740. This chapter w ill fo cus on the Science of M an developed in 18 th  

century France as a general science characterised b y the am bition to unify individual sciences 

under new considerations of the hum an species in an  em erging relation to the study of nature. 

Inspired by w ider Enlightenm ent them es, the Science of M an w ill now be associated w ith th e 

reform  of French m edicine and the explicit task beh ind a transform ation in  the m edical sciences. 

The r enowned animal and human anatomist and physician Felix Vicq d‟Azyr has be en credited 

w ith m otivating m edical reform s by broadening the scope of their investigations to in clude 

environm ental factors, such as m eteorology, water q uality, public sanitation. But m edical theory 

also represent ed a „certain method‟ from which a proper pedagogical method would naturally 

follow which was attractive to the politically m ind ed physicians in Paris. 

 

During the late 18 th  century, a progressive anatom ical practice presented a challen ge to the 

historical role of physiology in m edicine. Physiolo gy determ ined relations of m an and his world, 

and a physiological debate struggled between m echan istic and spiritualistic ideas. However, both 

approaches shared the Cartesian am bition of overcom ing Scholastic and Galenic notions 

em bedded in m edical history. In  French m edical circles an expanded knowledge of m a n was 

developed through a neo-H ippocratic dynam ism . Equal ly successful for revolutionary era 

scie nces was Condillac‟s Logic seen as the positive approach to approxim atin g the threshold of 

sensible origins for a possible „naturalism.‟ This sem iotic practice aim ed at form alising 

experience but Condillac‟s sign was also understood as an intellectual tool for an individua l to 

m ark discourse w ith the strength of m em ory and powe r of im agination. Condillac ‟s Logic w ill be 

shown to have historic links to earlier debates at the Berlin Academ y and the chapter w ill m ake 

this the starting point before exploring how this i nfluenced the m edical disciplines in overcom ing 

a historical physiology and inform  a revolutionary era Science of M an.  
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Condillac‟s sem iotic stood as a post-Cartesian practice that co uld serve the m edical discipline in  

evaluating a physiological vitalism  understood as t he activity of life that accord ed to a concept of 

norm s. The Ideologist Jean Pierre Cabanis saw this as the new frontier for a Science of M an and 

for interpretation of relations of the physical and  m oral. But the specific m edical problem  of th e 

era was how a progressively localising anatom y coul d inform  the new rational physiology. Here 

it is Xavier Bichat who represent s a physiology that delim its relations between anatom ical 

practice and the m edical discipline through attribu ting vital properties to  a taxonom y of tissues. 

V ital propert ie s and the H ippocratic dynam ism  gave the tw in perspe ctives to  which Condillac ‟s 

sign was used to evaluate a new rational physiology  serving a knowledge of life.  

 

The chapter shows how this knowledge pictured habit uated bodily actions under the fluctuations 

of vital powers and delim it ed such a concept of life through physical power s that „preside over 

exterior bodies.‟ Bichat exemplified the relation between investigating anatom ist and 

synthesizing physiologist for his era, and also em b odied a progressive idea that m odern society 

could „call forth‟ certain new functions as a result of the „state of civilisation.‟ This shows what a 

rational physiology m eant for an am bition for a Science of M an.  Bichat gave a gene ral concept 

of life an im age of a constant struggle for a m ean. In the re volutionary era, physiology was 

delim iting such a concept w ith a significance that relates to early French Positivism  which is 

explored in the next chapter. 

 

Condillac and the Idea-Sign  

 

In late 18 th  century France, the progressive thinker Etienne Bonnot de Condillac‟s Logic stood as 

a hugely successful m ethod for producing an analyti c theory of signs. As a tool of ideas this had 

little value to a narrow physics, however it lent i tself readily to what was pursued under a 

Science of M an. Condillac died in 1780, the year hi s Logic was published, but this text had a 

legacy of particular im portance for the years of th e D irectoire (1795-1799). W hen the 

revolutionary government established the Ecole σormale in 179η, Condillac‟s Logic was w idely 

distributed and extensively influential despite dif fuse interpretations. 384 Even beyond the 
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im m ediate Ideologue circles of Destutt de Tracy, Pi erre Joseph Cabanis and M aine de Biran, the 

Logic influenced m ajor works as the theoretical bas is for those looking for a m ore positive 

approach through a science of sensation and thes e form ed m any precursors for the positive 

sciences of the 19 th  century. 385 

 

Condillac developed his Sensationalism  on the basis  of the source of sense data being 

inseparable from  abstract pure thought and consider ed this in its capacity for transform ation. 

W hile Kant followed a categorical approach, Condillac‟s emphasis was on the transition from a 

speculative „natural‟ will put under a pragmatic function of reason; a „language of action‟ was 

open to a higher understanding articulated as a new  language. Its focus was on em pirical values 

attained through „modern‟ observational sciences and its am bition was overcom ing the 

shortcom ings of older analytic practices.  

 

Condillac is often associated w ith a Locke-Newtonia n position, fore-grounding sense data 

produced through fundam ental operations of the m ind  and its system  of thought. This view is 

notably associated w ith Treatise on Sensation which  consider ed the perspective of the perceiving 

m ind in its relation to various m odifications to se nses/organs as transform ing a series of data into 

the richer and m ore differentiated form s. But this text was underpinned by affective dynam ic 

principles, such unease and need, notably described  in Treatise on Animals. Broadly speaking, 

this lent itself to „a natural history of the soul‟ reflected as a theory of the m ind. But its  theory of 

signs also gave the theoretical background which de veloped as the influential textbook on 

m ethod in the form  of a Logic. 

 

A  dilem m a surrounds Condillac‟s early assertion in the 1746 Essai sur l'Origine des 

Connaissance Humaines: these signs were arbitrary, m erely expressing the prejudices of the 

com m unity, and were the shorthand for perceptions a nd a rem edy for m em ory. This was taken to 

im ply that using signs for a practice of analysis o f perceptions had an inherent potential for 

                                                           
385 Am ong which were; Treatise on Anatomy and Physiolo gy (1786) by Felix Vicq d‟Azyr, Elements of Chemistry 
1789 by Antoine Laviosier, Philosophical Nosography  (1798) by Philippe Pinel, Physiological Researches  into Life 
and Death (1801) by Xavier Bichat, Zoological Physi ology (1809) by Jean Baptiste de Lam arck. A ll high points of 
French scientific thought during the revolutionary period. 
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confusing the order of judgm ent hence disruptive of an order of „true‟ science.386 This was a 

problem  of frivolity, inherited from  Locke  and Leibniz, and was a central concern for the earl y 

1746 Essai sur l'Origine des Connaissance Humaines.  In this text, Condillac takes the 

conjectural origins of language to explore what cou ld function as a logical principle, 387 and here 

is a surprising parallel w ith an essay that he subm itted in favour of the doctrine of M onads to the 

Berlin Academ y com petitions in 1747. Condillac ‟s subm ission was called Les M onades,  388 and 

the second part of this Berlin essay, after clearin g the way of anachronistic m etaphysical notions, 

attem pted a positive m onadic schem a of his own. It has been noted that this stands in close 

comparison to the psychological forms found in various of Condillac‟s other works although this 

is often not explicit in the later texts. 389 

 

The continuity between the early M onad debates and what should be attributed to Condillac‟s 

signs is a puzzle in  Condillac legacy. The relatively recent discovery of this entry to the Berlin 

debates seem s at odds w ith m uch of his later work a nd would represent an anachronism  for the 

avant-garde of Paris intellectual circles since the y sought to challenge such 17 th  century system s 

w ith the new anti-m etaphysical Newtonian approach. Here the em phasis was on the 

psychological or epistem ological m odes of explanati on, but Les M onades offers an im age of 

Condillac actually working against Lockean dualism  and gives a new perspective on the role of 

his signs. The possibility was of prelinguistic tho ught and the unlikely sym bolic aspect in Les 

M onades sees Condillac upholds a m etaphor of Proteu s, the sea-god, appearing in the m any 

form s of an all pervading logic behind the reality of a m ind whose faculties ultim ately can only 

be reduced to sensations. 390 Such a pan-logism  behind both psychological or epi stem ological 

m odes of explanation, appears to predicate appearan ces given to sensation as the condensation of 

an idea of prim ary m aterial difference under form s of identity in the sign. 391 Seen from  this 

                                                           
386 M aupertuis form ulated his own position  a response  to Condillac. See Aarsleff (1982) p181ff.  
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391 The claim  of anachronism  is by Bongie, the pan- logism term from George LeRoy‟s commentary (19ηζ) cf 
Bongie (1980) p94 
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perspective, the discussion in Treatise on Sensatio n sees the idea-sign as displacing 

„metaphysical phantoms‟ of substance, infinity, space and duration while condensing all 

predicates into sim ple ideas as elem ents of a w ider  psychological reality. Here is the 

epistem ological im portance behind Condillac taking a position that sensations cannot be 

inherently „wrong.‟ The legacy of discovery and invention is reducible only to process of 

organising our ideas and this is fundam ental to his  later works The Art of Thinking (1775), Logic 

(1780), Language of Calculus (1798).  

 

The Logic: How Signs Function as Second Nature  

 

This produces an analytic driven by a decom position  of successive physical orders of sensibility 

prior to recom position as a psychologically sim ulta neous schem a. 392 Condillac presents this as a 

naturalism  in the sense of a practice that aim s at a natural judgm ent in the face of practical 

necessity. This distinduishes itself from  from Kant, who holds there is „no conception without a 

concept: ‟393 Condillac foregrounds through sensation, a “figurative expression”394 whose 

potential is for a new relational order beyond the „natural‟ order of need. But a dispersive 

tendency in sensible expressions m eans a higher „need‟ counterbalances arbitrary, absurd and 

“strange abuses of the general idea.” The figurative regularity of  bodily m ovem ent gives the 

ground for this need, 395 and this regulates the analysis of sensible experi ences; the Logic takes 

this repetitive value as preserved by the brain. For Condillac, the brain is, -   

“continually agitated by the sense organs, responds not only to the impressions that it 

receives im m ediately, but to all the m ovem ents whic h this first im pression m ust 

produce…going by habit from movement to movement” 396  

The figurative therefore expresses the language of a ction as derived from  the series of 

im pressions of the senses: m easured against the ser ies of ideas this is a „dual source‟ of 

im pression and habituated thought. Because these ar e ultim ately divorced from  any first 
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principles, it is therefore “very imperfect,” which is why a primary concern for Condillac is in 

the techniques of knowledge that function against f rivolous m etaphysical speculation. 397 

 

U ltim ately, the Logic takes the elements of its analytic as orientating the “conformation of the 

organs.”398 These im pressions, along w ith its habits, are fuse d into a „natural order of need‟. 

„σatural‟ order may be ambiguous but should be understood to contrast with “all the vices of an 

unregulated im agination. ”399 These produce „natural‟ values expressed as functional signs. - 

“if we have made our observations well, the use of which we make of things, confirms 

them right away…if they have been badly made then the sam e destroys them  just as 

quickly”400  

Confirm ation produces habit and stands as a “second nature.” But because most people are 

subject to the “whims of custom” - the social reality of the sensus communis - to wh ich the 

frivolous appears as a negativity. Therefore sensibility requires a disciplined second nature that 

subsum es values of good and bad habits through the differential analysis of the „language of 

action.‟ The „language of action‟ has its  relation to the corporeal body w ith particular 

significance to  expressing rudim entary practical principles that p recede ideas; since „second 

nature‟ substitutes, not for an idea of nature, but for a „language of action‟ it  indicates the 

productive capacity to which analysis specifically acts in  the reciprocation of the im pression. 401 

Ideas internalise a problem atic status encapsulated by a differential relation between the 

„language of action‟ and a „second nature.‟ The power of analysis extracts that value held of t he 

representative sign.  

 

The „language of action‟ is open to a phenomenal problem which loses relevance for formal 

sciences, such as physics and chem istry which can b e m aintained through m athem atical 

precision. As this precision does not extend to a project of a general science, Condillac‟s idea-

sign was developed at the threshold of the dom ain o f ideas, the „unrefined languages‟ whose 

threshold had questionable values which could appea r as the deploym ent of arbitrary, frivolous 
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or negative thought. This context took the idea-sig n as proposing proxim ity to sensible origins 

through the value subjected to the prim ary needs. T hus m an becomes what he already is “purely 

by nature, ” as affirm ed in the „language of action:‟ such naturalism  put under the test of 

experience is paradoxically intended to exclude the  frivolity of language, since it is from  w ithin 

instituted discourse that frivolity can proliferate .402  

 

The proliferation of language diverges in two direc tions for Condillac; firstly, an organic 

coexistence given through a “co-mingling” within econom ies that m erely risk em pirical 

arbitrariness. 403 Secondly, the other direction that appears intelle ctually as the “mania for 

definitions, ” extending false signs as accord ed w ith inherent values. This was what Condillac 

associated with the “celebrated writers” of the Port-Royale Logic (1662) whose epistem ological 

legacy was both of analysis and synthesis, consider ed as different but equivalent m ethods of 

unfolding epiphenom enal representation. 404 By contrast, Condillac‟s Logic insists that analysis is 

retained both under a „language of action‟ and for its habituation as second nature. 405 The central 

problem  therefore was frivolous synthesis at the ro ot of unregulated recom bination.  

 

This dispersion relates back to the earlier Essay o n the Origin of Human Knowledge (1746) and 

its  discussion of the successive transform ations of si gns by which knowledge passes into 

understanding. 406 Condillac grounds hum an understanding through a si ngle principle which rests 

on his argum ent derived from  the origin and progres s of language. Language is an em pirical but 

pragm atic knowledge, lim ited by its positive functi onal success over tim e. This is the m ovem ent 

that distinguishes itself from  a Kantian form  of ru le based dialectic. 

 

What Constitutes the „Well Made Language‟ 

 

The later Logic derives from  the earlyb Essay this m odel of linear developm ent of speech as 

figurative im ages decom posed into unitary signs. Si gns reflect the „language of action‟ both as 

                                                           
402 Ibid p227 
403 Ibid p239 
404 Foucault notes that Port-Royal Logic prim ary exam p le is the figure as a m ap or drawing. Foucault (197 0) p64 
405 Condillac Logic p275 
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an epistem ological construct and as an aesthetic fi gure (even an apperception); this notion of the 

„language of action‟ stands a prior a determ ining w ill. 407 By differentiating such m an-m ade signs 

from an „animality,‟ Condillac distinguishes a productive aspect of hum an existence under a 

principle which im plies a higher technical capacity  and constitutes the general gram m ar that can 

lend itself to a Science of M an.  

 

The Essay describes the practical aspects of langua ge as “operations of the soul;” but a natural 

history of signs shows it to be an „economy‟ divided as under a tripartite division of natural, 

accidental or conventional. 408 Conventional signs are instituted in accordance w i th the higher 

qualities of m an to present ideas clearly and disti nctly so as to be extended to a judgm ent. 409 The 

conventional sign has a sim ple repetitious function , through its  power of recall reinforcing 

m em ory and its rem iniscence. Here is a prim ary func tion that needs protecting from  the frivolous 

syntheses that appear as heightened form s of an exc essive im agination. The idea-sign serves a 

problem  of balance while avoiding rigid and schem at ising universals such as the „scaffolding of 

principles‟ that can equally conceal the way to a true discovery. 410 

 

Condillac theorises that a positive language developed from  the mutual ground of “cries of 

passion to pe rception” carries this im plicate necessity into the sign as s econd nature. This can be 

recalled to m ind at w ill and extends operation of t he soul. Language, therefore, links differences 

of tem peram ents under a generalised second nature d eveloped through habituated signs, it  

transform s relation between the m ental and physical  through a substitution effected under a 

power of recom bination. However, variations in disc ourse, in style and the reflective „force‟ of 

language gives a vivacity as power of an idea th at m ake the signs function in practice. This is not  

a power of imagination but a “power over the imagination;” making signs function is therefore 

am biguously attributed to an insensible link that s ubstitut es for a form al understanding in  the 

em pirical dom ain of a „language of action.‟ 411 

 

                                                           
407 See Derrida (1980) p17- 18  
408 Condillac (2001) ptII §4 
409 Ibid I §13 
410 Ibid pt I§25. The latter point is m ade of Christia n W olff ptI §65  
411 Ibid §122 
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The Essay describes the dom ain of language as m ovin g in two directions; firstly the natural drift 

attributed to geography, clim ate, the socio-politic al, or an anthropology. But language is also 

conditioned by the gifted individuals who can effec tively m ark language through a strength of 

m em ory and the power over im agination. The latter i s the characteristic of genius; individuals 

both lim ited by language yet to whom , reciprocally,  language owes a debt for its particularity,  

“...being bound by rules which restrain them, their imagination strives with increased 

effort, thus of necessity create new expression. In deed sudden progress of a language 

always occurs in the age of a great poet, philosoph ers carry it to perfection only m uch 

later.”412 

Here is the m ovem ent between im agination and its an alysis, as polarities acting as two distinct 

languages; firstly the „natural‟ synthesizing function of im agination and secondly, a function 

which “practices analysis fiercely” against any frivolity. An inherent problem  of language is its 

proliferation into m ediocrity, triviality, and bad m etaphysics contam inating any true art and 

science. 413 This defines the task for Condillac‟s „well made language‟ for his era and explains 

why a prim arily analytical task is em phasised. 414  

 

The Speechless Statue: W hat D istinguishes Sensation  and Idea  

 

W hat distinguishes the two texts, the early Essay a nd the late Logic, sees Condillac clarifying 

this analytic task around developm ent of the m ental  life. Treatise on Sensation (1754) initiates 

the break from  the Essay by introducing the fam ous im age of the speechless statue in order to 

explore a capacity of „need‟ as self-preservation in the individual. 415 By relating m em ory to 

present im pressions, Treatise on Sensation develops  an im portant distinction is between 

“sensation-actuelle” and “idée-intellectuelle.”416 This difference is between the passive 

m echanism  of a sensualism , and the active im pressio ns which m ental phenom ena w illfully 

com pare signs.  

 

                                                           
412 Ibid ptII §153 
413 Ibid §159 
414 Ibid p194 
415 Condillac Oeuvres Complet p325a cf Aarslef (1982) p211 
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However, this distinction also leads to two readings of Condillac‟s thought depending on 

whether his conjectured statue is understood as a r eceptor of natural sensations or represents a 

psychological past to which the present thought, th rough m em ory and its heightened form  of 

im agination, m ust actively com pare. This leaves a f urther am biguity that extends to whether the 

idea-sign relate to successions of nature or succes sions of language. Condillac seem s to have 

been aware of this interpretive point around the 17 54 edition of Treatise on Sensation since he 

m odified the later edition included in his Oeuvres which was published posthum ously in 1798. 417 

This clarified the original argum ent in  a section, „τf ideas which the human being can acquire 

when limited to a sense of touch‟ w ith the later em phasis on the distinction from  se nsual 

impressions offering to knowledge a “light which guides it‟s merely instinct.” The function of 

idea- sign was to abstract that which existed „naturally,‟ but taken up by a m easure of language;  

“It‟s [the statue] m ethod in acquisition is to observe in  succession, one after the other 

the qualities that it attributes to objects: it ana lyses naturally but it has no language. But 

an analysis without signs can only give a limited knowledge….and since it has not been 

possible to put them  in order the collection m ust b e very confused. Thus when I treat 

what the statue acquires, I do not m ean to say that  it has knowledge of which it can 

render an exact account of itself, it only has a pr actical knowledge [...] To acquire a 

knowledge it is necessary to have a language: for t he ideas m ust be classified and 

determ ined which presupposes signs em ployed accordi ng to m easure. See the first part 

of m y Grammar or m y Logic ”418 

This distinction between purely instinctual knowled ge and a theoretical knowledge, clarifies the 

values of language explored in the earlier Essay. W hen this is taken up in the Treatise on 

Animals (1756) it dem onstrates how qualitative diff erences in signs divide m an from  anim als. 

This distinction effectively divides the specifical ly hum an psychology into two m odes; the „self‟ 

of habit and a „self‟ of reflection - this re -opens a dom ain beyond the statue and the anim al by  

virtue of the artifice of the instituted signs of l anguage of m an. Therefore both texts, the Treatise 

on Sensation and the Treatise on Animals refers bac k to the Essay and both pursue distin ct 

aspects of a fundam ental problem  that Condillac att ributes to m odes of synthesis of knowledge - 

hum an nature and the artifice of  language. The qua litative differentiation that appears as the 

                                                           
417 Aarslef (1980) m akes this com parison p213.  
418 Condillac Traité des Sensation II viii §35, cf Aar slef (1982) p214  



127 

 

idea-sign supports the thesis of the earlier Essay and defin es a m ethodological basis for the 

legacy that reached the revolutionary era through t he Logic. 

 

The Idea-Sign Retains the Twin D isciplines of Thoug ht 

 

Condillac‟s legacy for a Science of M an was notably em phasised during the 19 th  century through 

the speechless statue of Treatise on Sensation rath er than looking back to the Essay. This 

lobsided view reflects the way Condillac‟s work was taken up in the post-revolutionary period, 

an era associated w ith the intellectuals of the D ir ectoire, am ongst them  Destutt de Tracy and 

Jean-Pierre Cabanis. 419 There was a political dimension to publishing Condillac‟s Oeuvre 

Complete in 1798 whose am bition was for founding a radical educational program  allied to the 

project of a Science of M an. Later, the reaction aga inst the Ideologues after the dem ise of the 

D irectoire and the revolutionary legacy during the early years of the 19 th  century, served to focus 

on the perceived intellectual problem s often attrib uted to dangerous am bitions of 18 th  century 

thought. Condillac‟s case served a condem nation that focus ed on the specific understanding of 

Sensationalism  as a m aterialism  which had left a particularly negative im pression on the 19 th  

century m ind. To see Sensationalism  as a system  of logical signs pursued through a rule based 

m ethod downplayed the debate on the dynam ics of lan guage and its expressive qualities in active 

life. In the 19 th  century, an em erging Positivism  was struggling to define an idea of history 

through its am bition for a m ore precise knowledge, but this was contending w ith a rom antic 

reaction. Both had a tendency to dism iss the subtle ties of a conjectural m ethod of thinking 

practiced by 18 th  century thought in which the debate over origins o f language was pivotal.  

 

In this respect, the subtitle of Logic , „the art of thinking‟ reflects both its historical relation to the 

Port Royal Logic, and also m arks out its am bition i n giving the new disciplinary m atrix as an 

am bition of conceptually extending a general knowle dge, an am bition m otivated specifically by 

a Science of M an. The nature of this discipline was  not som ething sim ply engaged w ith by the 

uninitiated. It was an „art‟ whose status, like any specific discipline, was to be understood in 

relation to this core identity. The aim s and subjec t m atter to which it was em ployed, conveyed a 
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com plicated legacy of a discourse on a Science of M an at the root of Condillac‟s oeuvre. It can 

be argued, that what was taken up by its practition ers engaged w ith Condillac‟s suppressed 

Protean vision . Sensationalism‟s pan-logical possibility was a legacy not always expres sly 

written down; yet this carried over into various pr actices and contem porary disciplines what was 

historically understood of a Science of M an in Condillac‟s era.  

 

Despite these specific relations being blurred over time, Condillac‟s Logic offered a disciplinary 

practice - rather than a specific doctrine of thoug ht – whose em phasis was derived from  the core 

aim s of an earlier debate over the values of langua ge. The exam ple of Les M onades shows how 

this internalised a thought which was prom oted in r evolutionary era as a Science of M an, 

connecting Condillac‟s sign to the wider ambitions of Enlightenm ent thought. Prem ised on 

something like the empirical „existant‟ that was symbolised by Condillac‟s early essay, the w ider 

disciplinary objective for the diverse practices ar ound a Science of M an derived conjectural 

possibilities that extended beyond associative or f unctional form s of knowledge. To understand 

how the idea-sign influenced the w ider field of dis ciplinary practices of the day, one can 

specifically exam ine how this interacted w ith the h istorical doctrine of physiology.  

 

Physiology as the D iscipline of the Body  

 

Prior to 1800, what was understood as the natural s cience of the body drew on two distinct 

disciplines, anatom y and physiology. A t the start of the 19th century these converged. The  two 

disciplines were earlier considered to be separate branches of knowledge, differentiated between 

a science and an art, and pursuing their own system s of practices and activities. There was a 

hierarchical relation between them  with the higher status given to physiology which was 

considered the scientific discipline pursued in a p hilosophical fashion; anatom y stood as the 

m anual art and held the lower status. 420 During the political, social and intellectual uphe avals of 

the revolutionary era, anatom y, and its allied surg ical practice, challenged for the status of a 

science. In a contem porary sense, the term  physiolo gy brings together the theoretical and the 

m anual aspects of the experim ental science of physiology, but until the early 19 th  century the 
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physiologist was closely allied to the natural phil osopher through a shared enquiry into the order 

of nature. 421 Both retained historical links with Aristotle‟s science in its extended general 

knowledge responsible for defining an „animal economy‟ and the functioning of soul. 

 

The historical practice of physiology gave a sense im plied of its status as a disciplina. This was 

what a discipulus followed as the branch of knowledge to b e learnt and pursued by a system  of 

rules for its active practice. In this sense, the d iscipline m eans the counterpart to a doctrine 

upheld as what one should think. The discipline des cribes what one should do or how one should 

behave, and is necessarily connected for the discip ulus through the disciplinary m atrix; this 

em bodies the knowledge practice handed down through  history which it extends as reproducible 

discourse. The specific relationship between a disc ipline and its doctrine gives the status of its 

knowledge which can be m odified over tim e. In the c ase of physiology, the status of its  

knowledge had to  function as a nature of m an, his place in the world, which had  historically 

aim ed to carry a divinatio. 422 W hat was condensed therefore into the physiologica l discourse had 

a confluence w ith the debate on origins to which Co ndillac engaged w ith through language, the 

original problem  of the body that was driving both a scientific study and m edical practice. The 

idea-sign lent itself to a central branch of this a  project to which a „new language‟ gave the 

specific context under which the third m eaning of t he discipline becom es apparent, nam ely „to 

discipline. ‟ This indicates the corrective accorded to the rules  of practice that extends to 

theological and political spheres of thought. This was im portant for the am bition for the Science 

of M an. 

 

The new context em erges in parallel to what an earl y m odern era physiology has as its core 

identity. Jean Fernel (1497-1558) is credited w ith defining a m odern physiologists discipline, 423 

and it is worth looking at an exam ple from  his Seve n Books on the Natural Part of M edicine 

(1542). It sets out a data of the body acquired fro m  an anatom ical practice and dissection and 

gives a perspective for a physiology whose work loo ks beyond its structural anatom y to the 
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discourse on the nature of m an. This is a philosoph ical discourse, a scientia, that lays out a 

schem a of knowledge beyond what could be observed t hrough evident em pirical phenom ena. 

The discipline of the body served a higher task tha t the m anual based anatom y which was lim ited 

to an art. Physiology carried an abstract ideal; “the nature of the healthy man, of all his forces 

and all his functions,” and this necessitated a schema for the universal science of human 

nature. 424 The physiologist, drawing on lim ited anatom ical da ta, presented prim arily a theoretical 

discourse and needed a philosophical base. Jean Fer nel took philosophy as “the mother of all the 

arts,” and it is worth quoting in some length what he programmatically understood by a 

philosophical analytic on which a m odern physiology  relied, and by im plication what it excludes.   

“The truth of that reason is the light of the m ind. Those who disdain it can neither  grasp 

the causes of things, nor investigate what is true in anything, nor distinguish truth from  

falsehood. Deprived of that special illum ination al l their life is wasted in useless effort, 

they are dragged back and forth in and rash blind e ffort. - […] By contrast are those 

who, anim ated for philosophy by an adm irable ardour  enter into the path where so 

m any m en of genius have left their footprints. Havi ng first received the knowledge of 

the thing which fall under the senses, they are lit tle detained by the basic contem plation 

of those things but having advanced beyond them  by an effort of m ind, they then reach 

the point from  which, as from  preceding causes, the  things of sense them selves appear 

to have taken their own origin. From  this point the y w ill gradually ascend higher, and 

finally they w ill attain by thought the regions whe re the m ind, fulfilled, reposes in the 

ultim ate. Since the hum an body has now broken down then anatom y into parts 

accessible to the senses, from  these we now need to  pass on to those things which are 

learnt by thinking alone [nam ely a physiology] and we need to investigate, at a higher 

level, from  what elem ents each part is m ade, what i s the m ixture of the elem ents, what 

is their tem peram ent, which virtues lie within the parts, by what spirit and heat they are 

m aintained. W hen all this has been discovered and u nderstood by analysis, then, by the 

m ethod of com position, it w ill becom e clear what ar e the causes that bring everything 

about, which hum ours are produced by these causes, wh at functions are of the 

particular parts, and what is the natural office of  everything. This is the way of doing 
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physiology which establishes the natural account of  m an by the power of 

demonstration.”425 

Physiology‟s systematic doctrine for illumination of the ground of a natural account of man 

looked to the anatom ical analytic to expand a philo sophical understanding of natural m an. W hen 

Fernel m oves from  an anatom y to a physiology by the  extension of the low er analytic to its 

higher synthesis, it is justified from  the perspect ive of this task of the higher discipline which is a 

truth for the natural philosophy.  

 

From this core ambition, other notably „good practitioners‟ were René Descartes and Albrect von 

Haller, both of whom  followed a sim ilar m ethod to e stablish units of the body delim iting sources 

of m otion (of soul, spirit) from  which to com pose t he schem a of explanation of the nature of 

m an. In René Descartes Treatise on M an (1662) his d iscourse draws on the sub-visible structures 

of the body in its workings beyond the m echanics of  the body in looking to the functions of 

bodies in general. But it is A lbrect von Haller who  is held to have introduced to physiology the 

specialised training that could distinguish it from  a general m edical practice. By repeatedly 

insisting that good physiological practice was grou nded in anatom ical experim ents, he intended 

to determ ine the „fabric‟ of the body.426 He gave the innovative perspective to which his 

anatom ical program  took the cadaver as lim ited in use and looked instead to experim ent on  live 

animals. Significantly, this divided the opinions of contemporaries; in Haller‟s view, 

experim entation through vivisection m eant that, - 

“a single experiment has refuted the laborious figm ent of m any years [of work]. This 

cruelty benefits true physiology m ore than alm ost a ll other arts by the joint harm ony of 

which this, our science, thrives.” 427  

Hence experimentation was given a unique status, and Haller called it his “unique oracle.”428 

Recourse to studying the living body m eant that an anatom ical art of intervention could support a 

w ider physiological discipline in its production of  the general physiological discourse on m an. 

Haller m aintained this discourse in its separate an d synthetic aspect. - 
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“The whole of physiology is a narration of the m otio ns by which the anim ated m achine 

is moved.” 429   

Haller ‟s was a m odern analytic which he characterised as an „animated anatomy.‟ This im pressed 

many contemporaries including a young „associé anatomiste‟ of the Académie Royale des 

Sciences in 1780‟s called Felix Vicq d‟Azyr who reflected on this am bition for a progressive 

science associated w ith the disciplinary task. Later  he wrote, - 

“At the beginning of this [18th ] century, Physiology was no m ore than a vain 

assem blage of system s; it is Haller who dispelled t hese; he has laid the foundations for 

a science which has no m ore in com m on with the old science than the nam e. Let us 

offer to the great m an the hom age of our recognitio n, and let us show him  our respect 

by following in his footsteps…”430  

Seen as the foundations of a new science, the centr al im portance was felt in grounding the 

disciplinary m atrix that physiology aspired to. H is torical physiological m odels looked to various 

sources, chem istry in Paracelsus or m echanism  in Fr iedrich Hoffm an or hydrostatics in Stephen 

Hales, but what was im portant was establishing from  known anatom ical facts the physiological 

discourse which could stand as a nature of the body  and its extension to a Science of M an. No 

doubt this discipline “remained ideological”431 until the advent of experim ental physiology in the  

19th century, but during this time the aims and goals of physiology‟s socio-political uses was 

also undergoing a radical shift parallel to what wa s earlier envisioned as the extended horizon of 

the the physiological disciplina. 

 

The Physiological basis of the M edical Debate  

 

The physiological disciplina was closely tied to a m edical discourse on the status of what kind of 

knowledge was appropriate for the study of the livi ng body. This was defined around the basic 

argum ents of the m echanist-vitalist debate which em erged in the m id 17 th  century. Georges 

Canguilhem succinctly summed up its fundamental distinctions in, “to act it is necessary to 

local ise;”432 he m eant that pursuing an effective m edicine was d ependent on a localisation that 
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could defines an effective hierarchy of disease. Ca nguilhem  describes how until contem porary 

germ  theory appeared in the 19th century, early m od ern physicians of the 17th and 18th centuries 

em ployed diverse ontological m odels as the basis fo r exploring the nature of sickness from  the 

physiological point of view. For early m odern m edic ine, it needed to contrast itself w ith a legacy 

left of Greek m edicine, which was not localised as such, but used the dynam ic or holistic nature 

of m an judged through an evident equilibrium  whose nature grounded a general theory of health 

and disease. This dynamism was common to Aristotle‟s predecessors, and gave the image of the 

body com pos ed of complex of elemental powers being opposed to “another by reason of being 

what it is.”433 The balance of the four hum ours was an equilibrium  that could sustain variation up 

to a point, oscillating around a m ean. Ancient m edi cal theory looked towards the m ean as the 

threshold where disease appeared as a reaction to t he disequilibrium  in the econom y of the body 

through its relation to nature; m edicines basic aim  was the techniques of restoring this balance as 

far as possible. Like language, m edical knowledge wa s an artifice, but one which specifically 

aim ed at im itate natural forces and, therefore, req uired an understanding of nature. M edical 

representations of disease, whether as foreign subs tance or the opposition of forces, require an 

acquaintance w ith th is  natural state which norm al life looked to regain. The functional role of 

physiology was to give this grounding; in turn phys iology extended its knowledge to a theory of 

disease only by delim iting it to a field of difference prior to en gaging in effective m edical action.  

 

W hat distinguished m odern m edicine by the start of the 18th century was that both m echanists 

and vitalists could relate to Descartes dualism , si nce all approaches shared the struggle to 

overcom e the scholastic and Galenic notions em bedde d in m edicines history. Both Descartes 

philosophy and the m echanics of Galileo inform ed th e rise in iatrom echanism  even prior to 

σewton‟s publishing of Principia (1687). 434 Iatrom echanism  ascribed m ovem ents of the m achine 

to a soul or psyche m uch as Aristotle or Galen held  a spiritual, vital or rational principle; it 

considered all m atter to be passive. By the 18 th  century the Cartesian physician Friedrich 

Hoffm an (1660-1742) could describe a m odern nature of the body as a m echanism  but w ith God 

as the suprem e m echanic, the prim e m over who accoun ted for its equilibrium . M otion in the 
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machine was explained through the fluids of the body, blood, lymph; while „animal spirits‟ and 

the „subtle fluids‟ were the power by which the sensitive soul impressed itself. From  this m odel, 

health is given to fluent and well ordered m ovem ent s and death ensues when corporeal m otions 

become terminated and Hoffman‟s Fundamenta M edicina (1695) exem plifies a dilem m a of  

iatrom echanism  by reducing to an interm ediary subst ance the interface between m atter and spirit; 

this was a m echanism  that appeared as a contained a nim ism . 435 Herman Boerhaave‟s (1668-

1738) iatrom echanism  described a nature of bodily f unctions through the concepts of pipes, 

sieves and presses, deliberately avoiding any specu lation on m ind/body relations beyond the 

pragm atic needs of a m edicine. By refusing to be dr awn into m etaphysical speculation on 

prim ary causes, 436 iatrom echanics could effectively give explanations  for a pragm atic need of 

localising organic functions; at the lim its of this  knowledge they deferred any questions of 

purposeful activity in whole organism s. 

 

An organicist-vitalist thinking arose to prom inence  through Jan Baptist van Helm ont (1577-

1644) opposed a m echanistic reduction through an or ganicism  ascribed to a dorm ant archaeus, a 

form  of sensitive soul which both exercised dynam ic  control over the body and accounting for its 

„special character.‟ As the “governor of generation” this principle of transformation in matter 

explained through an iatrochem istry that grounded o bservable phenom ena though vital concepts 

and was strongly influential for later physiologica l thought. 437 A  sim ilar perspective saw Georg 

Ernst Stahl (1659-1734) rejecting m echanism  as inad equate for addressing the organism  as a 

whole and described instead the living body as a dy nam ic and reactive com plex. By taking the 

holistic perspective to explain purposive activity,  Stahl accorded the very qualities defining 

living bodies w ith the form  of Newtonism  that took an existence of forces as in som e way 

immanent in matter. Living force had to explain “the conservation of an eminently corruptible 

body, the faculty of force with whose aid the body is sheltered from the act of corruption;”438 

once this force was w ithdrawn, death ensues. But th is also needed a concept of conservation that 
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a „soul‟ could direct through the activities of the living b ody and would also explained m otions 

given to unconscious and autom atic functions that w ere evident in habituated actions. 

 

Stahl exem plified the epistem ological aspects em erg ing at a tim e when the delim itations between 

a physiology and a physics were less clear. Taking m echanical description as inadequate to the 

task of establishing a physiological synthesis, Stahl‟s approach drew on dynamic physiological 

m odels integrating an epistem ological m odel from  ph ysics. An im portant justification for this 

strategy cam e from  Francis G lisson (1597- 1677) who defined a „life of matter‟ though the 

properties of irritability; this general property o f the constitutive fibres of the body self-subsiste d 

through an immanent energetics. The life of this matter was primal force, a „biarchia‟, or 

„biousia‟439 possessing properties that offered the useful pote ntial for explaining latency in 

functional faculties of perceptions and reactions, pleasure and pain, and general bodily m otions. 

The concept of irritability accounted for a power o f spontaneity to act and react, 440 and 

substituted for the term s of actio and passio, clas sical term s of life and m otion in all nature, 

redeployed to accord w ith the m ore contem porary ana tom ical ground. 441 The irreducibility of 

matter and its properties lent Glisson to a theory of „animal fibres‟ that were disposed to micro-

m ovem ents: as an account for the latency evident in  physiological responses this could be 

associated w ith m em ory. W hen Principia was publishe d it fell to post-Newtonian theorists, such 

as Stahl, to suggest an obvious parallel in the lin k between concepts of inherent irritability and a 

universal gravity. 

 

Glisson‟s irritability was also taken up by A lbrect von Haller in The Sensible and Irritable Parts 

of the Body (1749). W hat was significant here was t hat Haller specifically em phasised 

differences between locally visible irritability an d universal attributable force to which a 

historical concept of the vital could attribute pre dispositions of contraction and predisposition to 

feeling. Hence his anatom ical and experim ental work  analysed the nature of these forces 

although in a consciously lim ited way,  

                                                           
439 Term s used in G lisson Tractatus de natura substant iae energetica seu de vita natura ejusqua tribus pr im is 
facultatibus, vegetiva, appetitiva motiva naturalib us London (1672) p192 cf T. S. Hall (1968) p11 
440 G lisson carried this over from  Galen , see Tem kin (1977) p290  
441 According to Starobinski he “animalised” scholastic thought. Starobinski (2003) p110- 112 
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“The theory as to why some parts of the body are endowed with these properties and 

som e are not I shall not m eddle w ith...for I am  per suaded that the sources of both lie 

beyond the reaches of the knife and the m icroscope,  beyond which I do not chuse to 

hazard any conjecture, and have no desir e to each what I am ignorant of myself.”442 

His ensuing localisation was to an „animal fabric‟ that retained certain conceptual and historical 

precedents, although in a lim ited way. Starting fro m  a historically problem atic concept attributed 

to life, Haller‟s experim entation m oved towards the vital parts of the body through a 

m ethodology that established, on the basis of his o bservations, what could be localised by 

system atic analysis which then offered explanation thorugh these vital properties. On the other 

hand, Stahl‟s dynamic vitalism lent itself to a different methodology; he analysed phenom ena in  

the whole as they were apprehended around an idea o f what vitalism  attributed to life. This 

shifted the problem  to the level of the concept. 

 

W hile the form er localised the properties of the bo dy through the analytic approach, the latter‟s 

wholism  retained what was attributed to the vital i dea of the whole as the problem  of the 

synthetic elem ent. In this way the disciplina of ph ysiology operated on two levels and were the 

intellectual traditions which French m edical circle s of the Enlightenm ent were im m ersed. Later 

these inform ed the Science of M an that culm inated a round the revolutionary era.  

 

M ontpellier M edicine and the H ippocratic Revival  

 

In addition to the contem porary m edical debates, Fr ench physicians also drew on the 

philosophical debates of the era including those of  M aupertuis and Condillac. The fam ed 

M ontpellier School of M edicine was established in 1 220 and already had an illustrious history 

which it m aintained through the late Enlightenm ent period. Individual physicians had contributed 

to the Encyclopaedia project, as M ontpellier m edici ne gained a reputation of driving a 

H ippocratic revival. 443 From  a contem porary physiological context this sto od against m echanistic 

reduction of m edical thought through the strong influence of Stahl‟s vitalism. Moving between 

                                                           
442 The Sensible and Irritable Parts of the Body Londo n (1755) p2, cf Thom as S. Hall (1968) p14. 
443 Denis D iderot was already drawing on the idea of a  m edically inspired anthropology for his Elements o f 
Physiology (1773-1774) This extended through the c oterie D‟Holbach, which played a significant role in the French 
conception of a Science of M an. 
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Stahl‟s neo-H ippocratic dynam ism  and the doctrine of sensibili ty, M ontpellier m edicine offered 

two things; firstly, the physician‟s sensitivity as the disciplinary particularity that was practiced 

in the new doctrine in sensibility. Secondly, throu gh a conceptual em phasis on hum an experience 

in general, this could be extended in its possibili ties to an expanded hum an knowledge. It was the 

com m itm ent to a w ider discipline of knowledge, desp ite any specific interrelations not being 

clearly defined, that gave the am bition for contrib uting to a future science which fed into the 

general Enlightenm ent thinking; one exam ple appears  in the project for the encyclopaedia. 444  

 

This gave the context for an inter-disciplinary perspective on a Science of M an  looking for new 

approaches to physical and social observations. For  exam ple, by accounting for the distribution 

of hum an types through a m edical dem ographic or ant hropology, the controversial practice 

pursued through interpretations of physical feature s such as gender, constitution and race, was 

seen from  the m edical perspective as the sensitivit y to difference. Paradoxically such a new 

approach was intended to resist an idea of universa ls as a feature of the m echanistic/Cartesian 

notions of the body, through the concern w ith the f unction of living organism s in a general sense. 

The dynam ic approach was opposed to  static studies of structure, holding the idea of f unction in 

relation to the w ider environm ent which was only m e taphysically grounded and therefore subject 

to dispute. But the neo-H ippocratic dynam ism  had an  epistem ological com m itm ent to Newton 

which, like for Haller and Stahl, m eant only the pr om ise of a m odern grounded science. - 

“τne sees however mathematicians who use the letters X and Y to designate unknown 

quantities, and with so m uch greater success that t hey discover by such m eans truths 

inaccessible to other philosophers.”445 

This was an epistem ological value given by the exem plary M ontpellier theoretician Boissier de 

Sauvage (1706-1767), a trained botanist who brought  to m edical theory its rules of classification, 

as well as being a confirm ed Newtonian who drew tog ether principles of George Ernst Stah l‟s 

vital soul. This related the use of an abstract pri nciple for an unknown vital force, while aim ing 

to inform  observations of the pulse, of respiration  and other involuntary m ovem ents that required 

m oderating in an intelligent way w ith a new theoret ical basis.  

                                                           
444 Texts that cover the M ontpellier Physicians; Franç ois Duchesneau (1982) pp141-170, Lester S. K ing (19 78)  
445 Boissier de Sauvage Nosologie méthodique, dans laq uelle les maladies sont rangées par classes, suivan t le 
système de Sydenham, &  l'ordre des botanistes. (177 1) p49-50, par 242 cf M artin Staum  (1980) p80, see also 
M oravia (1995) pp51- 52. 
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Follow ing from  this, the m edical circles of M ontpel lier gave various form ulations of neo-

H ippocratism ; for som e it followed close to the cla ssical tripartite schem e encom passing the 

„physical‟ „mental‟ and „passionate‟, for others it could be reduced to bipolar relation of the 

„physical‟ and the „moral.‟ There was, however, never a simple relation since the emphasis was 

on the reciprocity which was a question of balance,  of econom y and norm s, that could com pose 

the w ider physiological synthesis. And this followe d the prom inent awareness of m edicines 

historical relation to a Science of M an, to which t he idea of a holistic m edicine gave it  relation to 

society. However, it is a m istake to see this as a narrow ideological program ; what this social 

aspect of m edicine drew from  a particular reading o f the H ippocratic tradition, gave an 

understanding of health not as an individual affair  but one dependant on the social practices and 

m ilieu to which one m ust practice an environm ental thinking. 446 

 

An influential M ontpellier physician was Theophile de Bordeu (1722-1776). He m ade distinct 

im pression on philosophical circles to the extent t hat he appears as the principle character in 

Denis Diderot‟s Le Réve d’τlembert (1769). Bordeu held that the equilibrium  of two in versely 

proportional forces, sensibility and m uscle m obilit y (irritability) was controlled by the properties 

of a prim ary structure, such as the nervous system . 447 Like Haller, this divided properties into 

sensations and m otions through which Bordeu aim ed t o isolate the lim its of observable 

m ovem ents. The lim it was interpreted as defining wh ere m ovem ents produced from  

unobservable sensations, are balanced by involuntar y m ovem ents produced by the phenom ena 

given to sensations. Like Stahl, the living m atter, the actio and passio, was distinguished by this 

functional expression of m ovem ent; against this, ce rtain feelings and sensibilities could rem ain 

latent and unexpressed. Through thinking this latency as the „federative‟ concept of the body, 

with centres of sensitivity subordinated to the bra in, individual characteristics could be attributed 

to the function of the equilibrium  between the cent res of sensitivity; the activity in the whole was 

thereby a tension subsum ed and distributed it throu gh the nerve network. 448 This gave a view of 

the body that had no absolute unitary being, but was  a decentralized, sem i-autonom ous 

                                                           
446 W illiam s (1994), p8-11.  
447 Bordeu „Researches sur les Maladies Chronique‟ (177η), Oeuvre Complet (1818) II, p924, cf Staum  (1980) p81   
448 see M oravia (1978) 
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com posite of organs to be interpreted through a com plex phenom enology which in no way could 

be deduced a priori from  known laws of a m echanica l physics. Bordeu‟s famous metaphor of 

this dynam ic im age was the swarm  of bees,- 

“A swarm of bees gathered in clusters and suspended from a tree as a vine, each part is, 

so to speak, not an anim al, but a kind of self-cont ained m achine which in its fashion 

concurs in the general life of the body.”449  

Transform ing an idea of a H ippocratic unbroken circ le into an active im age of distributed 

sensitivity through living m atter, this followed a com bination of neo-H ippocratic em piricism  

with Stahl‟s form of holistic vitalism . The vital concept of the living body wa s an im pulsive and 

dynam ic sensitivity. Through this innovative accoun t of the inner functioning of the body, the 

potential was for a higher activity of hum an life. This was w idely influential. 

 

Another strategy appears in the influential M ontpel lier physician Paul Joseph Barthez (1734-

1806). The title that cem ented his reputation expli citly announced its am bition for a Science of 

M an. Nouvaux elements de la Science de L’Homme was first published in 1773 bu t was 

augm ented and republished in 1806. 450 Barthez, perhaps the m ost fam ous of the M ontpellie r 

physicians, produced the m ost influential synthesis  of vitalist thought. He arrived in Paris in 

17ηζ, moved in D‟Alemberts circles and wrote for the Encyclopédie. The significance of 

Nouvaux Elements de la Science de L’Homme is in Barthez explaining an epistem ological value 

ascribed through a „vital principle‟ that was neither a metaphysical or occult force. - 

“I never used the term vital principal to explain any of the phenom ena of life but 

[em ployed it] to m ake com prehensible certain new co nclusions in respect to the effects 

of these phenomena….”451  

The term was understood as a complete unknown, in the σewtonian sense. With no „essential 

nature,‟ it stood for a power of explanation and represents his attem pt is to depart from  the 

obscurity of term s dom inating preceding m etaphysica l disputes. 452 The vital principal was the 

“necessary abstraction” required to make certain statements about observed phenomena of 

experienc e. Barthez did not assume a vital principal that “orders or regulates its acts,” rather it 

                                                           
449 „Reserches Anatomique sur la Positive des Glandes et leur action,‟ Bordeu (1818) I p163n, cf Staum  (1980) p82 
450 A good account is given by Kanam ori (2005)  
451 Barthez (1806) Vol. 1 p20, cf W illiam s (1994) p47,   
452 Comparable to Kant‟s Gemüt  
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proposed a “faculty attached to the combinations of movements and matter of which the living 

body is formed.” In this way, he m akes a significant distinction from  St ahl‟s thinking of the 

single principle of „soul,‟ while also distinguishing the vital from simply attributing separate 

living forces to different properties such as irrit ability and sensibility. It was considered m ore a 

“natural and philosophical” principle according to Barthez, to attribute the unknown en tity for 

the single principal that expressed its effects in different ways. The proposition was that,- 

“good philosophical method in the science of man requires that one attribute to a single 

principle of life in the hum an body, the living for ces that reside in each organ and are 

responsible for its function.” 453 

Barthez is careful to refer to the „vital principal‟ as an abstraction employed only to facilitate and 

ground discussions in conceiving of living activiti es whose inner dynam ics were not understood 

yet produced the singular effects observed.  The justification for this strategy is the m ethod o f 

induction taken from  Baconian enquiry into a natura l science which assum es that em piricism  

“could not teach what these causes were in essence,” rather the central aim was to abandon 

looking for „essences‟ and „final causes,‟ and focus on a phenomenology of experience.454 But 

Barthez also read David Hume‟s Treatise on Human Nature and agreed that we im agine  

succession to m ean cause and that this im agination was all that we could hope to achieve in the 

way of certainty. The elem ent justified an abstract  idea to substitute for derived causes attributed 

to the variety of principles, forces, and faculties , all of which were unim portant if they were in 

their nature unknowable. In this sense, Newton is t he real inspiration; Nouveaux Elements aim s 

to extend this line through a privileged relation b y which m edicine can determ ine phenom ena of 

hum an experience. The latter is its philosophical p rivilege which he attributed to H ippocrates.- 

“Hippocrates in his genius saw that human nature cannot be fully understood by 

anyone who does not possess an entire system of knowledge of the healing arts.”455 

The relation given to this neo-H ippocratic practice  w ith the status of a new form  of em piricism  

for m odern practitioners of m edicine, Barthez fram e d as offering a new scientific language. But 

this depend ed on a new physiological synthesis. The new language  followed from  taking the 

                                                           
453 Barthez (1806) Vol. 1 p97, cf W illiam s (1994) p47- 48, see also Haigh (1984) p37-44, Staum  (1980) p83- 94. 
454 Ibid Vol. 1 p7-8, cf W illiam s (1994) p49 
455 Ibid Vol. 1 p28, cf W illiam s (1994) p50 
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abstract elem ent of knowledge as substitute for the  evident vital elem ent in observation; an 

am bition that clearly puts physicians in the precar ious position. 456 

 

A t the heart of this m ethod was the observational p ractice of functional aspects of life 

phenom ena. For the M ontpellier physician of the 18 th  century, observing m eant displaying a 

sensitivity to the differences in these living phen om ena, and integrating their significances in an 

im age of life. From  the m edical perspective this m e ant the organic body displaying sym ptom s 

and qualities indicative of the sym pathies and syne rgies of the organic whole. The holistic 

m ethodology proceeded by the progressive analysis t o the lim it of the observable; but since the 

lim it of observation was an epistem ological barrier  that necessarily w ithheld phenom enal 

com plexity, the organic phenom ena could not be redu ced to determ inable laws. 457 The physician 

had therefore to account for both internal and envi ronm ental influences on the organism  under 

the term s of vital sensibility. For Barthez, this a bstracted vital principal was intended to give an 

open variable by which living phenom ena could expre ss significance w ithout being directly 

epiphenom enal. Observed difference was interpreted as the m odification under the vital principal 

whose transform ation index ed the varying circum stance of the organism . The sign ificance of the 

vital principle was in substituting for direct caus al thinking while retaining the set of possible 

relations to describe what was becom ing evident in a living econom y. 

 

As a concept of observable differences, this also s tood as an expression of forces. These were the 

organic forces that dem and various regim es of m anag em ent which require further hypothesising. 

In fact, Barthez was fam ously careful in the use of  this m ethod, but the paradoxical nature which 

his vital principle tried to em body readily lent it self to anthropological speculation. By opening 

to the im portance of natural diversity, as an order of difference that could also imply a „natural 

order‟ as dynam ic interplay of „vital force‟ and physical states, this could be conceived as a 

social typology that extend ed to ideas of race and class. 458 M ontpellier vitalism , however, 

rem ained relatively apolitical although the vital p rincipal im plied to m any a dangerous atheistic 

m aterialism . It also opened the am bition for an aut onom ous knowledge which prom ised to 

                                                           
456 See com m ents by Foucault (1975) p55- 56 
457 Following Albury (1977) 
458 See W illiam s (1994) p58 
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extend towards a w ider Science of M an. In this way M ontpellier physicians gave the m edical 

context for a new em piricism  by which a true m ethod  should hypothesise w ith the prom ised of 

breaking out of dogm atic system s of the past, altho ugh the m ethod was clearly fragile and prone 

to reciprocity. 

 

Revolutionary Influences on Paris M edicine  

 

From  1770 onwards, Parisian physicians already init iated the task of the reform  of French 

m edicine inspired by w ider Enlightenm ent them es and  the idea for transform ing m edicine in 

accordance w ith a general Science of M an. This is c haracterised by its am bition to unify the 

sciences under new considerations of the hum an spec ies in its relation to nature. In France this 

project took up the reform  of national institutions  by focussing on the hospitals and follows 

advancem ents in  the m edical science s. Renowned anim al and hum an anatom ist and physician 

Felix Vicq d‟Azyr has be en credited w ith being the m otivation behind m edical reform s and 

broadening the scope of their investigations to inc lude environm ental factors, such as 

meteorology, water quality, public sanitation. During 1770‟s Vicq D‟Azyr gave free lectures at 

the College Royale; here it was m edical theory that  represented a „certain method‟ from which a 

proper pedagogical m ethod would naturally follow an d which was attractive to the politically 

m inded physicians in Paris. 

 

Reform s m eant a broader perspective on the m edical task which aim ed to account for disease 

across the nation. In 1776 Felix Vicq D‟Azyr took up a post as the Commissioner-General of 

Epidem ics at the newly form ed Société Royale de M éd ecine  et Epidem ics , a rival scientific and 

adm inistrative body to the older College Royale. Th e new Société was com m issioned to explore 

the causes of epidem ics and com pile a m edical topog raphy of France and was also given 

responsibilities for distribution and sale of the m ineral and m edicinal waters and the licensing 

and sale of patent m edicines. 459 This provision of m edical services led the institu tion to have a 

powerful national profile through its handling of e pidem ics, and assessing the abilities of local 

physicians. Paris also had a reputation during this  tim e as the hom e of scientific charlatanry in 

                                                           
459 Broad study in Hanaway (1972), see also W illiam s ( 1994) pp67-73, and Ackerknecht (1967) pp25- 28 
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the m edical field and producing fashionable m edicin es as new form s of m edical knowledge. 

Bordeu had noted of Paris that “money, rouge, braggadocio, and ladies favours are all that is 

required of a physician,”460 and it was perhaps against this standard of practi ce that the figure of 

H ippocrates stood for a m ethod of self-criticism  by  which, along w ith the proper application of a 

m ethod, a popular and hum oral m edicine could be deb unked. But Felix Vicq d‟Azyr was also a 

follower of Condillac and wrote a Nouveau Plan de C onstitution pour la M edicine en France to 

be subm itted to the constitutional assem bly in 1790  to  initiate a new clinical approach that 

stress ed the need for a new language to fix fleeting corporeal phenomena and supersede an „old 

bookish‟ approach to medicine. However, by 1793 this project was overtaken by the conditions 

of the revolution. 461  

 

The turning point for the reform  of m edicine in Fra nce cam e in 1794. In the wake of the 

revolution, significant institutional changes saw o ld regim e m edical establishm ents which had 

previously dom inated the dissem ination of a theoret ical practice replaced by clinical training in 

three hospitals, the Ecole de Santé, in Paris, M ont pellier and Strasbourg. It is the Paris school 

which has gained a reputation follow ing the revolut ionary changes and which m arks the start 

of a m edical practice whose legacy has rem ained the  subject of debate. A  num ber of points can 

be m ade to indicate broadly the outcom e of a well d ocum ented shift from  18 th  century m edical 

theory to clinically based m edicine at the start of  the 19th. 462 Firstly, the practice of clinical 

observation m eant surveying large num bers of patien ts aim ed at a „living encyclopaedia‟ that 

drew on the w ider reaches of m edical experience des cribed above. 463 Secondly, along w ith the 

importance accorded to a “nosological field,” was the use of statistics in  relate to case histories 

of individual patients. 464 Thirdly, this also cam e under an extension through  various new 

techniques and technologies that affe cted  practice and diagnosis; this is exem plified by Ren e 

Laennec‟s stethoscope, the new surgery of Pierre Desault and Xavier Bichat, and Jean 

                                                           
460 A Turin m edical graduate, Francois Am edée Poppet ( 1753 -1799) worked in Paris and wrote “medicines that 
only work for a little time until they become unfashionable” Le M edicin Philosophe Paris (1787) II, cf Brockliss  &  
Jones (1997) p643,  
461 General texts; Hannaway (1994) and Vess (1974) 
462 The two notable te xts here are Foucault‟s The Birth of the Clinic and Erwin Ackerknecht M edic ine at the Paris 
Hospital, 1794-1848.  
463 Foucault (1975) pp69- 72 
464 Ibid pp59- 60, 
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Corvisart‟s new method of diagnostics.465 Finally, in addition to new techniques and m ass 

observation, cam e an em phasis on the study of patho logical anatom y as the new m ethod of 

localising the study of diseases. In this way the c linics becam e transform ed into places of 

research into what constituted states of sickness a nd health. 466  

 

It is from  this broad basis that the 18th century a m bition for a Science of M an drove new 

standards dom inat ed by French m edical thinking during the first half o f the 19 th  century until it 

was displaced by a laboratory based practice. 467 A long w ith the clinical shift in the wake of the 

Revolution, it was the m ental disposition of m edica l practitioners that was being transform ed; 

as one commentator notes, “they looked no longer backwards, but forwards,”468 although 

others have noted that Paris M edicine had a reputat ion as a polem ical m edicine, 469 but these are 

elem ents which should not be taken as exclusive in the context of a nascent Positivism . 

 

Concept and M ethod in  a New Science of M an  

 

The early lectures of Vicq d‟Azyr's at the College Royale were attended by a young physician 

Pierre Jean Georges Cabanis. He exem plified these e m piricist influences in an early essay of 

1788 which described unsatisfied needs as nature manifesting “her desires in the most positive 

manner,” as suffering transformed through instinct into the cause of autonomous movements.470 

Instinct was seen as the “secret guide” by which primitive peoples observe the healing force of 

nature, instinctively resting and eating less durin g illness, which was a positive tendency. Yet 

                                                           
465 Birth of the Clinic discusses these as „techniques of the corpse,‟ Foucault (197η) p127, p163. 
466 F oucault emphasizes how Jean Corvisart and Rene Laennec‟s championed pathological anatomy as a new 
science. Foucault (1975) p135 
467 Gelfand (1972), also „The Pathological Tradition‟ in Bynum and Porter (1993) pp163-191. 
468 This com m ent by Sigerist (1971) p291, cf Hannaway and La Berge (1998) p6 
469 Recalling the m ood from  the perspective of 1836, J ean Baptiste Bouillard, a form er student of Françoi s Joseph 
V ictor Broussais noted the bullish im plem entation o f an 18 th  century enlightenm ent positivism  driven, not by so cial 
or economic forces, but “by individuals of genius, as voices emerging with positivistic clarity from a mass of 
confusion, m aking Paris clinical practices play out  the conflicts and tensions between vitalists and m echanists, 
spiritualists and m ater ialists (partisans of the present, partisans of the past and eclectics).” Another commentator, 
Louis Peisse reflecting in 1827 commented on the extensively political nature of Paris clinical medicine noting “the 
law of opposition and rivalry that prevailed ” and took it that “the spirit of the system was really the spirit of the 
party.” See Hannaway and La Berge (1998)  
470 „Du Degrés du Certitude de Medicine‟ Cabanis (19η6) Vol. I pη0-53. A translation  by R La Roche as An Essay 
on the Certainty of M edicine, see p29. M ain text on  the life and thought of Cabanis is Staum  (1980)  
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this declines as intellectual faculties developed. But this tendency could be reinforced through a 

true system atisation of m em ory and, in m edical term s, would include the classification of disease 

sym ptom s. By noting durations of crises, of regim en s and tem peram ents, the basis of his practice 

was to bring to full m aturity a process of rational ising the em pirical practices.  

 

Cabanis was looking to supplem ent an em pirical prac tice w ith the statistical theory of M arquis 

de Condorcet for approximating relationships that hold true by „degrees of belief and assurance.‟ 

The possibilities in  the new medical disciplines were an example of the „indefinite perfectibility‟ 

of m an; 471 this is Rousseau‟s term in his Second D iscourse  ( 1754), but Condorcet had used this 

as a justifying principle in the posthum ously publi shed Sketch for a H istorical Picture of the 

Progress of the Human M ind (1793). 472 Condorcet took this as the principle accounting fo r the 

tw in tasks necessitated of historical progression: firstly, the transm ission of collective 

experience, and secondly m aintaining the possibilit y of overcom ing dogm atic thought. But by 

foregrounding the observational m ethod, Cabanis was  follow ing Condillac in this quest for a new 

language to be translated into the m edical fram ewor k which was now looking to localise elusive 

pathological phenom ena.  

 

Cabanis‟ exemplified the image of the physician in his mission as „consoler of the sick‟ beyond 

wealth and fam e, driven by a social conscience and patriotic duty to em ancipate the public from  

superstition, which accords closely w ith Enlightenm ent thinking and understood as a task that 

was prom oted as a true Science of M an. But the revo lutionary turbulence gave this project an 

institutionalising turn by questioning the role of the state in  m edicine and education. Addressing 

the urgent need of the ignorance of the people led to an em phasis on intervention and the 

am bition to restore a natural equilibrium  required,  paradoxically, im plem enting a legislative 

intervention against false claim s to knowledge. The  necessity was for grounding knowledge in 

the face of an im m anent need, not only against spur ious m edical practice, but extended to an 

                                                           
471 Cabanis refers to “an enlightened friend” almost certainly Condorcet. Staum  (1980) p106  
472 Condorcet (1976) p223 
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active regulation of other trades as where the public needed protection from the “swarms of 

impostors” and quackery.473  

 

This was the background to the Science of M an as Cabanis approached it through the plan of 

learning described in Coup d'oeil sur les révolutio ns et sur la réforme de la médecine (1804). He 

drew together different scientific disciplines for the purposes of effective intellectual revolution 

in the new socialised state. Because m edical power was the direct source of utility for 

constituting a basis of good rational philosophy unfolding as “the laws of the living machine,” 

the need was for „persons conversant with the animal economy‟ to implement the task of a 

purification of great cities where great num bers of  people were crowded together. Beyond 

advancing health and avoiding disease, these extend ed as physical-m oral relations into ethico-

political possibilities as Cabanis pictured an im ag e of physical m an struggling w ith the dynam ic 

forces of the world of which the basis of future sc iences are the indispensable tool for 

„naturalising‟ society.474  

 

Such physical-m oral relations gave two principle br anches envisaged behind the system atic 

union of knowledge by which an anthropological hist ory could be transform ed into a general 

science of hum an nature, - 

“from the indications of the numerous points in which they are connected and related to 

one another, results what m ay be called the Science  of M an or the Anthropology of the 

Germans.” 475 

The object of such an anthropological m edical scien ce was to determ ine the rules of a regim en, 

as a m oralist striving to offer m axim s of conduct a nd the legislator increasing prosperity for 

society generally. Here the physiological m odel for m ed the groundwork of the discipline whose 

knowledge extended as the im portant branch of natur al history understood through an anim al 

econom y under the acute observation of the healthy and the diseased states of the system . 476 In 

the w idest sense this integration looked for physio logical roots for general psychological 

                                                           
473 Sketch of the revolutions of medical science views  relating to its reform. (translation of Coup d'oei l) p27 see also 
Cabanis (1956) Vol. II pp390-393. see also Foucault  (1975) p78- 85 
474 „Cabanis (1956) Vol. II p77- 79, also Cabanis (1981) p25  
475 Ibid p77, presum ably referring to Ernst Platner Ne ue Anthropology (1771-2) although Staum  proposes Ka nt as 
another possibility. Staum  (1980) p 162 
476 Cabanis (1956) Vol II p77-79. 
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phenom ena which proceeded according to a principle that placed value on sensibility drawn from  

a certain application of Condillac‟s thought.477  

 

Sensibility and Ideology in the M edical Project  

 

The physiological synthesis drew on Condillac‟s Logic and the idea-sign as the m odern 

philosophical practice to be taken up from  the phys iological perspective. Cabanis understood 

philosophy and physiology to always have inform ed e ach other through inform ing the relation 

between the physical and the m oral: a rational anal ysis of the anim al econom y and its organic 

functions would delim it the interm ediary space for designating how m oral sym pathy was the 

field in which the power of signs could di stinguish impressions that communicated „sensible 

being.‟  

 

This was a domain of moral hygiene that could inform Cabanis‟ mature vision for a Science of 

Man which not only reflected man‟s mastery of self but its extension and transformation around 

social being and even the species. Transform ing phy sical habits, strengthening certain bodily 

organs, could extend the faculties and the senses o f the soul to produce a new form  of m an. - 

“a man susceptible to improvement is two modes, his physical education and regim en, 

in the m ost enlarged sense of these words, serve to  develop the actions of different 

organs, rouse his dorm ant faculties, and in som e m e asure create new sensitive powers. 

And when these instrum ents have acted upon several successive generations, cæteris 

paribus , men are no longer the same, no longer the same race.”478  

The extension of th is  m edico-philosophical project into a political task  found its w idest reaches 

around the am bitions for interdisciplinary revoluti onary sciences converging in the practice of 

Ideology. 479 But the object for analysis and possible science w as fundam entally a problem  of 

physiology which, from  which the m edical perspectiv e, gave a com posite object expressing 

sym ptom s over a duration and needed further differe ntiating into their fundam ental 

                                                           
477 Coup d’Oeil points to Condillac. Cabanis (1806) p284 
478 Cabanis (1956) Vol. 2 p77, Cabanis (1806) p22-23 
479 Ibid Vol. 2 p77, Staum  com m ents on that by1800 bot h Cabanis and Lam arck were m em bers of Le Societè de s 
Observateurs de l’homme. Staum  (1980) p168 
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phenom ena.480 To Cabanis mind, since Condillac‟s era, practical progress had been made against 

that which “presented itself as obscure.”481 - 

“The new question that presents itself is to know wh ether it is true, as Condillac and the 

others have established, that ideas and m oral deter m inations are wholly form ed and 

depend uniquely on what they call sensation…and whether, consequently, ideas come to 

us from  our senses and exterior objects; or whether  internal im pressions contribute 

equally to the production of m oral determ inations a nd ideas following certain 

laws…whose constancy is revealed to us by the study of the healthy and the sick, and 

whether…observation  directed by this new point of view will not allow us to recognise 

here too the laws of nature and state them with exactitude and clarity.”482  

A new perspective on vital phenom ena, digestion, ci rculation, secretions depended on a principle 

of action whose determinations were „confounded‟ in their effects. Following a localising of 

inner im pressions, it  presented the new frontier which a new m edical lan guage took up the 

am bition for an expanded general Science of M an. 

 

The term  Ideology, introduced in 1796 by Destutt de  Tracy to the newly form ed Class of M oral 

and Political sciences, distinguished between a phy siological and a rational ideology. W hen 

Destutt focussed on the science of ideas it drew he avily on the perfecting of language, while 

Cabanis looked to the physiological synthesis groun ding a knowledge to be refined for social and 

political action. 483 Destutt told the institute that physiology require d a, - 

“vast knowledge, but in the present state of our enlightenment [can only hope] for the 

destruction of m any errors, and the establishm ent o f som e precious, but still scattered and 

incoheren t truths.”484  

By these tw in approaches, a rational Ideology was t he provisional knowledge for direct 

application to be extended through an emerging physiological knowledge, as “rational 

philosophy and physiology have always advanced together.”485  

                                                           
480 Cabanis notes the „Scottish philosophers.‟ Cabanis (18ζ3) Préface pζ6-48 
481 Ibid p46  
482 Rapports M em oire 2:4, Cabanis (1956) Vol. I p174 
483 Destutt‟s interest in m ental habits drew on the perfecting of language for im proving pedagogy in Elements of 
Ideology (1801-1815) 
484  Destutt in „Mémoire sur le faculté de penser‟ read on 2 Messidor IV Mémoires de l’institut national des sciences 
et arts. Classe des sciences m orals et politiques, cf Staum  (1980) p172.  
485 Rapports Cabanis (1843) Introduction 
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Reform  of a theoretical knowledge of the soul followed in the f ootsteps of Condillac and D iderot 

but extended w ith new and significant differences i n post-revolutionary France. Addressing the 

newly founded Institut National, Cabanis looked for ward to the establishm ent of a Science of 

M an as an autonom ous science of hum an behaviour on the verge of its am bition of extending the 

hum an faculties  necessary for the conservation of life. 486 - 

“Are we now in a state to make dependant certain properties communicated in all living 

beings...and tied in to the fundam ental laws of sen sibility?.... intelligent judgem ent and 

the will‟s desires, executes its functions, more or less necessary in the conservation of 

life. [...] The diverse states which affect one ano ther are different considerations of the 

physical and the m oral...the operations of the inte lligence and the w ill confounded at 

their origin, w ith the other m ovem ents of life: thi s is the principle of the m oral sciences 

that goes back to the physical dom ain: a branch of the na tural history of man.”487 

Taking its  practical approach from  the historical knowledge o f m an had a double significance; 

firstly, physiological Ideologues relying on the pr inciple given to sensitivity which 

philosophically follows the Sensationalist epigram “from  the m om ent we feel, we are aware of 

our existence.”488 In turn this equated processes of the intellect w i th the processes of life, and in 

which all sciences could ultim ately be considered “branches of a single stem.” However, since 

sensibility was “the last end of the phenomena we call life,” what was apprehended by the idea-

sign was an original difference appearing behind im pressions inform ing about the organic source 

and nature of their causes. This was never understo od as a sim ple relation and Cabanis reflected 

that it was “at least relative to ourselves, that is, relative to the general manner of feeling of 

human nature,” noting these cannot always be the same.489 Cabanis, therefore, took the doctrine 

of sensibility as inform ing both specific local phe nom ena experienced of life and the general 

concept of living nature; both follow ed a historical developm ent. Secondly, a gap between what 

is physiologically observed and its subsequent phil osophical analysis could becom e 

progressively filled if both the source of ideas an d observed vital m ovem ents, which em erge 

from  this sam e source, could be maintained according to the method of a „true science.‟ It is this 

                                                           
486 Cabanis (1956) Vol.1 p118-120, 361, cf Staum  p177 
487 Rapports Cabanis (1843)Préface p46- 48 
488 Ibid, M em oire 1:3 
489 Ibid, M em oire 1:3 
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science that needed balance. However, since rationa l philosophy fell short and physiology was as 

yet provisional, Cabanis‟ task for the future science was to bridge this gap and uphold as tw in 

positions the rational and physiological. To do thi s Cabanis conceptually conflated what others 

observed as differences; irritabilities becam e the consequence of general sensibility, and vital 

activity the consequences of life. While this may seem like an intellectual „slight of hand,‟ it is 

worth em phasizing what Cabanis was aim ing to m ediat e: between internal and external 

im pressions on the one hand, and m oral ideas and in clinations on the other, was the drive to a 

m ore positive knowledge of hum an life. This am bitio n relat ed the m onism  of the individual to an 

im age of m an in general. 490  

 

This future science was the vision behind De Tracy‟s address to the Institute in 1802. It stood as 

a general judgm ent passed on the prejudices of old schools-based doctrines, while he saw 

Germ an philosophy as also retaining the old doctrin es since they did not practice the new 

techniques of the French m odel. This should be unde rstood to m ean not regarding the hum an 

m ind as an abstract thing, but taken for an evaluat ion that distinguished itself by progressive 

practices to be refined around the differential m et hods derived from  calculus and a conjectural 

origin of languages and the idea-sign. 491 

 

Cabanis: Rapports and the Future Science  

 

The broad picture of this Science of M an was presen ted by Cabanis in the first volum es of 

Rapports du physique et du morale de l’homme in 1796 before the „Classe des Sciences Morals 

et Politiques.‟ It stood as his contribution to the w ider analysis of phys ical and m ental experience 

in its relation to acquired tem peram ents although c overing m uch of the sam e ground as earlier 

Philosophes. But Cabanis had a different relation t o the philosophical and m edical traditions 

through an interdisciplinary approach drawing on th e wave of scientific developm ent around the 

revolutionary period (Pinel, Lavoisier, Volta, M alp ighi, Bichat, Lam arck). M ore than the 

Enlightenm ent Philosophes, Cabanis could be encoura ged in what future disciplines could offer a 

Science of M an. Despite an awareness of the contem p orary lim itations in anatom ical research 

                                                           
490 Ibid, M em oire 2:2-3,  
491 D iscussion of the Ideologue m ovem ent in the im port ant text by Picavet (1891) pp. 347 ff 
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looking to deeper accounts of physiological princip les, the elem ents now being theorised 

m ethodically through the physiological unknown of v italism  retained certain possibilities for the 

em erging sciences. 492  

 

Cabanis was not alone in holding w ith this form  of vitalism  that extended as a principle of law  

behind form s of natural m easure. But he held a phys iological unknown as the new technical 

approach by which the „strange inverted σewtonism‟ could distinguish itself from general 

historical principles attributed to an unfolding se quence of phenom ena in the body. A ttractions, 

directly determ ined in the laws of the prim ary com b ination, b ecame the mediate cause of “the 

sequence of subsequent phenom ena proper to each cir cum stance: ” this grounded a dom ain to be 

developed around what the Sensationalist m ethod loo ked to differentiate in bodies in general. 

The am bition was to differentiate stages of organiz ation through the lim its of knowledge, 

although these lim its were themselves shifting within the new sciences. Cabanis‟ was a question 

of possibility, - 

“will the other attractions be explained by sensitivity or will the sensitivity and the 

in term ediaries between the two term s explain gravity? ....by the present state of our 

knowledge it is im possible to foresee...but a possi bility for future experim ent and 

research.” 493  

In the observations of Harvey, M alpighi, Haller, Ca banis looked for analogy between anim al 

sensibility, instincts, affinities of sim ple attrac tions such as gravity, exerted between all parts of  

m atter. In three orders of phenom ena; variable laws , states of elem ents and circum stances under 

which they interface, were the possibilities of exp lanation that appeared through discovering 

properties m anifest of different com binations. W hat  rem ained for a future positive physiological 

knowledge was to ultimately „lift the veil‟ covering the mystery of sensitivity.494  

 

One m ust consider the context for the H ippocratical ly inspired m edical writer from  the  

perspective of the significant conceptual shift tha t occurring around the m eaning of the term  

„animate‟ as it occurred in the late 18th  century. 495 This overlapped with the term „organic‟ and 

                                                           
492 Following contemporary scientific debates such as over affinity in the „new chemistry‟  
493 Cabanis (1843) M em oire 10 2nd sect ptIII. Trans. S aidi (1981) p542 
494 Rapports Cabanis (1956) Vol. 1 p293, cf Staum  (198 0) p178, p180 
495 Outlined in Cunningham  (2002) p58 
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indicated a vital status that contrasted w ith the i nert. In discussions on life, this m eant what was 

evident behind the goal oriented activities in the organised body. Such organic activities were 

understood around the com plex functioning of the in ter-relationship of m aterial parts into which 

was brought conceptual discussions on the nature of  life indicated by the relations of organs 

serving a soul. In this context, the concern w ith o rganisation and its properties, substituted for 

discussions of an organising elem ent itself. 496 The nature of „organisation,‟ which was the central 

aspect of the physiological debate, was an explanat ion given through a concept attributed to 

general properties of life. But in this era, organi c phenom ena were also being localised in the 

body. This followed a distinction between „unorganised bodies,‟ mere „aggregates‟ of chemical 

elem ents and dead m atter - which, while governed by  the law of affinity (as Lavoisier had 

shown) which stood in contrast to „organised bodies.‟ The latter were conceived as governed by 

unknown laws of the whole while delim iting living p roperties in the face of the unknown was a 

limit against which Condillac‟s Sensationalist methodology was retained. But when Rapports 

took these organic properties as “a general fact of living nature” and sensitivity “the ultimate 

term one arrives at when studying „vital‟ phenomena,”497 Cabanis was looking beyond 

Condillac‟s idea of sensitivity to develop the “analysis of intellectual faculties and affections of 

the soul.”498 The assertion was that Condillac had touched on an  idea of instinctive 

determ inations which could now be system ised throug h physiological facts. Yet, one m ust 

assum e that Cabanis was aware of the central physio logical difficulty of taking the observational 

m ethod inherited from  the philosophically oriented M ontpellier m edicine. 

 

Condillac did not develop this as a physiological p rinciple and the sensation that inform ed Essay 

on the Origins of Human Knowledge depended on a principle of relation between „language of 

action‟ and intellectual ideas; - “all that pertains to the human understanding is reduced to a 

single principle.”499 This principle rested on the argum ent for the orig in and progress of language 

as a process to explain the social interrelation de veloped over tim e by a repetition of the 

formation of habits. This philosophical problem Condillac had found in Locke‟s essay as the 

problem  of treating ideas as preceding relations to  words when follow ing a strict Cartesian 
                                                           
496 Ibid p58, also Ducchesneau (1982) 
497 Rapports Cabanis (1956) Vol. 1 p198, cf Staum  (198 0) p177 
498  Rapports Cabanis (1843) p46, see appendix 3 
499 Condillac (2001) 4.§27   
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m ethod; he then went on to im ply that words took an  active role in form ing ideas. 500 Because 

Locke, like Descartes, held understanding as the pri vate endowm ent to be expressed in words, 

what Condillac intended was to see understanding an d knowledge as m ore socially conditioned, 

w ith em otion and passion as necessary residual acce ssories to such com m unication. 501 These 

were irreducible „accessory ideas‟ evident in voice, facial expressions, gestures, and were the 

natural signs that inform the core problem for Condillac‟s thought. He addressed these in 

consecutive texts and sum s up the problem  as follow s, - 

“my entire system comes down to this matter; social intercourse gives occasion (1) to 

change the natural cries into signs; (2) to invent other signs which we call arbitrary, and 

that these signs (both the natural and the arbitrar y) are the first principles of 

development and progress of the development of the mind”502  

Idea-signs intended to explain invention and transf orm ation of a second nature, while avoiding 

explanations of m ental life as speculation about wh at goes on in the m ind of the isolated 

individual. As has been shown above, the heart of Condillac‟s work lies in the Essay, preceding 

Treatise on Sensation and Logic, which follows an a nti-Cartesian notion of the sign as generated 

w ithin, and as a result of, a w ider social integrat ion given to the conceptual practice attributed to 

hum an life. 

 

For Cabanis, the physiological extension of this ar gum ent unfolded through an unknown 

particularity ascribed to a concept of life in gene ral. This concept held as significant the aspect 

m ade evident as the physical-m oral link to socio-political life. B ut the am biguity of the future 

physiological synthesis was the am bition for discov ery of the localised elem ent whose specificity 

inform ed his am bitions for a Science of M an.-  

“Physical sensibility is the last term at which we arrive in the study of the phenomena of 

life and in the m ethodical work of their real lim it . It is also the last result, or seen 

differently, the general principle which furnishes the intellectual faculties of the soul. As 

such the physical and the m oral are confounded at t heir source, or, the m oral is nothing 

                                                           
500  Locke treats ideas in Book 2 as „words and language in general‟ in Book 3 “it is the nam e that seem s to preserve 
those essences, and give them lasting duration” Locke (197η) 3.η.10.  
501 Aarsleff discusses how this had been previously im plied in the Port Royal Logic (1662). See Aasleff‟s intro to 
Condillac (2001) p xix 
502 Condillac cf Aarslef in Condillac (2001) p xxviii 
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but the physical considered from  another point of v iew. This proposition dem ands to be 

developed.”503  

Cabanis proposition was that a physiological concep t upheld the possible determ inations of an 

econom y of the body, but whose w idest perspective w as also a psycho-physical idea of life. This 

was an am biguity that looked to a reciprocity betwe en anim al sensibility, evident organisation in 

the instincts, and the elective affinities of chem i stry as sim ple as the attraction of gravity as the 

properties of m atter which, in this era, followed p ossibilities that appeared m ore definite w ith 

new anatom ical observations. 504 

 

In Rapports, he categorised three orders of phenom e na; i) The tendencies of affinity according to 

open and variable laws of the vital; ii) states giv en through the local elem ents and the 

circum stances in which they interface; and iii) new  surplus properties that result from  new and 

different com binations. Hence the perspective taken from Condillac‟s Essay as the „language of 

action‟ saw the notion of sensibility gain an enveloping co ncept appearing as an extended order. 

Cabanis delim ited this unified m onistic dom ain in w hich prim ordial elem ents displayed evident 

effects understood through a capacity for transform ation. The speculative physiology offered this 

as a dom ain of conjectural knowledge of the body ac cording to three orders of sensibility; i) 

external sense, ii ) a corporeal sense, and iii ) the internal sense. These orders constitute the 

m aterial physical objects, the sensitive bodies and  m ental im ages, whose general dom ain 

describes the language of actions, the reactions an d their latencies necessary in the order of life. 

It is a concept that explains the,- 

“...activities of the memory or the imagination, whose original impressions belong to 

one organ, whereas determ inations appear to react t o it in passing, in order to direct 

themselves entirely towards another organ.”505  

From  original im pressions, as the physical im pressi ons whose sensibility is transform ed through 

the idea-sign, the dynam ic im age of m ental life cou ld be m apped against a general sensibility. 

The concept of the body therefore contained the dif ferential relations as centres of activity whose 

potential was of coordination through the „centre of reaction.‟ From this Cabanis can write, - 

                                                           
503 Rapports Cabanis (1843) M em oire 1:3 
504 “which follow Harvey, Malpighi, Haller, and some others” Ibid, M em oire 10, 2:3 
505 Ibid, M em oire 11. Freud m entions Cabanis in this c ontext notes Starobinki (2003) p158 
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“whether these impressions have been received by the external or internal sentient 

extrem ities or whether their cause has acted within  the cerebral m ass, they always end in 

the centre of reaction that reflects them , in tende ncies, m ovem ents and functions in 

regard to the parts to which each of these generati ons are assigned. This action and 

reaction can often take place w ithout individ ual having any consciousness of it.”506 

This last sentence indicates the im portance of the im age of the body, rather than m ind. Its general 

role is  m ediating action and reaction according to a m ean.  Cabanis uses physiological sensibility, 

like the language of action, to explain the circula tion of an order of im pressions, w ith their 

possible synthesis and transform ation, into the org anised concept of body. Perhaps Cabanis saw 

this objectivity as aiming at „an exhaustive totality,‟ but the theory of sensitivity necessarily 

assum ed a positive elem ent for knowledge and its th e m ethod of analysis, and offer ed techniques 

capable of transform ation into a positive concept. 507 Despite this „rarification‟ of the sign that 

carried its em pirical reciprocity well beyond Cond illac‟s principle of the idea-sign, by follow ing 

the physiological discipline Cabanis placed the con cept of the body before any difficulty 

associated w ith a Cogito. In this way physiological  ideology was poised between a historical 

concept of m an as the rational anim al, and the new elem ent of the com posite to be anatom ically 

determ ined. 508 

 

The New Anatom y  

 

The anatom ically determ ined body was recognized as extending m edical knowledge to present a 

local perspective on the physiological concept of b ody. This was what Cabanis understood of 

physical anatomical description giving “the basis and ground-work for all physiological 

illustrations, the necessary branch of the science of animal economy.”509 In the context of the 

future science, at the end of the 18th century anat om y was allied to the expanding practical 

discipline of surgery developed as the active disci pline for giving the account of the body and 

informing physiology‟s discussions on life. A complete physiology follow ed a com plex 

                                                           
506 Ibid M em oire 11 
507 According to Foucault it is confused because it is  a tradition in opposition to the m athem atical know ledge. 
Foucault (1975) p103, p116 
508 Foucault notes how Cabanis carries over a certain hum anist tradition in a new positive guise. Foucaul t (1975) 
p118-121 
509 Cabanis (1806) p290 
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functionings of an inter-relationship of parts whic h gave the conceptual description of the living 

body. This „exhaustive totality‟ of function still deferred, for historical reasons, to the 

physiologist to explain both the „sub-visible‟ constitution of organic matter and the m eans by 

which the soul carried out its actions through the body as a whole. But significant developm ents 

in the „art‟ of anatomy during this era meant that physicians were looking to “new light thrown 

upon the anim al econom y: ”510 anatom y was the active discipline for apprehending  the new 

m aterial knowledge of the body.  

 

This is exem plified by W illiam  Harvey and his disco very of the circulation of the blood. W ith 

im portant im plications for a w ider, m ore philosophi cally oriented, physiological theory, it was 

stro ng experimental evidence that indicated to Harvey that all knowledge originated as „events of 

the senses.‟511 To exam ine m eant, “you must bring them to the senses and confirm them by 

judgment of the senses.”512 In this way Harvey distinguishes a m odern practice  through the event 

of the experim ent and its integration into a physio logical schem a of explanation and set a 

precedent for the anatom ically oriented work that f ollowed. A lbrect von Haller, for exam ple, 

whose D issertation on the Sensible and the Irritabl e Parts of the Animals (1755) preceded his 

Elements of Physiology (1757-1766), fore-grounded a n experim ental practice prior to unfolding 

his physiology. This was in contrast to Georg Ernst  Stahl, so influential for the M ontpellier 

physicians, for whom the „good physiologist‟ meant understanding the limits of relation between 

the anatom ical practice and the aim s of the physiol ogical discipline. 513  

 

During the 1780‟s, anatomical practices was extending itself through new techniques of 

surgery. 514 There rem ained, however, a division between produc ing anatom ical data and 

unfolding the physiological interpretation of the f unctions of the soul; this was not yet an 

                                                           
510 Ibid p152 
511Andreas Versalius De Humani Corporis Fabrica Libri V II (1543) m arked the beginning, but W illiam  Harvey  
exem plified a confidence in anatom ical experim ent f or gaining new em pirical data of the body. Cunningh am  (2002) 
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nervous fluid or anim al spirit to account for m uscu lar m ovem ent. Galvani De Viribus Electricutatis in M otu 
M usculorum Commentarius (1791) 
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experim ental physiology in any contem porary sense. Since the principle object of this 

physiology was a system atic view over the different  functions of the body which could be called 

„natural,‟ which for Cabanis meant the one “best adapted to the association of our ideas,”515 this 

followed the observational m ethod proceeding by deg rees from  the known to the unknown. 

Cabanis‟ Science of Man was grounded in a concept of the hum an constitution to which a 

rational physiology elaborated the relation of our “ideas, our passions, our virtues and our 

vices.”516 Such was its concept handed down through the older  universities based physiology, as 

the disciplines higher calling traditionally associ ated w ith the m ysteries of the soul. However, at 

the turn of the 19 th  century, this physiological overview of its functi on confronted new practices 

in the hospital theat ers where surgeons dissecting bodies brought anatom ic al data together 

deducing function by a process of syllogistic reaso ning tp give new perspectives on the natural 

account of m an. O ften these were in conflict w ith a ccounts traditionally associated w ith the 

university based physiological knowledge. An ensuin g confrontation appeared around what 

reasoning could be attributed to the „natural,‟ which had been philosophically taken up under the 

higher task. This was understood even by the m ore a natom ically oriented physiologists of the 

era, such as Xavier Bichat. 

 

Xavier Bichat arrived at Paris in July 1794 to foll ow a course at the hospice Hôtel-D ieu. 517 There 

Piérre Joseph Desault ran a surgical clinic aim ed a t producing practicing surgeons by im m ersion 

in clinical observation and through daily exposure to surgical techniques. This practice had 

developed through the 18 th  century and was carried over virtually unchanged i n the new post-

revolutionary era of the Ecole de Santé. 518 Desault died unexpectedly in 1795 but w ithin a few  

years Bichat him self was holding courses in anatom y , surgery and physiology, expanding his 

own ideas beyond those of Desault. Bichat w as also a fellow of the Société M édicale 

d'Em ulation and was follow ing sim ilar them es to Cab anis and appears to have shared the 

am bitions for a Science of M an. In an early outline  for his physiology, D iscourse sur l'étude de 

physiologique (1799) he describes both a historical and a practical approach; since the “ancients 

knew only how to observe,” he upheld the Hippocratic legacy of an observational physiology 
                                                           
515 Cabanis (1806) chp. 4 sect 1, 2, 3 (p303) 
516 Ibid chp. 4 sect 1, 2, 3 (p304) 
517 Piérre Joseph Desault 1744 –1795  
518 This is the claim  of John E. Lesch (1984) p54.  
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while follow ing m odern m ethods of am assing data nee ded to establish the new language of 

physiology. 519 In this respect, Bichat was influenced both by the  philosophical approach of the 

M ontpellier physicians and its neo- H ippocratic tradition, but also by Haller‟s approach of 

developing an effective anatom ical practice to give  the practical perspective that ancient 

m edicine lacked. 520  

 

Bichat‟s physiology aimed at a synthesis directed at overcoming a specific problem. In Bichat‟s 

opinion, Haller‟s experimentation had certain advantages for the study of particular functions of 

the body, such as digestion, respiration, secretion s etc, if certain precautions could be upheld. 521 

These precautions followed from  what the M ontpellie r doctrine took as the lim its of what an 

anatom ically inform ed physiology could offer to a s ensible doctrine of the body. It was a lim it 

based on the idea that experimentation on live animals could never give a „natural‟ impression 

since it induced fear and stress which distorted ob served results and rendering invalid its 

evaluation for a general physiology. Bichat saw thi s as the interpretive difficulty associated w ith 

the „natural‟ state. It  necessitated a third perspective as aid to delim it  natural knowledge and this 

was the observation of the diseased state. However,  this strategy introduced a further problem  for 

the am bition of a m odern m edicine; as ancient m edic ine form ulated its general pathology 

through the hum oral doctrine, a task rem ained for m odern m edicine to develop its  anatom ical 

study of diseases to its advantage. Therefore, the third perspective m eant Bichat also took up the 

task of separating out, on a sim ple anatom ical basi s, the m odern analy tic  that inform ed evident 

limits of „organic disturbance,‟ from the complex historical admixture of „general fevers.‟522  

 

Xavier Bichat and a Rational Physiology  

 

The anatom ical basis inform ed an organic ground delim iting com parative structures and serving 

the am bition of Bichat‟s method to extend observational practices to phenom ena of the higher 

                                                           
519 Bichat D iscourse sur l'étude de physiologique (179 9) References to the D iscourse relate to the reprin t in the 
Appendix to W illiam  Randall A lbury (1977) p97 
520 Bichat D iscourse notes Harvey‟s discovery of the circulation as the exemplary modern medical event. Cf A lbury 
(1977) p97- 98 
521 Ibid p97- 98 
522 Ibid p99 
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and m ore com plex level of the anim al econom y. The c om plex levels were reserved for the 

physiological discipline in its  role of physiologist-m etaphysician and this follow ed the rational 

discourse on sensibilities in its extension linked to the ideological project, - 

“…I showed the foundations on which physiology must be based and from which the 

history of the phenom ena, or observational physiolo gy, m ust be drawn.  But the 

phenom ena m ust be coordinated, their totality m ust be sought out. The m ind of m an, 

naturally curious seeks, causes thus rational physiology soon came into being.”523 

Beyond the practical lim its of observation, Bichat deferred to the physiological task connected 

with metaphysics; in his notes he wrote “speak here of Cabanis.” The practical limit related to 

m ethodical difficulties of apprehending observable natural im pressions, while the physiological 

discipline was concerned w ith the problem  of their variable com position which Bichat retained. 

In the physiological sense, the necessity of a pers pective on the physical and the m oral could 

form  a rational physiological synthesis which could  stand as a nature of m an. 524 

 

This was the early program  of the D iscourse, which saw Bichat prom ote the broad values of the 

physiology of his day, nam ely an awareness that it supplem ents a general Science of M an at the 

avant-garde of what could constitute a m odern knowl edge. The historical knowledge was being 

encroached upon both by m odern physico-chem ical sci ences and natural history; Bichat 

understood this as grounded in the Newtonian revolu tion, who had added the “crowning touch” 

to what was considered secure science. The stated t ask was to “examine the degree to which 

these sciences can advance the Science of M an,” that m eant bringing elem ents together into the 

new concept w ithin the tradition that could extend itself to a Science of M an. 525 

 

Grounding the doctrine of sensibility was taken up in his early work on synovial m em branes. 

Bichat delim ited and localised anatom ical features through observing the inflam m ation of fluids 

contained w ithin the synovial m em branes. This was d eveloped as visible evidence for an 

elem entary theory that could dem onstrate a natural unity of particular tissues in them selves. 526 

                                                           
523 Ibid p100 
524 Ibid p100 
525 Ibid p102 
526 See Rey (1991). Phillipe Pinel described the assoc iation of pathological phenom ena in observable m em b ranes in 
his Nosographie philosophique (1794) and Bichat fol lowed his lead. 
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The m ethod described in Traité des membranes (1800)  gave a classificatory schem a for the 

observational analysis as the m odern technique supe rseding less sophisticated techniques of 

tissue analysis, nam ely physical m ethods such as bo iling, distilling, desiccation etc. Bichat 

developed the m ethod by which elem ents could becom e  visible through observation of a natural 

inflam m ation as it spread first through the tissues  before advancing to affect organs then to the 

whole: the „natural‟ method of division of organism into its parts, uncovered „hidden‟ operations 

by which its nature could subsequently be revealed.   

 

This  organic level inform ed from  Traité des M embranes ( 1800) was a theoretical base later 

expanded to the influential text Anatomie générale (1801). It  took the regional m ethod as the 

axiom atic for its am bition of the scientific approa ch to organic laws as advancing on the 

historical lim its of physiology. 527 The philosophical m ethod of analysis had scientifi c credentials 

as demonstrated in Lavoisier‟s chemistry and by follow in g Condillac‟s analytic the idea-sign 

gave a central concern to the „natural‟ necessity by which the observed organic properties in  the 

tissues could give the analogically delim ited space  for grounding the physiological synthesis. He 

did this w ith som e caution, noting an, -  

“...essential differences between the physics and physiological laws....physics is 

constant, vital properties are at every instant und ergoing som e change in degree and in 

kind...baffle all calculation and would require as m any form ulae as cases which 

occur....in their phenom ena nothing can be foreseen , foretold or calculated, we judge 

only of them  by their analogies and these are in th e vast proportion of instances 

extremely uncertain.”528 

The sign therefore functioned to delim it an ordered  space only to the extent that it „spoke‟ the 

new organic language. The rational synthesis was re flected as a physiological discourse which 

appears in the first section of Reserche physiologi que sur la vie et la mort (1801). Bichat 

separated out different hierarchical levels of com p lex organisation, around degrees of certainty, 

the dem arcation that m irrors the relation between t he investigating anatom ist and the 

synthesizing physiologist at the confluence of two hierarchical disciplines. Th is  intersection 

gives physiological discourse its  organic structures, considered in their sim ple org anic functions; 
                                                           
527 This has a relation to those of Lavoisier‟s chemistry described in Traité élémentaire de chimie (1789), and has a 
common epistemology with Condillac‟s Logic. 
528 Ibid Section 3 “characteristic marks of vital properties compared with those of the physical properties.” 
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while on another level it followed the recom positio n that aim ed at rationalising higher anim al 

functions. 

 

 

The Organic and the Critical: The Hom oeom erous Part s and Bichat‟s Tissue theory 

 

The organic ground of Bichat‟s tissues was in principle similar to Aristotle‟s „homoeomerous‟ 

parts, standing as constituent units of the body. Aristotle's common substratum was a „matter‟ 

transformed under the „power of heating.‟529 This power could induce m aterial bodies to interac t 

through their inherent qualities to form a third substance, “flesh, bone and the like.”530 The 

com posite was therefore held together under a physi ological principle that accounted for a 

process of be coming a „mean.‟ This principle grounded the unity of the homoeomerous parts, 

and in turn, com bined to give the organs (non-hom oe om erous) parts and finally the 

organisational harm ony in the body displayed in the  higher phenom ena of life. 

 

Bichat‟s tissue theory was therefore, not the neutral anatomical description, but a „taxonomy of 

vital properties,‟ where distinct properties functioned with an ontological sense of genesis behind 

the structural relations of higher phenom ena. 531 In this respect, Bichat‟s „tissue‟ drew upon the 

Latin word „tela‟ (a web) referring to areolar or connective tissue running between many organs 

of the body. This already carried the historically value appearing to Galen as “fibre branches 

finer than spiders webs,”532 and to Vesalius‟s De humanicorporis fabrica as its woven “fabrica.” 

When Francis Glisson was scraping tissue away from the liver in 166ζ he described a „feltwork‟ 

of fibres, the cellular tissue read as a structural  m aterial by which the whole body appeared to be 

connected. 533 In the original Encyclopedie (1751) the notion of the fabric of the body was 

                                                           
529 In his biological works, Aristotle warns against a  one sided view which takes into account only a m at erial aspect 
in the discourse on m ethod and causes; the start of  De Partibus Animalium  ch 1, 639a. 
530 Aristotle De Generatione et Corrupti one 334b23-26 cf Tracy (1969)p171, p174 
531 τpen to a „qualitative mathesis‟ see Foucault (1970) p7ζ 
532 Singer (1956) p63 
533 This account of G lisson from  De Hapate (1664) give n in J. W alter W ilson (1944) pp. 168- 173.  
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understood as „tissu cellulaire,‟ the system of fibres that implied a „structure,‟534 a basic 

constituent com ponent of a hum an body. 535  

 

The significance for Bichat‟s physiology came from  the parallel to the cell as described by 

Robert Hooke in M icrographia (1665). This related m inute structures of plants, later found by 

M arcello M alpighi to be universally present in bota ny, where the cell signified a fundam ental 

unit, perhaps com m on to anim als and plants. 536 The m em branes form ed fundam ental elem ents of 

„animal fabric‟ running throughout the whole, were paralleled with this unity prior to 

differentiation into organs. But it was the precise  nature of the cellular tissue becam e the subjec t 

of controversy. Towards the ends of the 18 th  century, Théophile Bordeu, the M ontpellier 

physician, looked to tissue as the “first materials” of the embryo which gave the substratum from 

which all other m aterials are derived. But, for Bor deu, it was less elem ental tissue that was 

important, but rather that this contained the particular internal „environment‟ as the continuity in 

the m idst of which all the organs were im m ersed. Or gans were evidently insulated from  each 

other, giving the autonomy “thus ensuring an existence peculiar to itself.”537 Bichat drew heavily 

on this essential autonom y of the parts in Anatomie  Genéralé and described fibrous nature of 

cellular tissue as,- 

“placed around the organs, the different parts of this system which act at the same tim e 

as a bond to connect, and as an interm ediate body t o separate them . Carried into the 

interior of these same organs, they essentially contribute to their structure”538  

Here was the interface between environment and the „existence peculiar to itself,‟ as it extended 

through the organs. Tissues were fundam ental to liv ing structure and had the significance for 

Enlightenm ent physiology as the basis for organic l aws; these were fundam ental in an 

ontological sense, -  

                                                           
534 See Forrester (1994) pp444-458. 
535 Encyclopedie, 1751, vol. 2, p. 807 cf John M . Forr ester (1994) pp444-458. 
536 Von Haller, by the m id 18 th  century, could observe of tissue that “cellular structure made up of an infinite number 
of little plates or scales which by their various d irections intercept sm all cells and weblike spaces;  and join together 
all parts of the hum an body in such a m anner as not  only to sustain but to allow them  a free and am ple  m otion at the 
same time.” Elementa physiologiae corporis humani, A lbert von H aller, (1776) (Introduction is dated 1757 at 
Berne) cf Forrester (1994) p453 
537 Bordeu Recherches sur le tissu muqueux  (1767) cf W ilson (1944) p170.  
538 Bichat Anatomie Genéralé cf W ilson (1944) p170 
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“…the mechanisms by which the parenchyma of nutrition appropriate to them selves 

nutritive substances is not an insulated phenomena…but a consequence of general laws 

of the organic.”539  

This prim itive undifferentiated m aterial offers to every part a com m on and a uniform  base, as the 

„matter‟ susceptible to transform ative developm ent of a generative system . Open spaces of 

cellular tissue, grounded „simple functional folds‟ by which organs appear to extend into the 

three dim ensional structures of the body. 540  

 

On this organic level, tissues m arked the m aterial lim it to anatom y but did not lim it physiological 

discourse. The rationalising discourse of Anatomie Génerale took tissues as an interface and 

point of exchange where fluids were assim ilated and  transform ed into the solid m aterials and 

equally becom ing its residues. - 

“There are thus fluids corresponding to the composition, and others being used for the 

decom position. The solids are the term s of the firs t which com e from  the outside, and 

the starting point of the seconds who go back there…All the phenom ena of the living 

econom y show us the fluids in an alm ost passive sta te, the solids on the contrary, 

always prim arily active. In fact the solids receive  the excitation and which react under 

the term s of this excitation. Everywhere, the fluid s are only e xciting them.” 541  

Because tissues are the seat of an action and react ion, they have a capacity to be active and vital 

in relation to the fluids, which are essentially pa ssive. Such a differentiation leaves fluids 

constituting an undifferentiated substance w ith the  tissue interface representing a new frontier 

between the lim its of a biological vitalism  and a p ositive physio-chem ical science. The 

Enlightenm ent perspective understood undifferentiat ed force as standing beyond organised lim it. 

“Chaos,” as Bichat wrote in Anatomie générale,- 

“was only matter without properties; to create the universe, God endowed [all 

matter]…with gravity, elasticity and affinity…and to part he gave sensibility and 

contractility.”542 

Properties were an active differentiation: fluids w ere passive but they were not inert, they were 

necessary for processes of life and activity of the  tissues, as both the nutritive and the carriers of  
                                                           
539 Ibid p170.  
540 Foucault noted the simple folds extending along a „third dimension,‟ (1977) p128, p136-137 
541 Bichat (1801) p31-32,  
542 Ibid. See also T.S. Hall (1950) pp 6- 27  
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foreign and harm ful substances. Bichat m apped this frontier into a taxonom y of twenty one 

prim ary tissues for Anatomie générale, as the organ ic structural base. In turn these could 

som etim es appear as disease, hence retained the pot ential for pathological eruption.  

 

V ital Force and the Idea-Sign in Reserches Physiolo giques  

 

The description of organic structural base attained  its functional value as explanatory power for 

the m edical practice approaching unknowable propert ies of the body. Follow ing the H ippocratic 

notion of balance, or Aristotle‟s concept of the „mean‟, the living economy needed to explain a 

phenom enal continuity under particular conditions. Here Bichat‟s vitalism retained its continuity 

with the H ippocratic m edical legacy, grounding onto logically, im m anent properties of living 

bodies such as a vis medicatrix, in the composite or „blend‟ that Aristotelian physiology gave as 

a doctrine of the m ean in explaining the concept of  norm al function. 543 Extended to the body as 

the notion of an essence (ousia) of the faculties, this left a historical legacy as m aster strategy fo r 

explaining physiological function. The exhaustive d ecom position of the sensible activities of the 

body prior to a recom position, explained insensible  activities, as vital m ovem ents in general. 

 

W hat was specifically intended to be explained as v ital m ovem ent differed during the 

developm ent of m edical thought. For exam ple, when i nsensible m icro-m ovem ents were 

attributed to a m ore fundam ental property, the powe r such as a vis medicatrix, the latter stood as 

an interpretive tool for a dynam ic explanation of a  functioning whole. But, during the 

Renaissance, this notion was to be avoided as a gen eral explanation of the body; for Jean Fernel, 

an ultim ate unknown was to be displaced by a local knowledge of the body for the purposes of 

establishing the specific function of the parts. 544 This legacy was taken up in iatrom echanic 

m edicine by displacing the notion of soul to a tran scendent position, as an ultim ate unknown and 

                                                           
543 Galen took these properties as an innate, a set of  faculties (natural, vital, rational) extended as f unctions of life 
but, as T. S. Hall points out, elsewhere Galen sees  health as depending upon both the blend of qualiti es constituting 
tissues (hom oeom erous parts) and also configuration s of these tissues in giving organs (anhom oeom erous  parts). see 
T. S. Hall p9 
544 Fernel wrote that this unknown was “exceedingly involved and obscure with whatever is not obvious, is not at all 
easily contained. It is a fugitive from  sensation a nd our m ind discerns it through the functions and w ork that brings it 
forth. Sim ilarly we are want to discover all hidden  causes whatever nam ely, by those of their effects that are 
conspicuous and that present themselves to sensation” The Natural Parts of M edicine (1542) cf T. S. Hall p10 
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the last term  displaced from  the analytic series an d substituted for localised and explicable 

repetitious m echanism s observable in life. 545 On the other hand, Francis G lisson focused on the 

„matter of life,‟ where irritability was the property visibly localised in fibres of the body and 

im plied an im m anent property latent in the organic m atter itself. Such a property could explain 

m icro-m otions which also held the energetic reserve  attributed to the evident differences in 

bodies that gave them  a predispositions for change.  An ontologically prim al m atter m aintained 

the fundam ental status between a physics and a phys iology, where active and reactive properties 

should account for a latency of function in the facul ties (biousia or biarchia). It served 

strategically to explain the disposition in the fac ulties for absorbing m icro-m ovem ent into an 

econom y of the body as irritability or sensibility which then expressed evident differences under 

a general concept of life.  

 

The Sensationalist strategy of reducing the world t o elem ental properties, saw Cabanis retain this 

property as internally „confounded at the source.‟ But Bichat grounded the „properties of living 

matter‟ in his tissue theory while retaining a power to explain life‟s phenomenal capacity, now 

given as an index of its latent force, to be ration alised in Recherches physiologique sur la vie et 

la mort as the m easure of life,- 546  

“The measure of life in general is the difference which exists between the effort of 

exterior power, and that of exterior resistance. Th e excess of the form er is an indication 

of its weakness; the predominance of the later an index of its force.”547 

A concep t of living force subordinate to exterior resistance com es in the wake of the 

epistemological success of σewton‟s Principia and what was originally intended to displ ace 

ontological questions from  their occult qualities f or a m ore scientific one. In this context what 

presented itself as the „sum of forces‟ of the body, was a „strategy‟ for accounting for existing 

forces universally observable in all bodies, to whi ch a natural and distinct language could be 

developed by the m odern physiology. Therefore the id ea-sign was now serving the progressive 

and positive stage of attributing relations to evid ent reactive properties of organism s in general , 

which, despite lim ited data, followed a necessary s ynthesis driven by the practical ideas of a 

                                                           
545 A strategy which follows Canguilhem‟s maxim, “to act it is necessary to localise.” This gave his distinctions 
between an ontological and a dynam ic m edicine in Ca nguilhem  (1989) p39- 43. 
546 Stahl also offered the im age of an em inently corru ptible body. see Haigh (1984) p100 
547 Bichat (1827b) p11 
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m edicine. The rationale was in  giving the provisional groundwork that did not exc lude the 

prom ise of future explication as long as it could r etain its necessary intensions in what was 

im plem ented. 548  

 

This a com prehensive synthesis for rational physiolog y proposed in the D iscourse appears in the 

first part of Reserches physiologiques sur la vie e t la M ort (1800). Here Bichat described two 

distinct lives of the body brought together from  a broad doctrine of tissue properties as a 

localisation of vital properties extended from  anat om ical structures through the rational 

physiology synthesis. V ital properties give the pot ential for a reaction to the physical world; the 

historical term s of sensibility and contractility h ave an im portance w ithin this totality of relating 

forces, latent or explicit, to the rational account  of a phenom enal life unfolding over tim e. A  

force in general is retained as the index of a vita l presence in the whole.  

 

The physiological concept of hum an life distributed  this as a presence between organic and 

anim al levels. Sim ple internal parts showed evident  practical functions and gave,-  

“habitual succession of assimilation and excretion…it lives within itself, transform s into 

its proper substance the particles of other bodies,  and afterwards rejects them  when they 

have become heterogeneous to its nature”549  

This gave a groundwork for the com plex higher anim a l life that related to an explanation of the 

whole at different levels of its existence. On a hi gher level the anim al, - 

“lives externally, is an inhabitant of the world…feels, perceives, reflects on its 

sensations, m oves according to their influence, and  frequently enabled to com m unicate 

by its voice, desires and its fears, it‟s pleasures and pains.”550 

Hence a prim ary dualism  between organic and anim al explained, firstly the internal, continuous 

ground of basic associative or dissociative process es of body functions in com posing structure. 

Secondly, the interm ittent and externally oriented activities that extend progressively beyond 

organs as affective habits, and develop at the leve l of the body as a whole. The body integrates 

th e organic function into the dynam ic bonds between t he vital organs; brain, lungs and heart; 

                                                           
548 Bichat wrote “let us pay homage to σewton […] he was the first to discover the secrets of the creator, viz a 
simplicity of cause reconciled with a multiplicity of effects.” Bichat (1827b) intro, Foucault (1970) p70 
549 Bichat (1827b) p 13 
550 Ibid p 13 
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these constitute “the three centres, in which are terminated all the secondary phenomena of the 

two lives.” 551 The dynam ic whole expresses the relation in its es sential and necessary vital 

function that is m ediating contrasting activities o f anim al and organic lives. 

 

From  the dynam ic view follows the classical distinc tion between a life of the soul and a 

vegetable life, a high and low in the physiological structure. But the body‟s direct relation to an 

external physical world (m ilieu) is tem pered by a d ouble dynam ic whose tension is between 

anim al life and organic life; as an account of the w ill and passion, this puts organic needs under a 

„natural‟ relation to a „mean.‟ The internal dynam ic works against an im m ersion in the external 

m ilieu that exposes the organism  as a whole to the conditions of existence. 552 Bichat explains 

physiological variabilit y through an increased habituation of certain „organic‟ functions against 

the relaxing of „animal‟ functions, or vice versa, accounting for differences in individuated 

bodies, both from  each other, and for its changes o ver tim e, evident in a capacity to m aterially 

redistribute vitality organically. -  

“there is a superabundance of life in the child; in the child the reaction of the system is 

superior to the action, which is m ade upon it from  without. In the adult, action and 

reaction are in balance; the turgesance of life is gone. In the old m an, the reaction of the 

inward principle is lessened, the action from  witho ut rem aining unaltered; it is then that 

life languishes, and insensibly advances towards it s natural term , which ensues when all 

proportion ceas es.”553  

The explanatory benefit in this tension between the  two system s is to displace a Cartesian 

m ind/body dualism  for a com posite of active and rea ctive forces distributed between the lives 

w ithin the body. Rather than an internal/external d ivision, it m eans Bichat distinguishes the 

body‟s activity from  any sim ple m onism , while retaining t he classical im age of three centres, the 

lungs, brain and heart, w ith the physiological inte riority now radically separated from  an 

exteriority of purely physical conditions. 

 

The term  vital can be now be seen to relate on the organic level to  a constitutive idea in the seats 

of the properties, but on the anim al level it explains the “triple focus” which historical 
                                                           
551 Ibid p 176 
552 “a nice symmetrical construction” Starobinski (2003) p130 
553 Bichat (1827b) p11 
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configurations attributed to a living m ean. In Rech erches physiologique th e vital as m ean was a 

theory behind what is observed in the sym m etry of o rgans of anim al life, its pairs of lobes, or 

organs divided along a meridian, by which Bichat “supposes a perfect balance of forces and 

action,” between their similar parts as visual aspect of the higher ideal order f ollowed by the 

body,- 

“...harmony is the character of the animal, discordance that of the organic functions.”554  

However, vital organic function also m arked the abs olute lim it between living and dead m atter. 

Yet organic function rem ained distributed throughou t the body as the ground which could never 

be interrupted. It explains what anim al life, under  cerebral effects for regulating the econom y of 

force, had to bring under a „mean‟ by its disciplinary efforts of habituation. The process of 

reducing pleasure or pain over tim e was allied to t he physiological docrine which was to im prove 

disciplined judgem ent. 555 From  this perspective, a second dynam ic appears fr om  an interior 

organic perspective, “the seat of the inward tract,” where elementary natures of the tissues and 

m ucous m em branes are the seat of an irritability. T he organic perspective reacts to “bodies 

foreign to our nature,” as stimulations to an organic life produces effects needing to be 

subordinated or assim ilated by the anim al life. 556 However the inward tract or „passionate‟ 

organic life can also intervenes in a way antagonis tic into the anim al life in its subordination to 

the brain. This oppositions gave a picture of the a nim al life com peting w ith an organic life for 

m astery of the higher m oral dom ain.  

 

Finally, such the concept of the body accom m odates the division of form al versus the expressive 

by describing tem peram ental habituations as relatio ns of brain, of m uscles and senses. The effort 

of the w ill needs to practice its capacity for m odi fication of the body and its possibilities of 

specialisation or im provem ent in function. This is the vital capacity that is retain ed by the 

necessity for balance from  the broader perspective which Cabanis schem a absorbed as evidence 

of imbalances, not entirely “natural” in the secondary effects of socialised habits. Modern society 

“calls forth” certain new functions as a result of the “state of civilisation;” these are actualised 

                                                           
554 Ibid p25 
555 Ibid p49 
556 Ibid pη3. followed by one of his more politically evocative passages:“The state of society is nothing but a more 
regular developm ent, ...the exercise of the differe nt functions of this life, for one of its greatest characteristics, 
consists in the capability of being unfolded.” pηη 
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through habituations of the body, however any exces sive discordance in basic organic functions 

would appear as fluctuations of vital power in the whole. „Excitations‟ run through the body both 

as strengths or weakness, hence a constancy which a nim al life displays in the face of physical 

powers which “preside over exterior bodies” gives the concept of human life “allied at one time 

with the brute, at another time with spiritual nature.” Here was Bichat‟s concept of the body as 

the m odern conditions of life as the constant strug gle for a m ean. 557  

 

Conclusion  

 

This chapter situated the legacy for a French Scien ce of M an w ith the em erging m edical sciences 

and explained how Condillac‟s Logic defined the disciplinary practice that could further the 

am bitions of a rational physiology. This practice e xtended to an em erging Science of M an 

leading up to the revolutionary period. A t the end of the 18 th  century, Xavier Bichat gave a new 

rational physiology its relation between living bod y and powers that preside over it. The new 

rational physiology served to constitute a French S cience of M an and displace older doctrines by 

attributing intrinsic values both as positive and v ital. This practice Bichat extended through the 

m edical sign in the observation of disease to infor m  the lim it of what could be considered natural 

physiological knowledge. This is the lim it of a rat ional physiology which is the subject of the 

next chapter which looks at Bichat‟s importance for French Positivism in the early 19th  century.  

                                                           
557 Ibid p34- 40 
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Chapter 4 : Radical Positivism s  

 

Introduction  

 

A  Science of M an after the French Enlightenm ent looked to a rational physiology to account for 

life‟s capacity for organization and the last chapter showed how Xavier Bichat gave  a paradigm  

for distinguishing vital beings from „mere‟ objects. The sum  of the function of resistance 

distinguished tem poral biological beings but this a lso left Reserches physiologique w ith its 

central problem  of establishing the nature and lim i t of its  vital function and delim iting the higher 

m anifestation of its  capacity for organisation. Bichat retained a link to the legacy of Condillac‟s 

idea-sign in  determ ing natural relations between an economy of life and the „hidden operations 

of nature. ‟ This chapter looks at how new biological concepts of life displace this physiological 

lim it.  

 

The last chapter also indicated that pathology was used to isolate an interm ediary state between 

life and death which served to determ ine the dynam i c im age of the concept of life. In this context 

the idea- sign was not an analogue of life‟s forces, but the observational m easure that serv es the 

interpretation of the historical idea of life. It w as an index to “the sum of functions by which 

death is resisted. ” It w ill be shown that this sign served Bichat w ith heuristic values of m edicine, 

and not an apodictic science. Bichat attributed a p sychological awareness of m edicines practical 

relation to physiology . Bichat‟s method was therefore predicated on delim iting the historical i dea 

of the vital rather than questioning representation al values as Kant did.  

 

In the am bition to rationalise physiology, patholog ical anatom y de lim it ed the historical concept 

of life, but as an index to function. A t the start of the 19 th  century an em erging Positivism  

retained the am bition for a Science of M an which w i ll be clear through the works of Saint 

Sim on. H is 1813 text M emoire sur la science de l ’homme explicitly states this through an 

understanding of Vicq D‟Azyr, Cabanis, Bichat and Condorcet. But it  no longer grounded in a 

concept of life as in the era of revolutions which lost its status in the early 19 th  century. The 

chapter shows therefore how Saint Sim on looked to w ider sources to m ediate sim ilar concerns 
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and that his Positivism  re tained certain values held of a socio-political dis course . But what 

becom es clear is that Saint Simon‟s primary concern after 1814 now becom es legitim ated 

through the turn to „industrial values‟. Here is a m ark ed shift away from  grounding a Science of 

M an through physiology: what now becom es expressed as man‟s inner drives, of hum an w ill, 

and the struggle between m odes of being, has now beco m e a class struggle. P hysiology‟s loss of 

a vitalistic base, and a shift to the paradigm  of b iological function in the early 19 th  century, saw 

Saint Sim on turn to a „concept of labour ‟ to ground an excessive m aterial force, som ething 

psychic that now necessitated a practical knowledge  to uphold values that were identified w ith 

the older Science of M an. 

 

This was a dilem m a in the legacy left by Bichat‟s physiology for early 19 th  century debates 

surrounding the possibility of a Science of M an. Bi chat could be criticised by M aine de Biran as 

introducing the psycho-physical parallelism  that as sumed natural function as positive knowledge 

of m an. But the Positivism  of Auguste Com te saw an epistem ological project m oving explicitly 

against philosophical defenders of an idea of m an. The chapter explains in what sense a „truly 

philosophical‟ revolution was ascribed to Bichat. Cours de philosophie positi ve contended this as 

constraining biological objects to regions „proper to living bodies.‟ But Comte rejected Bichat‟s 

concept of life as the „sum of functions that resist death,‟ and accept ed a contem porary idea of 

biological existence prem ised on a function of inte gration. Cours has therefore a paradoxical 

relation to Bichat; he is exem plary in m ethod but i ncom plete as a Positivism . W hat this shows 

that while Comte‟s Positivism  stood against a regressive m etaphysics, it substituted 

contem porary biological concepts to represent the d ifferential order that gave the philosophical 

possibilities delim ited by a modern knowledge. Comte „mapped‟ vital concepts which 

demonstrates the extent to which structural thinking overtook his Positivism. Comte‟s 

subordin ed the broad er historical physiology to  anatom ical studies of his era and the new 

biology. This served a critical epistem ology but ab andoned the pathological perspective in 

driving the am bitions for a socio-political Positiv ist project. It displac ed an 18 th  century debate 

over the Scie nce of M an while furthering the spirit of an idea.  
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Life and Death in the New Physiology  

 

A t the turn of the 19 th  century, Xavier Bichat‟s developmental histories between the two lives, an 

organic ground and the assemblage of „animal‟ functions, offered a basis for expanding the new 

Science of M an in France. Life seen as a double ser ies, opening a hierarchical relation between 

discord and order, to produce individuation of the body. This represented the transition from  

determ inable physico-chem ical laws to the tem poral stability in the vital sphe re ; conversely 

higher functions truly begin when the senses are exercised. Although Bichat‟s physiology 

retained something of the Hippocratic image of life‟s power, it  now represented the power to 

resist the disorder of physico-chem ical forces thre atening to overwhelm  it. There are three 

consequences of this shift. 

 

Firstly, from the early 1800‟s, Georg Stahl offered a perspective on death appearing as the 

reversion to a physico-chem ical sphere and subject to laws of ordinary m atter. V ital phenom ena 

differentiated them selves from  these laws and appea red exceptional rather than a fulfilm ent of 

the potential of nature. Bichat‟s concept of life distinguished this as an „island of vitality;‟ the 

opening lines of Reserches physiologique sur la vie  et la mort controversially form ulated this as, 

“life consists of the sum of functions by which death is resisted.”558 It was a distinction that 

retained something evident in life‟s capacity for organization, now pictured as the sum  of 

functions to be m aintained only for a lim ited tim e as the resistance against dispersion was 

ultim ately only tem porary. Th is  sum  of this function of resistance distinguished t em poral 

biological beings from „mere‟ objects, but left Reserches physiologique w ith its  central problem  

of establishing the nature and lim it of the vital f unction delim ited as the higher m anifestation of 

the capacity for organisation. 559  

 

The second half of Reserches physiologiques sur la vie et la M ort sets out to establish the 

thresholds and lim it to this concept of the body; i n turn, this needed the tem poral concept of the 

organisational capacity that the awakening anim al f unction m ust learn to coordinate. This was a 

                                                           
558 Bichat (1827b) translation of the 1822 edition of Reserches physiologique sur la vie et la mort with notes by 
Francoise M agendie. p10 
559 Jacob (1993) p88- 92 
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vital concept in the sense that it had potential to  a correct balance, to progress by extending the 

organic life through the differentiation of functio ns characterised by natural capacities of the 

body, and to be m aintained for m axim um  period until  death. Then as the anim al functions fade, 

im agination and m em ory dim s and visible life retrea ts back to the organic ground, which 

continues for a tim e before also reverting to the l aws of ordinary m atter. 560  

 

Secondly, it was from  observations of the „natural‟ life that Bichat gave his rational physiology 

against these progressive „double‟ deaths‟ of organic and animal. U ltim ately these delim it the 

dynamic relations between organs, and a natural economy of life that stood as „hidden operations 

of nature.‟ In Reserches physiologique Bichat focussed on the inte rm ediary states between life 

and death, as opening a new frontier for investigat ion of vital lim its whose threshold was the 

im m anent return of physico-chem ical laws. These wer e the interm ediary phenom ena that could 

equally appear in the guise of the pathological and  therefore overlap w ith the concept of a natural 

death. In reality, in this era, death from  m ere old  age rem ained elusive; as Haller com m ented, 

“very many people were carried off before this time by disease.”561 Bichat highlighted the lack in 

the concept of disease in its relation to the pheno m ena of dying,-  

“very seldom can we depart from the known phenomena of the living animal, when we 

undertake to inquire into those which it exhibits i n its dying m om ents; it would be 

necessary to know the intermediary state between health and disease….but where shall 

we find the physician who will assert from  that act ual data of his art, he understands in 

such an intermediary state, the profoundly hidden operations of nature?”562 

As aid to observation of this interm ediary state, t he zone of differentiation between life and 

death, Bichat distinguished a new category of patho logical phenom ena. D istinct from  the 

historical pathology, this was incom m ensurate w ith the general practice of the physiological 

discipline serving the historical task of theorisin g the natural way to thinking about the body. But 

the expanding anatom ical practices im plem ented a sh ift through its investigations as to the status 

of pathological relations w ithin a physiological do m ain. Since anatom y now underpinned the 

physiological discipline, the pathological view dem anded a system atic localisation of diseases to 

be excluded from  the „natural ‟ body. A  m odern pathological tradition also aim ed t o differentiate 
                                                           
560 Bichat (1827b) p168-169, see also p175 
561 Haller First Lines of Physiology vol II (1966, ori ginal 1786), p247 cf A lbury (1977) 
562 Bichat (1827b) p174 
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itself from  the historical concepts such as hum oral ism s, and its source for producing explanations 

of disease was the dissection of corpses. Bichat, w ho was grounded in tissue theory and surgical 

training, also took this as the basis from  which to  expand a new pathology as the perspective for 

advancing into this interm ediary zone. Hence phenom ena which we re  an adm ixture of life and 

death follow ed the extension that Greek medicine always “identified with their semiotics.”563 

 

A t the turn of the century Bichat was working to is olate a new phenom enal class of organic 

diseases, categorically distinguished from  h istorical „diseases in general.‟ Organic phenom ena 

could localise external sym ptom s and be identified w ith internal lesions as revealed through 

post-m ortem  exam inations. Bichat noted that before the 18 th  century medicine “very seldom had 

recourse to the po st-mortem examination;” by contrast he identified post-m ortem  as the m odern 

practice that could distinguish categories of dying , and by extension be related to natural m odes 

of life. 564 Bichat‟s pathological anatomy distinguished three temporal forms of death; i) a sudden 

death (asphyxia, syncope, poisoning, etc), the subj ect of Reserches physiologique, ii) death from  

acute disease (pestilential, fever) covered by historical pathologies, and iii) a „third kind of death‟ 

resulting from  chronic organic disease. It was the latter which he identified w ith protracted 

deaths which appeared as reversing the order of nat ural death as described towards the end of the 

first part of Recherches physiologique. Chronic dis ease advances from  discord in the organic 

order as t he seat of morbid affections appearing as “tetters, syphilitic eruptions, and 

inflammatory pustules.”565 From  the level of the tissues this expressed itsel f upwards against the 

organisational m odes of life, the visible form  of a n undifferentiated external force. Hence the 

am bition of grounding a new system atic pathology fo llowed from  the form  of future science 

whose extension lent itself to the study of anim al functions in Anatomie Génerale. Here Bichat 

had attributed originary phenom ena of diseases as a xiom atic for a new physiology in the am biton 

to  finally overcom e the legacy of the past,   

“We have I think reached an epoch where morbid anatomy is about to receive a new an 

unexpected im pulse.....W ith the exception of certai n types of fever and nevous 

affections, everything in pathology is in the reach  and the grasp of this science. How 

                                                           
563 This is noted by Cabanis (1806) (Coup d'oeil) p317  
564 Bichat (1827a) „Preliminary Discourse‟. Reprinted in Caplan (1981) p167ff 
565 Bichat (1827a) cf Caplan (1981) p171 
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idle and insignificant do we find the opinions of p hysicians, and m any two high 

endowm ents and great repute, when we exam ine them  n ot in their books but in the dead 

body.”566 

This shows how the new category was intended to suppl em ent an older pathological theory. 

Bichat‟s study appeared posthumously as Cours de d'anatomie pathologique (1825) and this wa s 

com piled from  lecture notes follow ing the m odel of Anatomie Générale. By m irroring its 

m ethod, starting from  the seats of disease and m ovi ng towards higher anim al pathology through 

a phenom enology of disease, this text appears to ou tline the controversial practice of the 

anatom o-clinical experience. 567 This is the context in which Bichat has been seen to follow the 

practices of his epoch in aim ing to contribute to t he new positive order of classification by 

delim iting the historically vague notion of living being, along w ith others such as Jean Corvisart 

and Rene Läennec.  

 

Thirdly, it is this latter position which is com pli cated by the consideration of the values that were 

attributed to this pathological view. In this sense , Bichat retained som ething of the H ippocratic 

image of life‟s power, as power to resist physico-chem ical forces threatening to overwhelm  it, 

and that a living econom y looked to anim al phenom en a to distinguish its m odes of existence. But 

on this level, it  was accounted for by observed bonds existing betwe en brain, lungs and heart, 

and this physiological concept took these dynam ic r elations as the term inus of the secondary 

phenomena of the two lives resolving into the historical triple focus which “physiologists have at 

all times been acquainted with.”568 From  this perspective, what Bichat historically re tained was a 

concept of norm al variation not e ssentially different from an Aristotelian idea of ȝİıȩĲȘȢ (or the 

m ean). This was the state between extrem es and seen  as the lim it of oscillations around a point. 

The m ean is not fixed but indicates the norm al degr ees of variations by which distributed 

sensibilities can be maintained in a dynamical equilibrium. For Aristotle, the “genuine physicist” 

determ ines these lim its by considering both the psy chic and physical aspects of sensation or 

em otion. 569 While the term ȝİıȩĲȘȢ570 does not suggests sim ple m athem atical abstraction,  it does 

                                                           
566 Bichat Anatomie Génerale sect 7. p38, cf Rey 529, see Appendix. 
567 Depending on one‟s view, this was either the basis of a modern medicine (Ackerknect) or an intrusive clinicians 
gaze. (Foucault) 
568 Bichat (1827b) p176 
569 See Tracy (1969) p200 
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indicate the dynam ic equilibrium  of opposing physic al parts or powers which is inform ed or 

activated by a soul. From an objective perspective, the ȝİıȩĲȘȢ is maintained by a virtual 

concept existing for an organised body, this ser ves to constitute the dynamic of „health‟ in the 

anim al. Both a physiology and a psychology refer to  this dynam ic aspect through the explanation 

of distinctive powers or sensibilities to which the  body reacts or responds proportionately; either 

to particular stim uli or w ithin general conditions of existence. Conversely, pathological variation 

points to excess or deficiency beyond this concept of the m ean, indicating a threshold or lim it 

beyond which its distortion produces a change in na ture or a difference in kind. In an absolute 

sense, these are exclusive. Bichat reflected on a g eneral pathology in his early D iscourse as 

difference in kind,-  

“...impossible to relate them [general diseases] to known laws of sensibility....they are 

all different, and are di versely modified in diverse parts and in diverse affections.”571  

But an attention to the dynam ic threshold would ref lect a fundam ental relation between 

physical and physiological phenom ena; a difference between a constancy and a norm al 

variation that is echoed later in Anatomie Générale ,- 

“physics is constant, vital properties are at every instant undergoing some change in 

degree  and in kind...(...)...we judge them  only by  their analogies and these are in the 

vast proportion of instances extrem ely uncertain .”572  

Absolute forces of nature have a relation to the or ganic order conceived of as through the 

dynam ical relation to the anim al order, whose conce pt is the virtual sum  of force. This virtual 

sum  gives its vital lim its by opposition to a physi cal concept of nature. And this distinction is 

m ade evident in differentiating a vital order, in i ts constancy, from  the physico-chem ical laws. 

 

The new pathology starts at the organic level. It t akes the sign of difference as indicating a 

physical constancy whose natural relation is to ext erior forces. A  threshold is observed in the 

fluids and solids as the practical lim it of observa tion; fluids are understood to be m ore physical, 

m ore passive than the solids which are m ore active and dynam ic in their resistance. The 

difficulty for an observational m ethod was the prac tice of natural com parison which Bichat 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
570 While the „mean‟ is strictly mathematical in Plato's Timaeus (32B, 43D) but also can also be any state b etween 
the two extremes notably discussed in Aristotle‟s Nichomachean ethics book 2 chapter 8.  
571 Bichat D iscourse cf A lbury (1977) p99 
572 Bichat (1812) Chapter 3 
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pursued by considering three perspectives; first wa s the observation attributed to vital properties 

(concept of sensibility), secondly pathological obs ervation (concept of the pathology view), and 

thirdly the observation of dynamical „bonds‟ or sympathies between organs of the body (the 

physiological concept of the body). It is the latte r whose lim its Bichat determ ined by anim al 

experim ents on the functional whole in the second p art of Reserches physiologiques sur la vie et 

la M ort. 573  

 

A lthough Anatomie Pathologique grounded itself in t he significance of alterations of bodily 

fluids and the inflam m ation of tissues, what is als o significant is that Bichat urges caution in 

interpreting the status of such alterations because  of the difficulties associated w ith the 

observation of different m odes of life. These are t he relative values that m ark the historically 

distinct disciplines of the anatom ist and the physi ologist as a separation of observation and 

interpretation, - 

“...The manner to proceed in autopsic examinations, must differ according to the 

different kinds of disease we have established; com m only it is prosecuted in an 

anatom ical order, but it is not the best m ethod to give precise ideas on the subject; in 

general diseases, it is a great deal better to foll ow the order of functions: in this m anner 

we arrive at a knowledge of those which are injured.”574 

Hence „precise ideas‟ required of an empirical sense of measure are incom m ensurable w ith 

sim ple observation. 575 The reason why Bichat is understood not to have us ed a m icroscope is for 

the sim ple fact that this was a technique understoo d as having inherent practical problem s for 

interpretation. A  pathological m ethod also held dif ficulties for com parative analysis when 

looking for evidence of life‟s capacity for organization at the level of the body. 576 The 

interpretation of dynam ic relations in observable a natom ical elem ents of an organic body was 

where the idea-sign confronted a difference in kind and where the em piricists discip line m ust 

proceed w ith caution towards a physiological view .  

 

                                                           
573 Bichat D iscourse cf A lbury (1977) p97  
574 Bichat (1827a) Chapter 1: „Considerations of the post mortem examination‟ 
575 Haigh (1984) p97 
576 Ibid p97 
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In The Birth of the Clinic, M ichel Foucault w rites of how, rem oved from  the interface of the 

tissues, extending tem poral consideration of pathol ogical phenom ena through space becom es 

ever m ore com plicated. 577 This difficulty was attributed to the interpretation of Condillac‟s Logic 

as the analogical m odel am plifying the elem ental do ctrine of signs in confronting cerebral 

afflictions, convulsions, and m ental m aladies etc. These were diseases associated w ith function. 

The tem ptation of a pathological anatom y of organic  elem ents was to reciprocally explain the 

sum  of functions which resist death; but at this dy nam ic level, sym ptom s were distanced from  

interm ediary states between health and disease. The  claim  is that Anatomie Pathologique 

inherited an ordinal value for the sign of life from  the elem en tal tissue properties. W hen this 

inform ed Anatomie Générale these were attributed to  a corpse rather than localising sym ptom  

within life. By m aking this pathological seat a fun dam ental fact and extending this by reference 

to anim al function, the new pathology served to fix ed an idea of constant relations in the body, 

which becam e both a technical and im aginary m astery  of the concept of the body. 578  

 

However, it can also be shown that what Bichat inte nded of his physiology differed through a 

basic physiological concept of living function that  he attributed to the higher strata of 

organisational capacity. The idea-sign served to di stinguish the three different approaches to 

observational m easure, i) the ideally stable form s of physically analogous forces, ii) the stability 

of an organic system , given in relation to evident physical constancies observed as natural 

relations, and iii) functional stabilities represen ting conceptually m ean rhythm s attributed to 

notional physiological bonds, such as heart beat an d respirations. A t the physiological level the 

sign upheld this threshold of difference that could  dem onstrate a m ean concept and its periodic 

returns w ithin apparent param eters of a necessary c oncept of the physiological body. The idea-

sign served the am bition of the rationalising discipline looking to describes life‟s functional 

capacity. It was understood that the Sensational m e thod offered inherently provisional solutions 

to this idea.  

 

 

                                                           
577 Foucault (1975) p128-129, p134- 140 
578 Foucault (1975) on Condill ac‟s Logic p116-117, on the displacem ent of localised values for o rdinal ones p130, 
on the am bition of a  technical language p144. 



179 

 

Observation of the Norm al and the Pathological  

 

In observing vital phenom ena in the whole the sign discerns thresholds of difference. Bichat is 

therefore follow ing the concerns of the M ontpellier  physicians for whom  sensitivity to 

differences in a dynam ic equilibrium  was inform ed b y their caution over vivisection. A  concern 

w ith surgical intervention into the living body was  that it produces a pathological type alteration 

leading to a qualitative alteration that distorts t he functional capacity of the body. This aspect of 

the M ontpellier doctrine m arks the practical indete rm inism  which Bichat w ill be shown to 

uphold. It distinguishes his approach from  that of Haller, who prioritised the anatom ical 

approach to isolating physiological properties hist orically given as sensibility and irritability. H is  

aim  was defining m ore clearly how particular vital properties actually appeared in the body as 

visible evidence that served the purpose of system i sing a progressive general physiology. 579 

Bichat understood him self as doing som ething distin ct from  Haller, but nor did not see him self 

upholding the vitalism  in the sense that m ade Stahl  so influential for M ontpellier physicians. 

Bichat distinguished a m ethod from  both these prede cessors, whom  he thought had not properly 

analysed vital properties: in Anatomie Générale he indicates the danger to,- 

“....apply the science of natural philosophy to physiology would be to explain the 

phenom ena of living bodies by the laws of inert bod ies. Here then is a false 

principle...In this respect m y work differs in its general tenor from  those of physiology, 

and even from  those of the celebrated Haller. The w orks of Stahl have powerfully 

inculcated the inestim able advantage of laying asid e all these collateral aids, which 

overwhelm  the science that they purport to support.  This em inent physician, had not 

analysed the vital properties, and, therefore, was inadequate to explain the phenom ena 

in their real aspect. Nothing is m ore vague, and sa tisfactory than these words, vitality, 

vital action, vital influx, etc when their sense is not adequately defined.” 580  

This  problem  of the vital necessitated e xplaining phenomena in their „real aspect,‟ which m eant 

it needed a positive approach. Bichat saw the disci pline of observation, and specifically the idea-

sign, as developing a new language in m oving betwee n the anatom ical approach of Haller and 

the conceptual point of view of Stahl. τbservation of “the sum of the functions which resists 

                                                           
579 Bichat (182ζ) I xxxix cf Albury (1977) p68. This is central to Albury‟s analysis of the relation between 
M ontpellier and Ha ller‟s methods, see p72 
580 Bichat (1824) sect 3 
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death” was a point of view that delimited physical differences at the level of animal function. 

Recherches physiologique integrates this perspectiv e into the rational physiology by confronting 

the indeterm inate anim al concept through tests by a n experim ental m ethod as recounted in the 

second part of the book. 

 

Because observation was an analytical discipline w i th its own norm s of practices, Bichat 

understood himself as doing something distinct from the “animated anatomy” of Haller. This 

disciplinary practice took the perspective of em pir ical sensitivity as the lim it of anatom ical 

intervention in its useful relation to a general ph ysiology. The m ethod follows 

Condillac/M ontpellier in two things; firstly, prior itising a natural m ethod of division m eaning 

restricting itself to visible alterations as contained in comparable regions. Bichat‟s perspective of 

pathological observation to delim it tissues into th e workable language was to be integrated into a 

general physiology; his awareness was that natural com parison was theoretically contained only 

w ithin a stable system  of observations. Secondly, t he extension of this practice through a 

pathological m ethod introduced a shift in focus w it hin epistem ological problem s of observation. 

Because observational analysis carries w ithin it th e disciplinary techniques of natural 

com position, it relied on the correct distribution of phenom ena prior to an interpretation. 

Therefore the problem  was to define a regional awar eness prior to that which could contain 

phenom enal alterations that were significant. 581  

 

In the logic of Traité des M embranes this followed organic units which naturally isolated tissues 

inform ing a ground or m atrix for interpreting obser vable relations to the organs. Anatomie 

Générale then interprets this against the level of the body as the m atrix for developing a future 

science. The central thinking of Traité des M embran es and Anatomie Générale was to inform  a 

certain legacy of Bichat‟s thinking which gives the sense of positivistic optimism  extended to the 

future m edical sciences . Anatomie Générale carried this over into the provis ional aim s of 

Bichat‟s Cours d'Anatomie pathologique; this text promises the synthetic „détournement‟ of 

hum oralism  in m oving towards an exhaustive concept of the body, - 582 

                                                           
581 Bichat (1824) p22. A lso Canguilhem  (1994) p212 
582 Rey (1991) 
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“All is thus indicated...that diseases relate to us in the solids and fluids; to claim the 

opposite would no longer adm it the conscensus unis,  conscientia omnia which binds the 

whole m achine, and joins together all the forces of  the life for concerted resistance to 

death”583  

This sense of purpose has a polem ical value consist ent w ith a later Positivism , but elsewhere 

Bichat m akes a m ore cautious claim s of the extent to which his tis sue m ethodology should 

actually relate to a general pathology and its cons equent significance for physiology. 

 

It has been suggested that focussing on this legacy neglects the perspective on Bichat‟s method 

which extends from  Reserche Physiologique (experim e nting on the whole) to Cours d’τnatomie 

Pathologique (observation of the lim it). 584 But in fact, this approach was already 

programmatically outlined in Bichat‟s early Discourse through the disciplinary m ethod by which 

observational physiology should proceed. Bichat was  sensitive that pathological observation 

presented increasing difficulties for the analytic m ethod in its am bition to displace hum oral 

m edicine. This reflects on the w ider am bitions for im plem enting the synthesis of the rational 

physiology. The historical background to the pathol ogy text indicates how Bichat m ay have 

reflected on the use of the observational m ethod by  suggesting that the discipline should restrain 

itself to the m ore heuristic values of a m edicine.  

 

Textual Considerations of Anatomie Pathologique  

 

Bichat‟s pathological anatomy course started in Septem ber 1801 and com prised of 80 lessons 

given over a six m onth period. The period im m ediate ly preceding this saw him  prepare the 

Anatomie Générale text which was produced on the ba sis of an intense flourish of work of 

clinical observation follow ing his appointm ent on t he 26th January 1801 at the Grand Hospice 

d‟Humanité. According to Bichat‟s accomplice Matthieu François Régis Buisson, this involved 

over 600 autopsies over the few m onths that the wor k took to produce. 585 The enthusiastic work 

of the Anatomie Générale period left little chance to consult w ith texts of those who preceded 

                                                           
583 Bichat cf M ontiel (1964) p28. 
584 Notably in Lesch (1984) 
585 Monteil (196ζ) p12. This text appears in 196ζ after Foucault‟s Birth of the Clinic of 1 963. 
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him  in the field; 586 this changed as he had m ore tim e to reflect on the  im plications of his findings 

during the period of the pathology course. For the new pathological anatom y course Bichat 

adopted a different approach. 

  

The edition of Cours de Anatomie pathologique publi shed in 1825 by François Gabriel Boisseau 

was collated from  a m anuscript edited by Pierre Aug uste Béclard. Even at the tim e this was a 

contested docum ent b y other followers of Bichat, notably Jean Cruveilhier, another of Bichat‟s 

students, who thought that text did not accurately reflect Bichat‟s disciplinary intentions; this 

was of developing a sym ptom atology. 587 In this context, an alternative perspective appear ed in a 

m anuscript of notes for the course recovered by the  Grenoble M edical School in 1902. The 

m edical historian Jean M onteil, writing in 1964, sa w it as significant that the Anatomie 

pathologique notes come after Bichat‟s major achievements and could therefore be seen as a 

recapitulation of his oeuvre, despite the fact that  this production was com pressed into only two 

years. M ore im portantly perhaps, the Grenoble notes  com plem ent other individual accounts of 

Bichat‟s pathological anatomy course, including those of Jean Cruveilhier, in its reflections  on 

the schem atic form  and lim its describing the anatom ical project. In this respect Jean M onteil 

considers the Grenoble text to particularly highlig ht som e of the difficulties that get effaced from  

Anatomie générale. 588  

 

As Bichat scrutinized his data from  the overall con cerns of a didactic, reflecting on the hasty 

syntheses which appeared “from the amphitheatre,” a different emphasis appears as to the status 

of pathological anatom y. Prim arily this is fram ed a s a m edical practice rather than a grounded 

science. In em phasising the necessity of being a pr ovisional knowledge, this concurs w ith what 

Cruveilhier, who attended the pathological anatomy course, understood as Bichat‟s intention. In 

the notes from  the 1902 text, M onteil quotes,- 

“It is here, especially, where one has seen the weakness of medicine and the need for 

following it w ith the torch of the pathological ana tom y, the torch which one shines w ith 

that of observations which precedes and which guide s. Thus open corpses, see the 

                                                           
586 Ibid p12 
587 cf M onteil (1964) p25,  
588 M onteil (1964)  
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patients. In the room s of private clinics and am phi theatres, here are the books which you 

m ust consult, the authors according to whom  you m us t act. It is by seeing the diseases in 

the living, the devastations after death that we wi ll be able to know them , to prevent 

them and cure them, fortunately.”589  

The m ethod therefore em phasises only that by seeing  and experiencing diseases in living bodies 

can sym ptom s be related to a pathological perspecti ve. This interpretive threshold of living 

experience reflects a consistency that follows what  one m ay identify as Bichat‟s vitalism. From  

the earlier D iscourse, the pathological em phasises the constant confusion of tem poral separations 

between phenom ena and sym ptom s, inherently disrupti ve of any unified point of view. 

Awareness of the sym ptom  is an index to difference in kind, the dom ain which the physician 

approaches at the level of the „torch which one shines,‟ the pathological view. This context could 

be seen as Bichat m aintaining a fidelity to the dis ciplinary techniques defined by holding the 

idea-sign is the guide to the fringes of the physio logical concept of the living.  

 

The problem  of the idea-sign was in  defining a region for interpretation that excluded  all 

instances less understood, the uncom m on phenom ena l ikely to lead to hasty conclusions for an 

analogical m ethod. Bichat seem s to accept that the pathological was truly an unknown w ithout 

denying or reducing these as phenom ena.- 

“It is necessary to banish this disease of the nosological frame, not because it doesn‟t 

interest, but because it is unknown for us.”590 

This indicates how the pathological view intended t o offers a functional evaluation for m edicine 

to be taken up in a task against a „therapeutic anarchy.‟591 As w ith Cabanis, the study of 

physiology represented a future of science, but Bic hat gave it the awareness of a threshold at 

which the present science overreaches itself. Here he retain ed his physician values through 

interpreting sym ptom s according to an idea of life.  

  

 

 

 
                                                           
589 Bichat cf M ontiel, (1964) p26  
590 Ibid p28  
591 See M onteil (1964) p31-33.  
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The Threshold of a Physiological Concept of Life  

 

The interpretation of the interm ediary state betwee n health and disease gave a specific problem  

which Anatomie pathologique appeared to equivocate in its hopes of a unified knowledge.- 

“if, for each sympathy, it were necessary to im agine an explanation, t housands would 

hardly be enough. There is one of the laws of the w hole, which one should not seek to 

reason in the series of parts. 592  

But the task of the inquiring physiologist was a pe rspective on the function of the living body. 

Notably the second part of Recherches physiologique  saw Bichat turn his attention to this 

physiological function and its lim its. He approache d this through violent intervention into the 

conceptual bond between heart, lungs and brain as a  form  of experim ental analysis on the 

functional concept of the body. It has been noted t hat it would m erely requires an inversion of 

conceptual priorities - from  observed sensibilities  in the whole to observing functional relations 

of parts - to open the breach to what later becom es  understood as experim ental physiology. 593  

 

This was an inversion, however, that Bichat seem ed reluctant to m ake. The reason m ay be given 

as the perspective from  which he insisted on retainin g a vitalistic concept of the w hole. The 

subordination of parts m aintained a relation to the  observation of this concept of the whole m ay 

be the core value in Bichat‟s vitalism. This should perhaps not to be understood in the sense of 

an idea held a priori to inform ing his observations , but rather in a conceptual awareness that 

aligned w ith the disciplinary function of a knowled ge to be obtained. The principle of knowledge 

and its strategies expressed behind Bichat‟s three levels of observation; a sensibility, a 

pathological view, and th e concept of „bonds‟ or sympathies that the body expresses as a 

functioning of the whole, leaves the last concept s tanding over the accum ulation of data ensuring 

the productive reasoning of the contem plating physi ologist com posing the new knowledge. This 

m ay also explain Bichat ‟s reluctance to abandon a doctrine of sensibility si nce it retain ed this 

awareness of the physiologist‟s earlier role.   

 

                                                           
592 Bichat cf M onteil (1964) p39 
593 Lesch (1984) p73. 
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Bichat appears to m aintain a com m itm ent to such w id er practices of a physiology in his day. 

Unlike surgeons such as Pierre Desault, who had a n egative opinion of the discipline of 

physiology, Bichat took tissue theory as serving as  a guarantee of the scientific status for a w ider 

physiological discipline, grounding its fundam ental  kinship w ith other sciences. Yet beyond this, 

he also reserved com m itm ents to the historical phys iological discipline as Cabanis did explicitly 

in  his am bitions for a w ider Science of M an. Follo w ing the Ideologues conception of hum an 

knowledge as an interdisciplinary system , open to p ositive extension. This was the sense used by 

Destutt and Cabanis for whom  the history of the m ea ns of knowing paralleled the system atic 

integration of new knowledge which they was m ethodi cally related to the activities of 

psychological awareness of the sign. In this sense physiology retained its prim ary objective 

relation to the knowledge of m an in the functional sense, rather than as strictly producing the 

representational value criticised by Rousseau or Ka nt.  

 

W hat was pursued under a positive physiology wa s therefore the functional concept of the 

physical and the m oral in its broad sense. Com m enta tors noted that Bichat, the physiologist, 

“hangs as a wraithlike intellect over institutions and attitudinal changes of his day”594 often 

m eant in relation to subsequent m edical history. Bu t this was a legacy also of the radical 

am bition that extends through a certain idea for a Science of M an, nam ely for those who sort to 

unify the disciplinary m odes under the am bition for  developing a new language adequate to 

man‟s world. Paradoxically this is characterised by produ cing a new scientific discourse, 

positively dissociated from  an old knowledge. Howev er if an 18 th  century vitalism  represented 

this as a reciprocity between two m odes of knowledg e, in the wake of the revolution and its 

dispersive social politics, these becam e conflictin g tasks that left the m ark on French 19 th  century 

Positivism .  

 

The Science of M an in Crisis  

 

In the early decades of the 19 th  century there was a loss of belief that a Science of M an could 

deliver the unified am bitions of a future science. However, the im pact of its  legacy , as an 

                                                           
594 Lesch (1984) p79 
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unfulfilled task, also left its m ark. For exam ple, Bichat also im pressed as an orator in conveying 

the need to take up a „special reasoning‟ as is evident amongst his students. Philibert Roux 

com m ented,- 

“Bichat has metamorphose my youth through inspiring me with the taste of science and 

the love of work”595  

This is  perhaps one exam ple of why the idea of a Science o f M an reached well beyond the 

m edical program . The si gnificance as conveyed by Cabanis and Bichat is not ably felt by Henri 

de Saint-Sim on who expressed his sentim ents in 1813 , in a handcopied M emoire sur la Science 

sur l’homme. He had concretely understood this as a task follow i ng,- 

“the next most important step which would follow on directly from  those take n by V icq 

d‟Azyr, Cabanis, Bichat and Condorcet, was to deal with the whole of this science in 

one single work by completing the material of these four great men.”596 

By 1813 Saint-Sim on had already established that th ese were m ethods of Positivism . It m eant a 

com position of biology, m edicine, and history while  he sharply attacked those who tried to 

subordinate a Science of M an to m athem atics, callin g them  the brutieres and “…sorry 

calculators who hide behind their ramparts of X and Z.”597 Broadly speaking, Condorcet‟s 

statistics were seen as the technical tool by which  to m ultiply the powers of the hum an m ind, 

displacing superstition and error, dem ocratizing an d liberating but im portantly by 1813 Saint-

Sim on already saw him self as distanced from  m any as pects of Philosophe thought. 598 W hat could 

appear to Condorcet as epochs of history described as increm entally progressive, was described 

by Saint-Sim on in Introduction aux travaux scientif iques de xix siecle (1807-8) as an active 

struggle between forces, organic and critical, whic h were expressed in the overlapping system s 

of knowledge, each grow ing out of the contradiction s of the other.  

 

Internal tensions necessitated the overturning of t he old order so that the „new‟ could be brought 

into being. There was an undercurrent of historical  force that inform ed Saint- Simon‟s concept of 

progress, he saw forces that needed negotiating as ultim ately they dom inate history. This was 

what all m odern knowledge ultim ately has t o contend with; to „become positive‟ in knowledge 

                                                           
595 cf M onteil p44  
596 Saint Sim on (1966) XL p27- 28 „Memoire sur la science d l‟homme‟ 
597 Ibid p39-40, Saint-Sim on and Taylor (1975) p111 
598 M anuel(1956) p117 
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was a task undertaken in the face of this dynam ic c risis of change, against which knowledge 

could never be absolute but always provisional. The  future science was displaced by knowledge, 

now functional and relative only to a phase of hist ory. The historical m eant what was 

fundam entally understood of a general organic m ovem ent, and this saw Saint-Sim on reflecting 

on these physiological influences, as som ething con ditioned by m odes of synthetic or analytical 

knowledge. H istorical oscillations between syntheti c and analytical m odes were described as 

“systole and diastole,” appearing as the a priori/a posteriori dichotomy,  a “breathing in and out,” 

whose origins were in the “very fibres of the nervous system.”599 In this context, the nature of 

science itself was now described as perspectival,- 

“our eyes grow tired when we look at things for a long time from the same point of 

view. W e then stop discovering am ong them  new relat ionships. W e even stop 

perceiving clearl y those relationships we had once seen.” 600 

It is also notable that Saint-Sim on ‟s concept of knowledge was an active struggle in which 

Descartes was the first synthesiser of the m odern e ra, com posing from  particular discoveries of 

Galileo, Copernicus and Kepler, but that this m ode of knowledge was historically relative to its 

epoch. Relativity was Saint-Sim on ‟s strong idea. Approaching historical movement required an 

activity of „seeing,‟ the new epochal task of the 19 th  century. This m ay be seen as inherited from  

the Science of M an now in the need for a synthetic knowledge of the world. 

 

Saint Sim on: The Physico-Political Task  

 

It has been claim ed that Saint-Sim on was the first m odern thinker to see a dynam ic concept to 

which history was that change itself, sweeping hum a n society along. 601 It m ay seem  

anachronistic to propose he followed am bitions in a n Enlightenm ent Science of M an, but by 

inverting its „tendencies‟ and seeing it as divergent forces, prone to distortion, he dis tinguished 

him self from Condorcet‟s rational political action, ultim ately under the p ossibility of „scientific‟ 

control. In contrast Saint-Sim on reflected a historical force that acted from „without,‟ imposing 

                                                           
599 „Introduction aux travaux scientifiques de xix siecle‟ Saint Simon (18η9) I p73, „Memoire sur la science d 
l‟homme‟ pp1ζη-1ζ6 and „Travail sur le gravitation universelle‟ pp228-229 in Saint Sim on (1966) XL, cf M anuel 
(1956) p143-145 
600 Saint Sim on (1859) I p164, see M anuel com m ents (19 56) p143 
601 The claim  of Em ile Durkheim  in Socialism and Saint  Simon. 
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change upon m an and that these were conditions of h istory. A  radical m odern response took up a 

task of confronting and absorbing its changes in m a intaining a m ean, by putting into effect an 

autonom ous m odern knowledge.  

 

Saint-Sim on ‟s early development gives some indication as what he took a Science of Man to be. 

Prior to 1813, Saint Sim on was engaged in a self st yled political project follow ing in the wake of 

the scattering of the „troops of the Enlightenment.‟ After the dissolution of the Classe des 

Science M orales et Politique in 1803, and the denig ration of its intellectual circles by Napoleon 

Bonaparte, Saint Simon‟s reflected on Ideologue ideas during the Consulate period. He 

proceeded to develop an am bition for a new encyclop edia project during the early Em pire, 

drawing on the w ider reaches of a serious study of science taken up in 1798. 602 Saint Sim on was 

attending lectures during this tim e, firstly at the  Ecole Polytechnique and then three years later at 

the Ecole de M edicine, where he becam e fam iliar w it h the works of Xavier Bichat and Pierre-

Jean Georges Cabanis, and personally acquainted w it h a num ber of the physicians, notably Jean 

Burdin who went on to exert a great influence on hi m .603 Memoire sur La Science de L’homme 

form ulated these ideas as a basis for Saint- Simon‟s „physico-political career.‟604  

 

From  Cabanis legacy, Saint Sim on appears to have ab sorbed the possibilities of future sciences 

that were still defining their lim its, and of which  a contem porary Science of M an was drawing on 

indiscrim inately. It differentiat ed itself from the „mechanical‟ distributions the 17th  century, and 

looked forward to more „organic‟ concept of human knowledge. „τrganic‟ appears to have been 

understood by Saint Sim on as reflecting the holisti c thinking of the H ippocratic m edical writers, 

and their integration of a broad vitalism  into a Sc ience of M an. 605 However, in the new era, a 

crisis followed the fragm entation of scientific kno wledge, sciences appear ed to propel 

them selves as narrowly specializations which no lon ger gave a perspective on an interdependent 

world. 

 

                                                           
602 „Introduction aux Travaux Scientifique du XIX Siecle‟ (1807) cf Manuel (19η6) p80, p8ζ-88.  
603 The 1841 edition of Oeuvres has selections of H ist oire de ma Vie edited by Benjam in O linde Rodrigues.  
604 Saint-Sim on (1841) p69 n5 cf Pickering (1993) p61.  See also Gusdorf (1960) p308, and Picavet (1891) e sp p454  
605 M anuel (1956) p131. 
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The web of knowledge defined differing intellectual regions, perhaps in the manner of Bichat‟s 

tissues; he was conversant w ith tissue theory throu gh his friend Dr Burdin from  the D irectory 

period, as recalled in the M emoire. Saint Sim on had  absorbed an idea that “all sciences began by 

being conjectural, their destiny is to become positive”.606 In this text, Dr Burdin outlined a 

physiological vision for the Science of M an, being as yet conjectural but em bodying the prom ise 

to em erge as positive during the 19 th  century. W hen Saint Sim on writes of im portant ques tions of 

physiology dealt with by Vicq d‟Azyr, Cabanis, Bichat and Condorcet, there are certain 

reservations developed in the image of the human mind inherited from Condorcet‟s Equisse. 

Perhaps as a consequence of the later crisis in the  post revolutionary period, Saint Sim on now 

identifies a bifurcation at the heart of a general knowledge. 607  

“There are two kinds of scientific study: the search for facts and the reasoning based on 

those facts, that is the improvement of general theory….Locke and Newton assum ed a 

new appoach: they found new facts in abundance. One  found the force of gravitation the 

other the fact of the hum an m inds perfectibility. T he school becam e the Newtonian-

Lockean. For alm ost a century it has utilised the a pproach bequeathed to them  by these 

two men. It has been preoccupied by facts and has neglected theory.”608 

The neglected theory was Saint- Simon‟s core problem. This m eant the synthetic function 

understood to be lacking from  sciences of the 18 th  century. These m ade striking analytic 

progress, yet failed in their central task of trans form ing the world of m an. In the wake of 

Descartes, positive philosophy branched into physic s of the inorganic and the physics of the 

organic, while failing to find a unifying law. 609 Saint-Sim on now reflects the m ood of his own 

epoch. By invoking a return to the spirit of Descartes, he m eant finding a suitable distributive 

principle to substitute for the deficiency in the i dea of God,-  

“The idea of God lacks unity...the idea of God being defective, all the uses of this idea 

are thus equally defect....physicism  has none of th e drawbacks of deism .....The universe 

is a lim itless space filled w ith m atter in m otion.. ..m atter exists in two form s: solid and 

fluid, phenom ena called physical are called phenom e na of solid m atter. Phenom ena 

that are mental are the phenomena of fluids.”610 

                                                           
606 Saint Sim on (1966) 40 pp25- 31, „Memoire sur la science d l‟homme‟   
607 M anuel (1956) p158 
608 Saint-Sim on and Taylor (1975) p86 
609 Saint Sim on (1859) I p121n1, 151, cf Pickering (19 93) p72 
610 Ibid I pp199- 201 
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This „solid and fluid‟ dualism is identified with another transformation, the historical m ovem ent 

of ideas from  polytheism  through deism  which “lasted from Socrates to Paul,” to a modern 

„physicism‟ which maps a dispersion given to an abstract “sole cause of all physical and moral 

phenomena.”611 The significance is that by 1813 Saint Sim on was m oving beyond a 

physiological debate and was now looking to integra ting w ider sources to m ediate sim ilar basic 

concerns as an earlier Science of M an. 

 

One source was De L’Origine de Tous Cultes (1798) written by Charles Dupuis which had been 

popular am ongst liberal readers through its debunki ng of Catholicism . Dupuis held that science 

should displace religion which was a tool of repres sion and that the com m on people should 

abandon it for reason. This im pressed Saint-Sim on, although he took the opposite view. He 

thought religion should adapt itself to the new sciences becoming “a set of applications of 

general science by means of which enlightened man could govern the ignorant.”612 This is both 

an extension of Ideologue thought but also a differ ence since it equated religion w ith being a 

political tool. Saint Sim on was integrating ideas d rawn from  the Counter-Revolutionaries, 613 and 

displayed an adm iration for the way that Chateaubriand had port rayed Catholicism  in the m iddle 

ages in Le Genie de Christianisme (1802). Chateaubr iand particularly em phasised the aesthetic 

nature of m edieval religion in  its affect it on political and social unity and th is aesthetic nature of 

the socio-political dom ain indicated a significant shift. 614 It also partly reflects the context in 

which the writing of Louis de Bonald resonated w ith Saint-Sim on. De Bonald blam ed anarchy in 

French society on aesthetic individualism  of the En lightenm ent m aking its effect on the 

destruction of a social order. 615 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
611 Saint-Sim on and Taylor (1 975) p86 
612 Saint Sim on (1966) 6 p169 cf Pickering (1993) p73  
613 Notably Louis de Bonald (1754-1840), Joseph de M ai stre (1753-1821), Francois Rene de Chateaubriand (1 768-
1848) and later Félicité Robert de Lam ennais (1782- 1854).  
614 Pickering (1993) p73n 
615 Louis de Bonald blam ed chaos on a failure of the 18 th  cent. philosophical enterprise. De Bonald (1847) 
„Discourse préliminaire‟ cf Koyré (19η6) pη8  
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Ideology, Language, Nature  

 

Louis De Bonald has often been associated w ith the r eaction against the legacy of an 18 th  century 

concept of „nature.‟ In this context it  m eant the principle that lent itself to the popula r 

sovereignty through for example Rousseau‟s social contract. But equally he held Philosophes to 

be in error for exam ple in the legacy of Condillac who accounted for an intellectual artifice 

introduced as a false concept of m an. 616 Both Rousseau‟s natural man and Condillac‟s statue 

were an illusory hum an nature that attributed socie ty to being a m ere convention. De Bonald 

thought that this displac ed another principle which understood the social cont ract in term s of a 

religious principle and any idea of radical interve ntion only prevented society from  naturally 

constituting itself and achieving a natural stabili ty.  

 

De Bonald thought that a concept of society existed  under the union of two aspects, the political 

and the religious, to which civil society was a pri nciple of m ediation. The associative principle 

foregrounds the „just order,‟ is „necessary‟ only to the extent that history has dem onstrated that it 

could not be otherw ise. The distortion of natural c om position of a society dem onstrates the error 

in the Philosophes doctrine on hum an nature; they g ave the Republic an idea of m an as an 

abstract intellectual construction. 617 The principle which De Bonald attributed to histor y follows 

the language argum ent as Condillac had earlier. Lang uage is seen as the exem plary m edium  of 

social cohesion but a dom ain of discourse is neithe r arbitrary nor m ere conventional; this was 

what De Bonald seem s to have understood Condillac t o be proposing. Rather, the em phasis is on 

the notion that the linguistic sign im plies an a pr iori socialised thought - social convention 

necessarily presupposed speech. This was a necessar y relation between signs and speech that 

gave a natural expression of exchange of values. Fr om  this perspective, the idea-sign was an 

arbitrary construction, not an essence attributable  to hum an nature. Essence grounds the prem ise 

for the argument that intervention, in the manner aspired to by Condillac‟s „new language,‟ puts 

„ends before the means.‟618 Exam ining this as a question of priority reveals t hat there can be no 

such thing as a „new language‟ since truth always appears excluded at the level of the individual. 
                                                           
616 Koyré m akes this point. 
617 De Bonald, (1843) preface cf Koyré (1956) p61 
618 Derrida m akes the com m ent that M a rx reads Condillac‟s confusion of use-value with exchange-value. Derrida 
(1980) p103 
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Individual „truth‟ would therefore be discounted as a m oral im possibility si nce the m oral can 

only be expressed at the level of the social throug h a collective conscience. 619 Collective 

knowledge is understood as the capacity, the gift o f history, handed down in the face of the 

dangers of a frivolous individualism . Against this history an inherent lack in any „new language‟ 

is em bodied by the central problem  of error by which the m odern w orld dangerously extends 

destructive risk in m aterial technologies that pene trate the very fibres of the social body. 620  

 

W hen Saint-Sim on argues for the organic unity of th e m iddle ages, he draws on De Bonald at 

source. But he differs in reversing any unity attri buted to the m iddle ages for a grounding of the 

com ing scientific revolution. Galileo, Bacon, Desca rtes, Newton, Locke and the Encyclopaedists 

all contributed to a critical overturning of such a  m edieval society w ith the new knowledge 

initiating the dynam ic m odern world based on the ne w physicism . It is this world that his 

scientific integration intends to envelop as a Scie nce of M an. 621 

 

From  Memoire sur La Science De L’homme to a New Anthropology  
 

In 1813 Saint Sim on was still outlining such an int egration in relation to the discipline of 

physiology. The discussion w ith physician Jean Burd in in M emoire sur La Science De L’homme 

explores the idea that a general knowledge becam e l ess conjectural w ith experience as an organic 

developm ent m oving from  the sim ple to the com plex. A  science of ideas developed from  a future 

science.- 

“Psychology is beginning to be based on physiology and to rid itself of the prejudices 

on which it was founded…Physiology does not yet deserve to be classed among the 

positive sciences but it only has to take one m ore step in order com pletely to rise above 

the conjectural sciences. 622 

In this respect, physiology was seen as the prim ary  dom ain of knowledge that the educated m an 

should explore as it was understood to  em body the general idea by which an elite could gu ide 

society. Such an informed Science of Man differentiated between modes of being “by the 
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combined intellectual power of the physiologist and the philosopher…” which im plicates the 

program m atic task for the physiologist/philosopher.  Memoire sur la science de l’homme 

approached this as the “series of progress of the human mind,” a future science that appears 

consequential of its past and Saint-Sim on gave this  as a historical account of em erging m odes of 

knowledge from  his alleged discussion w ith Jean Bur din. W hat he expounds is a theory of 

knowledge by which the new society can m ediate its own transform ation, by the differentiation 

of social class like an organic body where intellig ence was taken as proportionate to the degree 

of developm ent evident in their phenom enal existenc e. 623  

 

This lead to an am bition that the clergy be reconstituted as a sci entific corps upheld through the 

strength of a specialised knowledge and its mediators, “as long as the principles that it knows are 

unknown to the common people.”624 Significantly Saint-Sim on objects to Condorcet uph olding 

Rousseau‟s conjectural idea of the „noble Savage.‟ By equating a universal history w ith a hum an 

life cycle, Memoire sur la science de l’homme also drew on the new anthropology experience 

seen as inform ing the stages of a developm ent of m an. The basis for this was that he thought that 

recent anthropological evidence of explorers such a s Jam es Cook, Louis Antoine de Bougainville 

and Jean-François Le Perouse had positively supersed ed speculative historicism . 625 Because it 

could now be demonstrated that “a non interrupted series of observed facts” followed from 

prim itive m an to European societies, Saint-Sim on ex tended the physiological idea of m an into 

the field of cultural anthropology. 626 H is euro-centrism  gave a progressive vision that t ook its 

tw in aspects from  societies ability to civilise the  individual through a collective language, and 

the fact that European societies were seen as scien tifically advanced.  

 

However, a notably darker vision appears in the tex t Travail sur la gravitation universelle,  

written in the sam e year but w ith the urgency of a program  for civil reconstruction. This was now 

a response to the crisis of the Napoleonic wars which  left Saint Sim on seeing a society faced 

with forces that could “plunge the human species back into the state of nature which is 
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continuous war.”627 This dem onstrated his conviction that progress was  only periodic, 

transitional and even cataclysm ic; Travail sur la g ravitation universelle describes an apocalyptic 

vision of the gradual desiccation of the globe as m ankind falls backwards through a series of 

stages until regressing into the brute w ith an im ag inative vision of the last m an having drunk the 

final drop of water before reflecting on the pathol ogically m orbid realisation of m ankind finally 

disappearing from  the face of the earth. 628 A t the lim it of the old physiological debate, this  shift 

can be illustrated by pointing to the new anthropol ogy that was em erging during the early 19 th  

century. A lready when Le Societè des Observateurs de l’homme was founded in 1799, a debate 

was unfolding that called for “profound metaphysicians and practicing physicians, the historian 

and the voyager” to join in with the comparative study of man.629 Those who stood forward 

included biologists Cuvier, Jussieu, Geoffrey Saint  H illaire, Lam arck, physicians Cabanis and 

Pinel, chem ist Foucroy, explorers Bougainville and François Le Vaillant and Linguists Destutt 

de Tracy and Roch-Am broise Sicard; this was an inte rdisciplinary group who m et for tw ice 

weekly lectures on the natural history of m an. But a notable event occurred in 1800 when two 

ships, Le Géographe and Le Naturaliste, em barked on  an expedition to m ap the coast of 

Australia. τne of the tasks taken up by the Société had been to prepare instructions for „studying 

savages‟ for the accompanying nine zoologists and botanists. 630  

 

The „observateurs‟ that rose to this occasion to “perfect anthroplogy” were Joseph Marie 

Degérando and George Cuvier w ith m arked differences  in their approach.  Degérando brought 

w ith him  the tradition of the Classe des Science M o rales et Politique and the Ideologue m ethod 

of com parative analysis aim ing at a Science of M an.  He proposed learning locals languages as 

crucial to becoming like their „fellow citizen‟ and open an exploration through Ideologists 

psychology. Savage articulation was “no doubt com posed of sym bols as arbitrary and 

conventional as our own” yet they equally could present the insight into a “beginning from the 

language of action.” Degérando was therefore seeking a bridge from body to mind on the basis 

of sensationalist theory. Observations of social in teraction inform ed the im portant problem s of 

                                                           
627 Ibid XL p254 cf Pickering (1993)p86,  
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629 Stocking (1964) p135 
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questions of liberty and the status of organised re ligion. 631 The image of the „voyageur-

philosophe‟ travelling into the past, accords with Saint Simon earlier ambition of resolving the 

querelle des anciens et moderne through a progressi ve politics. By contrast, Cuvier represented 

the em erging life sciences position developed under  his com parative anatom y, the new 

taxonom ia. H is approach displaced the language deba te and em phasised bodies and their 

structure. Cuvier‟s interests suggested that the voyagers should make sure to visit the places 

where the dead were buried to obtain skeletons, and  m arked the significant difference in 

approach em phasising the epochal shift that happene d during these years. 632 In the event, it was 

François Peron who joined the expedition. He noted how racial differences in the com bined 

geological and zoological data indicat ed that Tasm ania and Australia had split geographical ly 

before they becam e populated. This led to  a radical interpretation through the view that rac es 

were „aboriginally‟ distinct thereby foregrounding the racial difference that marked the end of 

the myth of the noble savage as the seat of a „mysterious history.‟633 The advent of a new 

anthropology and can be associated w ith the reactio n against the egalitarian optim ism  of the 

Revolution.  

 

This gave the new anthropological basis grounded in  theories of anim ality and inform ed by 

visions of degradation or „aboriginal difference,‟ and were new theoretical choices that appeared 

to the early 19 th  century earlier sustained by the Ideologues approa ch. The possibility that 

suggested itself through the new anthropology was p olygenism  and a theory of innate difference 

that took its evidence from  the study of skeletal s tructures equating visual cranial differences 

w ith m ental differences opening a central problem  f or anthropology until redirected under 

Darwinian theory. 634 However Cabanis physio-psychological approach was prim arily a cultural 

concern and this distinction was precisely why Degé rando was content to leave questions of 

polygenism („lumpers‟ and „splitters‟) unanswered. Such motivations were evident of the 

tradition of a Science of M an, to which cultural an thropology retained its function as a reform ers 

science against the cultural legacy of the past. 635 W hat the new anthropology explains is the loss 
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of a way of thinking, which is what Saint Sim on con fronted w ith an apocalyptic vision; after this 

he took up Positivism  in a m odified form . 

 

Taxonom ic Biology and V italist Physiology  

 

A  sim ilar m otivational shift followed in questions of biological organisation when confronting 

the heritage of M aupertuis, Buffon and Linnaeus. In  debates on natural history at the M uséum  

d‟Histoire σaturelle in Paris from around 179η, Étienne Geoffroy St H ilaire, Henri Ducrotay de 

Blainville and Georges Cuvier convinced fellow  natu ralists to take the m odel of organisation in-

itself, as distinct from  the specific configuration s of living bodies, to be the central notion of a 

zoological taxonom y. 636 In the 1793, Cuvier brought this concept of organi sation to a 

classification in natural history by em phasising how specific configuration of living b odies 

obeyed principles evident as necessary com binations  of organs. Necessity now appears as a 

structural lim it evidently im posed externally and w as read against an internal purposiveness; the 

general logic of the organism s activity was therefo re inscribed on its m aterial form . For the 

nascent biological sciences, these organic form s we re read as the „vocations of living beings‟ in 

an order of nature, the innate integration of funct ion into biological structures that indicated a 

coordination or subordination of life‟s activity. This dem and ed naturalists revise older concepts 

of life.  

 

A  revision of natural history through an im age of anatom ical structure gave the new biologi cal 

dom ain its  classification in terms of „assemblages of functions‟ to be integrated into the concept 

of the organism . Rather than interpreting the whole  as a juxtaposition of organs, the organised 

whole prioritised function over any other direct re lations of visual anatom ical structures. W hat 

Cuvier prioritised in his analysis of structure now  substituted for the discipline that relied on a 

visible resem blance in  the parts; this effected an inversion that priorit ised functional differences,- 

“differences between organs of the same kind are precisely the object of com parative 

anatom y...we are going to take each one of the func tions which we have discussed and 

exam ine...the particula r means by which are effected in different animals.”637  
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However, this classification according to functiona l difference was not unique to Cuvier; it was 

an em erging paradigm  of the day. In fact, Bichat al so lectured on how one organ alone does not 

carry out a function, and that function was the res ult of the labour of several organs.- 

“In the animal economy there are a great number of organs which appertain to several 

apparatuses.”638  

Bichat also indicated that a purely topographical a natom y was prim arily for the use of surgeons 

and artists, im plying that advanced physiology of h igher anim al function fore-grounded a 

„composite function.‟ This distinction paralleled the Museum debate which found its ascendancy 

from  the turn of the 19 th  century where com posite function served to confron t the theoretical 

problem s associated w ith the doctrine of vital prop erties in organic m atter.  

 

Com posite function was the new theoretical paradigm , but this em bodied further conceptual 

choices well illustrated from  the perspective of th e m useum  debate. Jean-Baptiste Lam arck 

joined M uséum  national d'H istoire naturelle as a pr ofessor of zoology in 1793. W riting in 

Hydrogéologie (1802) he used the term  biology follo w ing the Greek ȕȓȠȢ refering to a m ode of 

life (a fulfilled life) and indicated a status of t he living through its actions or vocation. But the 

early biologists were still contending w ith the her itage of Greek science which derived ideas of 

life from  the sign of life com m on to m an and anim al s; ȥȣȤȒ, as illustrated by what Hom eric 

heroes risked in their struggles. 639 This latter term  lent a richness of m eaning beyond  any 

individual presence. But w ith the em ergence of m ore  positive Greek sciences needing greater 

precision after BC 550, they gave the term ȗȫȘ to distinguish life as soul. This was m eant as 

evidence of activity that distinguished it from  the  opposite, inanim ate passivity. 640 It  was a 

distinction that helped explain the dynam ic idea of  the transform ation of m atter in the world 

from  an activity standing behind appearances. For A ristotle, the m ore positive paradigm  was to 

see the anim al as a m achine possessing a soul and, drawing on his m edical knowledge, as 

som ething possessing vitality, m eaning “a thing can nourish itself and grow and decay.”641 In the 
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m odern era, biology that aim ed at expanding its sci entific language beyond the legacy of the 

Greeks, returned to the problem  through an intensified study of natural history towards the e nd of 

the 18 th  century. 642 The problem  of classification was a conceptual pro blem  around the difficulty 

of attributing function to the activities of life. The physiological discipline already confronted 

this from  the m id 18 th  century as Georg Stahl, looking to ground physiology‟s elemental notions, 

proposed a concept of life appearing as a power to suspend its destiny of corruptibility. In this 

way Stahl‟s vitalism proposed seeing organs as being tools with specific ends but in which 

organic function was the unknown m echanism  that att ained these ends. 643 An idea of function 

already looked beyond the sim ple oppositions of pre sence and absence of ȥȣȤȒ; m odern vitalism  

looked to index functions that relate to activities  defined through a concept of natural being. 

W hen Kant drew on this he saw the organised body as  both m achine and organism , but 

distinguished an organic m achine further through it s need to possess a form ative energy on the 

grounds that an organised body was not just organis ed but self-organising. 644  

 

In the Muséum d‟Histoire σaturelle, the nascent biology looked to matrix of the body for a 

concept of natural life. Lam arck outlined his exem p lary study of form  in Philosophie Zoologique 

(1809) as derived from  the distension or coagulatio n associated w ith cellular tissue. In an 

accum ulation and assim ilation in this structureless  gel, Lam arck saw here the origins of organic 

structure that extended as to a discourse on m an wh ose transcendent nature explained why 

dominant races spreads out “into all the habitable places suitable for them.”645 From  this 

anthropological basis, Philosophie zoologique im agined the naturalist as the voyager m oving into 

the past, between the natural and the artificial, a nd beyond the restrictions of language on a 

conjectural basis. 646  

 

Lam arck was answering the question of the observable  order of nature, from  the point where 

nature sets life in m otion and how it is organicall y m ediated. Lam arck does not appear unclear 

about the limits of such a conjectural method; “if science neglects philosophy, its progress will 
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not be real.” The zoological object remains provisionally situated between a productive source 

and the knowledge which m ediates this. He confronts  this as a specific problem , evident in a 

proliferations of secondary characteristics in anim als, through a decom position of the anim al 

series in which he looks for two opposite factors w orking together to produce the anim al form s. 

But one m ust understand Lamarck‟s problem as not explaining a sim ple spontaneity of anim al 

appearance but the historical evidence of events th at have disturbed a regular unfolding of the 

organism . 647  W hat was to be attributed to the observable differe nce that index ed unknown 

„circumstances‟ between milieu and organism? In this, Lamarck‟s thought retained the potential 

for instability in the equilibrium  of living form s which philosophically was a problem  of 

representing anim al developm ent in relation to the concept of world. This necessitates a 

differential concept, or open variable, rather than  a principle that inform s the sim ple rational 

order of a productive of resem blance. 648 

 

There is therefore, a „hybrid concept‟ that informs Philosophie zoologique. 649 This m ay be seen 

as follow ing from  the task of form ulating a new lan guage from  a perspective of an 

anthropocentric biology whose value precedes the ob servation of form . 650 But like Cabanis, 

Lam arck also takes habits as transform ed through rea ctions as m oral values, although he takes an 

inverted approach to its  value in relation to physical form s, - 

“at their source, the physical and the moral are no doubt the same thing. By studying 

the organic structures of the different orders of k nown anim als we can provide the m ost 

impressive evidence for this truth…The influence of the physical on the moral has 

already been recognized. But it seem s to m e that we  have not yet given sufficient 

attention to the m oral on the physical itself.”651  

The question that Lam arck appears to be explaining is how physical actions, “habitual and 

energetic,” can coordinate a power to transform - to “stand in opposition to herself.” In this 

sense, it would be false to attribute to Lam arc k‟s biology an explanation of transmission of 

acquired characteristics, this was a new biological  problem  that appears for Darw in w ith 
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biological hereditary. 652 By contrast, Lam arck is answering the question of t ransm ission of traits 

which rem ains tied to a m oral question, and never b ecom es fully divorced from  the question of 

history. Lamarck‟s Transformism confronts the historical problem  of an archetypal Original Si n, 

as well as the inherited experiences of Greek think ing, rather than the future scientific problem  

derived from  Darwinian hereditary.  

 

Lam arck therefore shares w ith the writings of Condil lac a sense of science confronting the 

weight of the past. This m eans both a critique and extension of Cartesian rationalism  whose 

am bition is to extend a querelle des anciens et des  moderne through the radicalism  in positive 

knowledge. From  this perspective Lamarck‟s adaptation is preceded by an evidence of a „need,‟ 

and cannot be restricted to what we would now consi der a biological or physiological concept. 

Rather it  is tied to an idea of a task or project that relat es to a w ider social idea against which 

m odern science had to m ake its stand. The nascent b iology was still characterised through an 

idea of nature associated with the debate of Adam Smith‟s thinking of supply and dem and. In the 

wake of the Revolution and before industrialism  too k root on a large scale, the rhythm  of 

workers and the function of m oney was, in France, p receded by an idea of a natural order in the 

political and econom ic sphere, this wa s upheld by the Physiocrats under a doctrine of the l and. 653 

Adam  Sm ith had been known in France since 1777, and  four translations of The W ealth of 

Nations had been published between 1779 and 1802. S uch ideas were further spread in France by 

Jean-Baptiste Say through Traité d’économique Politique of 1803 and this shared the cultural 

background in which Lamarck‟s biology was a developing discourse. This discourse confront ed 

the problem  com pacted into a debate over what const ituted „natural ‟ being. As the Science of 

M an was already fragm enting into the new positiviti es during the first quarter on the 19 th  

century, it left an inherent conflict in the ground ing of a w ider socio-political knowledge and this 

appears parallel to  what was taken up by Saint Sim on after 1814. 
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Saint Sim on, Socialism  and Nouveau Christianisme  

 

The context of 1814 was that Saint Sim on m et August in Thierry and began working together on 

their industrial system . The problem  was how to sub m it a political system  to an autonom ous 

knowledge which could act independently of national  governm ents. Saint-Sim on now cam e to 

see the econom y as dynam ically transform ing societi es and relegating governm ents to secondary 

im portance, a radicality he associated w ith the dyn am ism  of em erging industry, autonom ously 

establishing new divisions in opposition to old feu dal structures. The principle idea behind this 

was that hum an productivity links the world through  a power of spontaneous organisation. 654 In 

the wake of the Napoleonic crisis, w ith a political  necessity in the face of loom ing catastrophe, 

Saint-Sim on no longer took liberty as an individual  quality. A t issue was the force by which the 

group could represent them selves, the quality that expressed the „assemblage of forces‟ in the 

collective group. On this level, the question of m e diation becam e an im portant m oral question of 

representation. 

 

Saint-Sim on is a m oralist but one fram ed by the rel ativity in hum an knowledge. M oral actions 

are social activities rooted to specific historical  situations. W hile there was no classless society 

for Saint- Simon, nor strictly any „natural‟ modes of division in relations between individual, 

society and environm ent, there was the m oral m an. T o be in tune w ith the forces of history, not 

m erely a speculator of ideas, but rather som eone wh o acts w ith the correctness of a historical 

consciousness, like an intra-organic function w ithi n the social body. Social classes were not 

static, but followed life cycles related to their e poch and passed from  birth through to death 

under a dom inant class. A  dom inant class represents  the m ode of being for the whole of society 

through their ideas and desires, expressed through their powers of organisation. This m arks a 

break w ith Ideologue thinking as Saint-Sim on focuses on the struggle of idea s now becom e a 

class struggle. It is a distinction that reflects h ow dynam ic m odes of m odern industrial society 

becom e stripped of scientific specificity for Saint -Sim on. The m odern individual appears 

dissolute in the flow of history. H is Positivism  fi nds its task of realising an assem blage of 

knowledge of the world which can m easure up to the forces of history. In the crisis society Saint 
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Sim on saw class m em bership as driven by a variety o f unnatural, random  and extraneous 

circum stances, derived from  inherited wealth or spu rious birth rights. Under these conditions, the 

value of a synthetic philosophy acts against the di spersion of history. Society run through w ith 

diverging, yet „natural‟ forces, are something to which all are exposed.655 

 

On this basis, industrial values were cham pioned as  the expression of man‟s inner drives seeking 

an outlet through an exploration of the world and t he transform ation into non-hum an objects 

subjected to an im position of the hum an w ill. In 18 19, Saint Sim on was working on 

L’Organisateur w ith Auguste Com te as his secretary. Th e struggle between m odes of being was 

the class struggle and a concept of labour now appe ars as an excess of m aterial force, as 

som ething psychic, against which the idler seem s de stined to enfeeblem ent and death. 656 This is 

not, however, to be taken in any narrow sense since  L’Organisateur also discovers that these 

industrial values extend to the poets, m usicians an d painters. Such aesthetic roles are 

com plem entary, even necessary, as a supplem ent to s cientific knowledge which has a dangerous 

tendency to particularise. The artist upholds an ae sthetic power which Saint Sim on understood as 

a capacity distinct from  the analytical power of m a them atics and the physical sciences. Perhaps 

this reflects his seem ing disappointm ent in scienti sts lack of vision as com m ented on in M emoire 

sur la science de l’homme and Travail sur la gravitation universelle. Equally  a generation of 

rom antic poets, not blind to an encroaching crisis of m odern tim es, articulated the capacity that 

was crucially sensitive to man‟s moral health and the looming dangers of history. Saint-Simon‟s 

response to th is  quest for the problem atic knowledge to confront th e m odern situation, like m uch 

of 19 th  century French thought, was the search for m ediati on between synthetic and analytic 

m odes of history. Saint Sim on represents this as th e residual task under a legacy of the Science 

of M an. 657 

 

Saint Simon‟s earlier secretary and collaborator, Auguste Comte later emphasised his own 

version of Positivism , delim ited to the transform at ion of m etaphysics through the prom ise of a 

m ore autonom ous know ledge. This was a later diverge nce from  the interest in the industrial 
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system . Saint-Sim on, however, does not ultim ately a ppeal to logic but to a faith, at least as an 

aesthetic principle of unity. 658 W hat Saint-Sim on turned to industry to provide bec am e, toward 

the end of his life, achieved only through an imaginative „quasi‟ mythical form of a new religion. 

An em pirical precedent can be identified here. In t he wake of the revolution Saint Sim on had 

seen the proliferation of various religious cults, indeed m any leaders of such revolutionary cults 

were known to him  personally. He had observed first  hand how synthetic religions swept into the 

void left by the Catholic church. From  this observa tion, an anthropological principle which 

needed som ething m ore suitable than the haphazard i deas of the cults, a Science of M an 

recognised the provisional and functional tool, lik e a universal gravity, of representing the 

suitable psychological structure for hum an consciou sness.  

 

In his final years Nouveau Christianisme (1825) too k up a concept of the greatest universality 

“which man have ever put into practice.” Following a dialogue between a conservative and a 

reform er, this was understood as som ething of which  the 18 th  centuries had an “exalted 

conception,” something demanded of the human race which “is not confined to imitation.”659 

The social physiology of Memoire sur la science de L’homme addressed a unity as a scientific 

project, bu t abandoned this in his later career in favour of a m ore explicitly aesthetic principle. I t 

was a shift that looked necessarily to techniques e xtended as a political tool and this grounds the 

continuity in Saint Simon‟s thinking. 

 

The Two Cultures: The Cri tique of Bichat‟s Physiology 

 

A  further shift beyond the physiological tradition cam e from  François-Pierre M aine de Biran , 

however he still discussed the possibility of a Sci ence of M an now seen as an experience of 

w ill. 660 A lthough M aine de Biran died in 1824, this legacy was also the source of dispute w ith 

particular significance for Comte‟s Positivism during the period of the July Monarchy (1830-

1848). By experience of w ill m eant the production o f evident actions and reactions expressed as 

laws of the body, these were to be presented as a p sychology which som e understood to be a 

                                                           
658 Ibidp245 
659 Saint Sim on (1966) 23 pp96-192, Saint Sim on (1964)  p81- 83 
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science of the soul. De Biran had earlier concluded that an “immense gap that subsists always 

between two sciences,” namely those concerning the physical and those of the moral.661 As an 

early ideologue, he had exchanged ideas w ith the m e dical circles frequented by Cabanis, Destutt 

de Tracy and Bichat in the years around 1800, and i n 1803 and was even awarded a prize by the 

„Classe des Sciences Morals et Politiques‟ for hihs text L’influence de l‘habitude sur le faculté 

de penser. 662 But by the 1820‟s De Biran rejected the contem porary m edical discourse seen as 

dominated by “certain physiologists” who derived a method of division from Bichat‟s 

classifications. This was because such m ethod s were seen to efface internal realities of functions  

of the w ill; the physiological m ethod of division l ed to arbitrary distinctions of an increasingly 

abstract character.  

 

M aine de Biran therefore prioritised autonom ous sta tes of experience in relation to what he geld 

as a unique source of knowledge. Such a source, in his 1812 text Essai sur les Fondements de la 

Psychologie , appeared influenced by Hume‟s problem of causation, yet De Biran was also 

follow ing a vitalist tradition after M ontpellier m edicine. 663 From the latter‟s legacy, he held as a 

physiological unknown, as an elem ent of which expla nation always falls short, which grounded 

his em pirical priorities by fore- grounding a „fait primitive.‟ This reflects the special 

epistem ology that describes a physical causation, b ut also understood as an internal experience at 

the level of the body. W hat De Biran approached as a Science of M an was therefore a „new 

language‟ given to relations of exterior im pressions to inter nal experience and which was set out 

as a criticism  of Ideology.  He m oves w ithin a broader em pirical tradition w ith va lues attributed 

to the „fait primitive‟ at the origins of intellectual operations, consequently holds the particular 

status in relation to the question of the m oral and  the physical. De Biran implies that the „fait 

primitive‟ can be the real basis for scepticism in relation to knowledge of physical organisation 

of the anim al sensitivity as evident life beyond th e particular. This was given to Descartes as a 

point of faith, and posed by Condillac from  the poi nt of view of the receptive subject. But the 

status of a „fait primitif‟ in human knowledge was the object of an understanding for his Science 
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of M an despite ultim ately rem aining inaccessible to  a form alis ed knowledge. 664 The „fait 

primitive‟ was therefore initially introduced negatively by dem ons trating against Cabanis a lim it 

to the experience of the physical through intellect ual relations to phenom ena, and for criticising 

Bichat as confusing the term s of sensibility and co ntractility in relations to a subjective 

functioning of an ego. This critique focused on the  question of what is attributed to physical 

properties in their equivalence to psychological ph enom ena. Hence, De Biran takes Bichat‟s 

classifications as purely nom inal, em phasising the confusion around the use of the sign in  

designating vital properties. 665  

 

This m arks a distinction between a sim ple affectati on, w idely associated w ith the legacy of 

Condillac‟s statue, and the perception as a power for action. De Biran saw this as a questio n over 

the use of Condillac‟s sign and a general confusion specifically associated w i th the legacy of 

Bichat‟s classifications of habituated functions. Recherches physiologique sur la vie et la mort 

described the awakening anim al m aintained through d egrees of sensible difference derived from  

a continuous organic base as two different states o f sensibility. 666  De Biran looks to explains 

what an ego perceives as a distinct experiences of two orders of perception, voluntary and 

involuntary. 

 

Bichat prem ised experience as originating either in  organic sensibility as an exterior force 

relation, or w ith the possibility of a judgem ent de rived from  w ithin an animal sensibility. This 

was com plicated, however, by the classification whi ch further divides into two reactive orders of 

organic contractility and animal contractility; the  latter is identified w ith voluntary m uscular 

m ovem ent, although left as a generic term  intended to explain the seat of sensory-m otor action as 

understood to be produced under cerebral influences .667 De Biran‟s point is that Bichat‟s 

classification splits any system atic unity behind a  single principle of action am ong the various 

functional differences apportioned to the parts of the body by his anatom y . By contrast, the „fait 

primitive‟ represents a power that can initiate and continue autonom ous m ovem ents, and  behind 

this assertion he foregrounds the free potential of  the anticipations of the consciousness of the 
                                                           
664 M aine de Biran (1949d) p195-197, p208.  
665 M aine de Biran (1949c) p39- 40 
666 Ibid p48 
667 Ibid p50- 51 
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m ind which is necessarily attributed to broader fac ts of the organism  in general. De Biran is 

suggesting that Bichat‟s general method of division subordinates perceptions in the hum an 

consciousness as potentially analogical to physical  properties in the m aterial body. From  this he 

asserts that the physiological m ethod is lim ited in  relation to general form s of hum an knowledge. 

It is a lim it that is m aterial and the physiological discourse is  sim ply unable to span it. 668 De 

Biran defines, as a distinct domain, an „empire of the soul‟ transcending Bichat‟s classifications 

of properties in Recherches physiologique which im p ly the psycho-physical parallelism  between 

two essentially different natures. 

 

De Biran points out in Nouvelles considerations sur  les rapports du physique et du moral de 

l'homme, an essay from  around 1920, that in the ear ly 19 th  century physiologists were attributing 

to muscular organs properties understood as „special modes‟ of sensibility and taken as evidence 

of universal facts of natural life. Physiologist us ed these facts to explain transm ission and 

continuation of im pressions and offered them  as ont ological notions unfold ed from  a concept of 

the organic life of sensation. T he „fait primitive‟ upheld a limit against such a notion of 

sensation, but M aine de Biran ‟s legacy was to open a dom ain which could stand as a  m odern 

doctrine of the spirit. 669 

 

Radical Positivism : Auguste Com te  

 

Maine de Biran‟s critique was therefore seen to open the dom ain for a psychology of the „human 

spirit. ‟ This was understood as a particular notion of freedom  taken up against physi ological 

reasoning. The philosophical legacy was taken up du ring the period of the July M onarchy (1830-

1848) by Auguste Comte‟s notable adversary, V ictor Cousin who associated this w ith a true 

Science of M an,-  

“any sound philosophy is the study of human nature….the Science of Man, 

psychology, is certainly not all there is to philosophy but it is the foundation.”670  

                                                           
668 Ibid p53 
669 Ibid p44- 48 
670 V ictor Cousin (1840) Preface cf W .M . Sim on (1965) p47. 



207 

 

As Cousin understood it, this was a Science of M an that had been obscured by the successes of 

the physical sciences as the scientific spirit had overstretched its authority. But by exam ining 

reflections of phenom ena from  the perspective of th e hum an m ind, Cousin fram es the practice of 

„psychology‟ as the preliminary study mental processes in the discipline of observation. This 

em phasised the distinction between soul and body. T here was, however, also a cultural 

significance during the period of the July M onarchy  as Cousin was a liberal defender of 

constitutional m onarchy which he approached in the spirit of com prom ise between absolutism  

and dem ocracy. Cousin becam e a sym bol of the educat ional establishm ent to which he took up 

the task of the “rescuing of the youth” of France from precisely from the excesses of abstract 

scientific reasoning. 671  

 

Auguste Com te specifically took up an antagonistic relation to such psychologist-philosopher 

defenders of a Science of M an. H is basis for this w as an epistem ological practice to which all 

individual liberty appeared as som ething of a m irag e. In this respect Com te also followed a 

Cartesian strategy, one which understood science as  a universalising form  of praxis m oving 

beyond what he saw as an outmoded practice of contemplation. Comte‟s primary struggle can be 

characterised as th is  transform ation of his perceived pre-scientific leg acy, to  which his Positive 

phi losophy meant taking a historical relation to social thinking; “we always labour for our 

descendants,” says Comte, “but under the impetus of our ancestors.”672 Comte‟s problem was 

prim arily historical, and he was suspicious of Cousin‟s psychology as subduing the radical 

im plications of m odern scientific knowledge on the basis of spurious ontological claim s.  

 

Com te was particularly contentious over claim s m ade  for observational experience and the value 

attributed to a practice of observation. In this re spect, Cousin reserved certain privileges for 

philosophising, nam ely prioritising the study of ex perience over a strictly theoretical approach to 

physical laws which should be understood in relatio n to the values outlined by Descartes 

M editations. 673 But Com te saw this as „symptomatic‟ of a deeper commitment to a privileged 

                                                           
671 W .M . Sim on finds this regularly stated in Cours d’histoire de la philosophie modern also in Leçon sur le 
philosophie de Kant. Another notable influence woul d be Hegel whom  he m et in 1817 according to Pinkard  (2000) 
p381 
672 Com te (1851)Vol 4 p34 cf Scharff (1995) p10 
673 Cousin (1826) xiv cf Scharff (1995) p24. 
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m etaphysical notion of m an. Against this, the radic al aspect of m odern thought was understood 

as scientific m ethod, the tool for pursuing another t ask, nam ely th at aspect of Descartes whose 

praxis seeks elim ination of a residual and outm oded  m etaphysics. Descartes invested critical 

powers in the standards of a praxis and, from  this perspective, Comte found Cousin‟s psychology 

to be a regressive „manoeuvre‟ deliberately opposed to the tools of science which he thought 

were employed against the “groundwork of gross and mischievous quackery.”  The true 

im plications were of a radical Positivism . 674   

 

The radical dim ension was an epistem ological strate gy that aim ed for a m ore autonom ous 

„organic approach‟.675 A fter 1822 Saint Sim on and Auguste Com te started w orking together on 

Du systéme industriel and were focussed on the cont em porary social debates of the day. Saint 

Simon‟s approach to De Bonald, the Counter Revolutionaries and a laissez faire criticism 

lim iting intervention of the state has been discuss ed above. By way of contrast, Com te wrote that 

“there is no liberty of conscience in astronomy, physics, chemistry and physiology…”676 He was 

certainly familiar with Saint Simon‟s earlier M emoire essay, and Burdin‟s theory of the sciences 

going through a conjectural phase; Comte‟s perspective in Du systéme industriel was to ground 

positive ideas in what later becam e fam ous as the l aw of three stages.-  

“Because of the nature of the human mind, each branch of hum an knowledge is 

necessarily obliged in its advancem ent to pass succ essively through three different 

theoretical stages: the theological or the fictive stage; the m etaphysical or the abstract 

stage, and finally the scientific or the positive stage.”677  

It  is the law of the three stages which is intend ed as a dynam ic perspective on the distinct regions 

of knowledge which in them selves can only be descri bed from  a static point of view. 678 Comte‟s 

dynamism therefore maps a history through the “famous theological and m etaphysical dogm as of 

optimism” which had earlier offered “very useful ways of reasoning.” Without explicitly 

identifying a value to  „use,‟ Comte‟s defined the battleground for this Positive reasoning. 679  

                                                           
674 Scharff (1995) p27,  W .M  Sim on (1965) p48. The qua ckery com m ents in Cours trans. M artineau, Com te 
(1893)Vol. II p136.  
675 Com te in Du Systéme Industriel Vol ζ „Appendice‟ pζ7,ζ8 cf Pickering (1993)p19η 
676 Ibid p53 cf Pickering (1993) p196 
677 Ibid p77, 101 cf Pickering (1993) p199- 201 
678 This defines Comte‟s approach for Lévy-Bruhl (1903) p69 
679 Du Systéme Industriel Vol 4 „Appendice‟ p116 cf Pickering (1993) p207 
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Com te was a m ore accom plished reader of science tha n Saint Sim on and also well versed in the 

M ontpellier tradition of m edicine. W hat constituted  an organic approach divided them  during the 

writing of Du systéme industriel as Com te favoured stricter scientific grounds for overcom ing 

diverse intellectual and ideological political reas oning. In this respect, his epistem ological 

approach can be seen as aim ed against individual po litical m anoeuvring, but w ith a practical 

aspect that retained an ethical value attributed to  a living whole. Such ethical necessity appears to 

require a certain resistance to effect a full development towards a „natural outcome,‟ which 

meant Comte‟s concept of a mean seen as a „regularisation of spontaneous evolution‟ in the 

series of oscillations around a m iddle line. 680 In this way, Com te was straddling contem porary 

theories from  the life sciences and m ediating diffe rent m odels for an approach that aim ed at 

delim iting a m ultiplicity of unknown variables whic h appeared as philosophical problem s.  

 

As a philosophical strategy, this sum s up an am biti on to substitute a scientific relation for a 

m etaphysical relation. Like Saint Sim on, Com te also understood philosophy as a synthesis that 

presided over a hum an point of view and in this res pect he sim ilarly follows the legacy of an 18 th  

century project for a Science of M an. But Comte‟s tools are prim arily drawn from  the new life 

sciences w ith the aim  of producing a philosophy of superior concepts, against philosophies 

attributing readym ade concepts to an innate source in the hum an m ind. But it  is specifically 

taken up against the contem porary philosophies of c onsciousness (Cousin) and Com te follows 

this w ith a particular line of post-Cartesian epist em ology, as differential theories of science as 

m irror of an approach rooted in m ind. Both approach es are therefore look beyond pure sciences 

that offer non- historical, logical or strictly universal principles. Comte‟s distinction notably 

focuses on the new bio-m edical sciences, identified  as radically distinct dom ains progressive 

overturning any strictly m athem atical physics. 681 On this basis, it has been suggested that 

Comte‟s differential theory inaugurates an epistemological tradition in French thought and can 

be seen as replacing a search for ontological groun d w ith problem s attributed to the processes 

that inform  concept form ation. 682 Com te tried to define this both historically and r egionally 
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through taking sciences as a privileged m ode of pro duction of knowledge both for developm ent 

of m ind and extending to w ider social political dis courses. 

 

Cours and the Project for a Positive Philosophy  

 

Comte‟s Cours de philosophie positive is prem ised on the ra dicalism  of Descartes because 

historically this m arks an epistem ological shift aw ay from  ancient thought towards the „real.‟ 

Com te also follows the historicism  of Condorcet in his claim that “the human minds progress is 

the progress of the individual mind…a direct evidence of that of a general mind.”683 Abstract 

epistem ology, unified as a collective m ind, prom ise s a transform  intellectual life against an 

“intellectual anarchy” of his time.684 This  radical shift marks a difference “between us and them” 

(meaning ancients and moderns) where “new analytical views” resulted in the symbolic practice 

of m odern science which m arks the transform ation of  representation and the sign. 685  

 

Cours takes this prim ary distinction from  the m oder n concept of force, as abstracted from  an idea 

of motion itself, which is its effect. The modern concept gives the understanding of “compound 

movements,” distinguished from the ancient idea of supernatural agency: m odern science 

understood virtual velocities through a m athem atica l sign that grounds a different cosm ological 

view. But the m odern problem  is  com plexity at the lim it of what m echanics could es tablish as 

abstract laws, the problem  of m odern m echanics was therefore lack of knowledge. W hat Com te 

was tackling therefore was a need for special knowl edge to displace this lack which an older idea 

attributed an „actual‟ inertia. Modern mechanics lacked through its failure to define other 

“inherent forces” evident in the spontaneous activities of “a range of substances up to those at the 

highest organisation.”686 Such thinking distinguished the belief that these would be displaced 

through the future sciences and Cours retained this  belief as the principle driving its central 

problem atic. W ith inertia, m odern dynam ics had the im plicit recognition that the principle of 
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684 Ibid p11 
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inertia marked the shift to the „new language‟ of motion,687 but this is intim ately tied in w ith a 

principle of relativity, des pite being is expressed in σewton‟s Principia as a law. 688  

 

The cosm ological science described by Galileo incor porates the observer w ithin the „essentially‟ 

m athem atical approach. For sim ple observations, ine rtia appeals to actual concrete phenom ena, 

yet as a law, it  presents its profound philosophical problems. While σewton‟s third law of 

dynam ics describes a lim ited reciprocity observable  as equal action and reaction, the first law 

(inertia) is the conceptual tool, whose abstraction  is given in its sym bolic aspect. 689 Kant took 

this principle to ground any observational statem en t but this m eant that, approached em pirically, 

it should be taken as a psychological fact rather t han a physical one, a purely inductive principle 

whose value was that of an interpreta tion. This was what Galileo interpreted of „the great book 

which lies before our eyes,‟ which was written in mathematics.690 In Comte‟s era, inertia was 

understood as the relativity that needed a „special epistemology.‟ To define an inertial fram e, or 

fram e of reference, relied on a perspective, ideali sed in som e way, on the aggregate of bodies 

from  which to derive a position of rest. This ideal  gave the axiom  of know ledge in the relation to 

the system . Comte‟s epistemology aspired to extend a m ore physiological principle as a form  of 

praxis. 

 

From  the Inertial Fram e to Re-linking a Series  

 

Cours addressed this as a problem  of organic phenom ena that follow ed from  the historical 

dispute between m etaphysics and physics. A t the sta rt of the 19 th  century these entered a new 

positive phase; this m eant becom ing freed from  thei r relation to the m edical arts through a 

delimited concept of life freed from “metaphysical abstractions.”691 Follow ing the success of 

m odern dynam ics, the new threshold was between inor ganic/organic phenom ena. But this was 

m erely seen as a regional difference, dependent on dom ain; as the inorganic sciences were less 

inter-dependant, sim ple organic properties of tissu es were seen as com plexly linked to their 

                                                           
687 Ibid p94 
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m ilieu. This indicates a relation that varies as one ascends “the ranks of the organic bodies,” 

m eaning in proportion to the diversity of their fun ctions. Reciprocally, this indicated the power 

of the organism  in m odifying its m edium  which also rose in proportion. 692  

 

Cours took the concept of reciprocity as axiomatic for a “truly philosophical” revolution. He 

credited Bichat w ith defining how the physiological object can be constrained to regions “proper 

to living bodies” as made evident through organic functions. However Comte saw Bichat‟s 

concept of life - the „sum of functions that resist death‟ - as conceptually problem atic and 

potentially irrational. 693 Rather he accepted biological existence was prem is ed on an integration, 

rather than a resistance, and to this end noted that Bichat‟s definition suppressed certain elem ents 

“necessary to the general idea of life.” Here is the general idea by which Cours dem onstrate s a 

curious relation to Bichat; he was seen as exem plar y in the field of m ethod, but described his 

definition of life as an incom plete positivism . 694  

 

This curious split reflects an assessm ent of the da y. It is significant that Com te readily adopted as 

a m ore com plete definition, one derived from Saint Simon‟s friend, the zoologist and naturalist 

Henri M arie Ducrotay de Blainville. Com te had atten ded his course in com parative physiology 

from  1829-1830 695 and was influenced by de Blainville‟s description of life as a „double interior 

movement, general and continuous, of composition and decomposition.‟696 In his 1822 text De 

l'organisation des animaux: ou Principes d'anatomie  comparée, De Blainville described his 

views on the principle constituents of a science of  organised bodies to be studied from  the tw in 

perspectives of the static and dynam ic. This Com te interpreted as a biology that com bined 

anatomy and physiology by distinguishing organic form s from  other inorganic objects; the static 

observes m atter in its com binations, i.e. its struc ture and the exterior form  as the effects of its 

m atter, while the dynamic looks to describe process es of com position and accum ulations, 

decom positions and destruction. 697 De Blainville‟s biology was therefore describing a concept of 

                                                           
692 Ibid  p299 
693 Com te (1893) p298-299 reflects the attitude of his  era.  
694 Ibid  p298- 299 
695 Noted by Canguilhem  (1994) p237 
696 De Blainville (1822) Prologomena‟ §ζ p1η-16  
697 Com te (1893) p302 



213 

 

bodies existing in nature whose differences in dura tion resulted from  a com position of elem ents 

which could resist decom position.  

 

This followed an original idea of the animal series derived the anatomy of Vicq d‟Azyr, an idea 

that took organised bodies as displaying properties  of binary associations which represented their 

essential differences from  inorganic bodies. W hat e m erged in the series was the display of 

harm ony in the continuity of its existence. From  ce llular tissue, m odified at base, to production 

of organs as the structures existing in them selves,  these were the com positions attributed to a 

norm  of life. Notably, De Blainville was an anatom i st and taxonom ist and also followed Cuvier 

in seeing exterior form s as distinct and visible ev idence of dynam ic results of forces of nature. 

The combinatory state was a possible state, structurally visible even after the organism‟s 

death. 698  

 

Blainville‟s resulting synthesis of ideas strongly influenced Comte. The a priori concept of 

harm ony between organism  and m edium  indicat ed the conditions of existence that m eant 

continuity w ith an environm ent and understood as a possible state am o ngst states,- 

“necessary harmony…whose unity of subject is one of the chief philosophical beauties 

of biology.” 699 

This was an aesthetic value that related a strategic value derived from  the contem porary natural 

history as extended to an organic hierarchy. Com te understood the sign to index som e undefined 

principle of unity behind the “combinations within the great diversity of actual modifications.”700 

In Cours, the organic series gives this value to the biological concept, “very like mathematical 

analysis of th e indefinite series.” Biological concepts find their isomorphism with developmental 

of com plexity, to represent its  idea in the abstract. 701 

 

As a philosophical position, Com te related this pri nciple in life to a principle of knowledge. H is 

am bition was to define the lim its of what hum an kno wledge could attain in a cosm ological sense 

which was his transcendental aspect. He equated this w ith a double interior series, m irror ing two 
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principle branches of natural philosophy - astronom y and biology - because these represented 

two types of m otion, which delim ited the virtual tr ajectories w ithin knowledge against which a 

creative m ind could expect to develop its praxis. T he philosophical justification for this 

reasoning was the historical evidence of force behi nd ancient theological notions that related the 

vital to the celestial. Com te upheld this as a rudimentary „method‟ yet he followed it  as a 

productive relation in considering it as „positive force‟ “at the source of knowledge.”702 It  was a 

positive source driving m odern knowledge which gain ed power through m ore positive concepts 

extended as intellectual habits.   

 

Comte‟s real theoretical problem is the mediation of different epistemological strategies dealing 

with the difficulty of the biological object. This is exem plified in his relations to the biology of 

Lam arck and its organic series that trac es m ovem ents between identity and difference. Lam arck 

followed a strategy of recom position, of re -linking a series of ideas in the continuous im age of its 

transform ation, a strategy that drew on a general concept of nature, which was m etaphysical, but 

understood as a necessary „fabulation‟ for extending conceptual unity to an evident whole. 

Com te, in turn, saw the strategy justified although  outm oded as a m etaphysics of nature. 

Lamarck‟s metaphysics was no longer relevant for the start of the 19th  century as the 

m etaphysical struggles w ithin later biology and a g eneral theory of classifications which 

Positivism  adopts was the “last battleground” between the old philosophies and the new. But the 

organic series was the concept by which Lam arck succ eeded in the term s of his day; it was a 

zone of fabulation and conceptual synthesis that Po sitivism  would subject to a transcendental 

m ediation.  

 

Likewise, Com te also recognised as prem ature any def initive shift from  a general anatom y given 

through a m odern taxonom y. Here, he was also follow ing the M useum  debates which was the 

reason why in Cours, a taxonom ic biology was seen a s a source of ideas of relations between 

organs and funct ions. But Comte saw this under a tendency “to fall into a state of antiscientific 

adm iration when they find that the conditions and t he ful fi ll ment coincide.”703 It was the relapse 

into crude em piricism , open to barren and irrationa l reaction, evidence of older theological 
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influences, which the Positivist project m oved agai nst. However the evaluation of a true 

synthesis of biological concepts harnessing a produ ctive source upheld a necessity of “scientific 

fictions” for imagining organisms and the ideas of or ganisation which were “incontestably 

superior.” This latter aspect reflects the prerequisite of Comte‟s transformism as a legacy of the 

sciences of the revolutionary era. 704  

 

The legacy was of productive recom bination and synthe sis of transcendental ideas. The value 

Com te ascribed to his positive m ethod indicates why Bichat‟s triumph was seen as his general 

anatomy, the exemplary success identified as “rationally reconnecting the normal condition with 

a notion derived from the pathological.”705 Bichat delim ited on evidence the tissues and re-li nked 

them  to the distinct functions in the organs of the  body. Com te took its success as the production 

of a dynamic concept which can penetrate “the essential web of every organism.”706 Bichat‟s 

regional approach to phenom ena was an exem plary ana lysis of indistinctness, “the sole basis of 

vegetable and perhaps lower animal organisation.” The decom position into distinct and separate 

units Comte calls a „biotaxy‟ which precedes a general coordination of the series and its 

extensions towards synthesising a logic of life. It  therefore stood as a suitable method of „natural‟ 

division for Positive philosophy. 707 Comte‟s identified this as an exemplary method but had a 

selective appreciation of Bichat which avoided the lingering problem atic in his concept of life. 

 

Biotaxic Philosophy: Anatom ical Events and Biologic al Norm s  

 

The organic paradigm  was derived from  an objective application of thought follow ing the 

perpetually increasing com plexity; this expressed an inherent logic im plied of a biological series. 

It was a conceptual source of the „figures‟ of action, its  philosophical value extended beyond any 

strictly scientific knowledge since the latter was susceptible to perpetual m odification. But 

conceptual justification for the biological analogu e was idealistic in a sim ilar way to a 

physiological norm . This was why Com te was looking for a figure or sign of a norm  which is,- 
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“perfectly analogous to the development of the individual, at least in its ascending 

period,”708  

This is the re ason why, com pared to Lam arck, Com te discussed how C uvier could uphold the 

idea of an organic hierarchy only in an “imperfect way.” Since for Lam arck, the prim ary 

problem was the representation of the whole, envisaging the „idea of the series‟ preceding the 

„idea of species.‟ Although both were dependant on observations of identity and difference, the 

universal series for Lam arck was prem ised on a conti nuity of function in the thought of the 

whole – the series is itself an im age of ascendancy. Com te im agined a long determ i nate 

succession of organic states, as the visibly produc tive aspect that facilitates a lim it ed 

transcendental thought for a general discourse. As visible ground of “real natural law,” this was 

what Com te was looking to regulate from  a particula r philosophical perspective. 709 

 

W hen Comte claimed that Lamarck showed “by far the profounder conception of the organic 

hierarchy,” and that Cuvier misconceived it,710 it is a com m ent that is instructive of Comte‟s 

am bition. This is quite independent of the specific  opinions on perm anence or variation of living 

species which divide Lamarck and Cuvier. Comte‟s argument was that reading the series in 

relation to a general knowledge, rather than its pa rticularity as a science, supported a form  of 

knowledge to which Com te has a philosophical com m it m ent. However he was scientifically 

dismissive of Lamarck‟s transformism, objecting to the division by anatomical elements rather 

than its particular functions, and equally the “immeasurable” time aspired to by biological 

transform ism  was a problem  on the grounds that even  an initial disparity would be corrected by a 

“laws of the fundamental equilibrium.” Although Comte grounded himself through De 

Blainville‟ organic stability,711 scientifically it was Cuvier who he saw follow ing the m ethod 

premised on the equivalence between species in the abstract, namely the „biotaxic unit‟which 

was an idea that conformed to Comte‟s idea of the biological analogue whose abstract 

characteristics em bodied the criticality of a m odern science. However, it is Lamarck‟s method 

that carries the speculative idea of nature and whi ch lends its  philosophical com m itm ent for 
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Com te in that it necessitates governing “the passage from the abstract to the concrete.” Here is a 

practical aspect of im plem enting the significance t hat reciprocally could m aintain the stability of 

m odern discourse in the face of a regressive m etaph ysics. Both Lam arck and Com te shared the 

fight to which strategically biological concepts su pport a broader task. This also explains why it 

is the ascending differential orders of organic and  anim al functions that give the m odality its 

philosophical potential which Com te wanted to exten d as conceptual possibility. 712  

  

M odes of Action: V ital Science and Biological H isto ry  

 

Comte‟s philosophy followed this bio-dualism  as an idea-sign w ith a dialectical history. The 

analytic and synthetic traced out as a struggle bet ween vitalism  and m echanism  gave his 

philosophy its strategy of integrating possibilitie s of m apping the vital state in general. It 

followed an analytic, “from the impulse given by Descartes,” to school of Boerhave, against a 

synthetic activity evident in the school of Stahl, which Com te considered the m ost scientific 

form ulation of a m etaphysical dim ension to a genera l physiology. The em erging idea 

apprehended in the transformation from Van Helmont‟s „archeus‟, to Stahl‟s „soul‟, to Barthez 

„vital principle,‟ represents “sound philosophising;” it lacked only “for want of the requisite 

practice” which what Bichat‟s substitution of properties for forces introduced. This is the ev ent 

where a physiological heritage intersects with modern anatomical studies, opening the „mapping‟ 

of the vital to the Positivist enterprise. 713 

 

Com te was follow ing the am bition of transform ing a spurious psychology through a 

confrontation that focused on a positive “theory of sensations” traced back to the brain. This was 

a domain as yet in the grip of the „metaphysicians.‟714 To extend positively a positive concept of 

vital „modes of action‟ meant, for Comte, a relation between anim al function to intellectu al and 

moral phenomena, the higher functions of the „human.‟ In this context, „human‟ distinguished 

itself from  the anim al order, which constituted Comte‟s strategy of convergence with the older 
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Science of Man which he dubbed „the noblest scientific notion.‟ This was a philosophical 

alignm ent w ith certain socio-political am bitions, a n am bition to effect a,- 

“…a transformation which can safely be considered as possible only by transferring to 

the whole species, or at least society, the prim iti ve end which in m ost cases of anim als, 

is limited to the individual or at the utmost the family.”715 

This idea represents a capacity, between an intelle ctual ideal and evident anim ality, which 

Positivism  looked to integrate a m etaphysics of m or als. A  recurrent them e for Com te was a 

perspective on hum an life as a dorm ant intelligence  which appears interm ittently evident against 

its anim al disposition. The latter had spontaneous, im pulsive and energetic qualities that needed 

directing, less the rational anim al than an affecti ve anim al, whose positive aspects had a power to 

synthesis higher functions if form ally realised. Th e disciplinary task was of transcending the 

brute; this m eant the transform ation of the ego. Comte‟s strategy to realise this capacity could 

now be attributed to biological existence.  

 

What is clear is that Comte‟s biological capacity always retained a certain cosm ological 

perspective in its conception. Biological being was  both cosm ic and vital. Im m ersed in history, it 

em erged between the principle of inertia and a univ ersal affinity which aim ed to displace 

anim ality over a biological horizon. As the transce ndental horizon of an ego, it had m oral 

attributes that radically departed from the „innate‟ Scholastic categories attributed to faculties of 

m em ory, im agination and their norm s of judgem ent. C om te was looking for functions that 

appear only as degrees of the wider notion of organic phenomenon. These were “necessarily 

variable,” and a “proportionate activity” that Comte was following in the search for a modern 

epistem e with a particular historical departure fro m  Cartesian thought. 716  

 

This history that retained a notion of artifice and  m odal separation which can be seen as derived 

from  certain extension of Co ndillac‟s sign.717 On the one hand, the sign was the tool from  which 

to form alise a transform ation of the ego and its fr ivolity; on the other, it was to introduces a 

radical scepticism  which is the ethic that transfor m s the m oral aspects of Positivism . This 

                                                           
715 Ibid p368-369 
716 Ibid p386 
717 Foucault describes this strategy that holds as pos itivity, a certain critical aspect which leaves dis course on m an 
“as a truth both reduced and promised.” Foucault (1970) p320 
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Positivism, following Comte‟s ambition, em bodies a „paradox‟ derived from Descartes; of 

science formalised against the „old philosophy‟ in which Comte invested certain values derived 

from  the lim ited physiological knowledge of his era , which was inherently tied to the legacy of a 

Science of M an. W hen Com te took these up as scienti fic values against those who, in his 

opinion, intended to m aintain the older doctrine as  a particular form  of m etaphysics, the positive 

spirit m eant a long philosophical struggle from  Pla to onwards; in his own tim e, this was 

identifies against the latest manifestations of „interior observation.‟718 Against this thinking, a 

certain scepticism  operated to effect the separatio n prior to a transform ation opening a new and 

m ore positive dom ain.  

 

Com te attributed to Bichat the possibilities of suc h a dom ain from  the science of the body 

substituting for a m etaphysics m an. Bichat offered an exem plary transform ation through his 

„special reasoning,‟ an epistem ological shift positively unfolding the org anic source. W hen 

Com te looked to such „special reasoning ‟ it was to transcend an interm ittent or discontinuous 

character in anim al life. The body displayed activi ties m ade into repetitious habits which can be 

“sufficiently prolonged at suitable intervals. ”719 This interm ittent character contrasted w ith the 

continuous nature of the organic phenom ena. But ani m ality was also seen as progressively 

absorbing discontinuous sensations to effect the co ntinuous organic functions of living being and 

this gave an im age of habituated repetition that gr ounded an organic base. Com te took the 

concept of organic transform ation of voluntary acts  into involuntary tendencies as anim al habits 

brought into the “remarkable regularity” of the inorganic world. The body becomes like them , 

„periodical‟ from the cosmological perspective - “the theory of habit is a sort of appendix to the 

that of intermittence, and like it, due to Bichat.” This comment indicates the relevance of 

Bichat‟s anatomy for Comte as a prom ise of m apping the w ider dom ain of vital phen om ena.720  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
718  This would refers to the scientific legacy that Pla to praises of H ippocrates in Phaedrus 270 B- D  
719 Com te (1893) p376 
720 Ibid   p337  
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Positivism‟s σew Axiom 

 

The Science of M an left the legacy that Com te was l ooking to substitute w ith a social physics or 

sociology. The epistem ological m odel was based in D escartes but Com te saw that as an 

incom plete system  of positive philosophy. 721 It no longer followed a Codillac‟s Logic in the 

relation of synthetic character of a „special reasoning,‟ and downplayed Bichat‟s radical 

opposition, „the sum of forces that oppose death,‟ in favour of de Blainville‟s biological 

equilibrium , a „double continuous movement‟ of composition and decomposition. Comte needed 

a m odel of continuity, of extending a harm onious wh ole, and the grand historical survey of 

science in Cours could further identify Joseph V ict or Broussais seen as uncovering a scientific 

m edicine,- 

“The luminous maxim of M Broussais which lies at the foundation of medical 

philosophy – that the pathological state is m erely the prolonga tion of the phenom ena 

of the norm al state, beyond the ordinary lim its of variation – has never been duly 

applied to intellectual and m oral phenom ena: yet it  is im possible to understand 

anything of the different kinds of m adness if they are not exam ined on this 

principle.”722  

However, this prolongation was already som ething of  a com prom ise for Com te. The particular 

circum stances of this com m ent should be fram ed by hi s aim  of m ediating between the 

„metaphysicians‟ (i.e the psychologists) and Franz Joseph Gall, (the “illustrious Gall”). It is 

significant that this section appears in Cours towards the end of the section on biological sc ience, 

and im m ediately prior Com te introduces the discussi on of social sciences. Broussais appears in 

the text as introducing a degree of theoretical purposiveness to Comte‟s thinking.  

 

By the 1820‟s Broussais was m aking an im pact as the reform er of m edic ine w ith a new doctrine 

that presented a „physiological medicine.‟ Commentators have noted how this made a tabula 

rasa of what preceded him , but som e took this doctr ine as the future of science and Com te w as 

am ong them . 723 Broussais was proposing a new physiology liberated  from  a subservience to 

                                                           
721 Ibid p378 
722 Ibid p393-395 
723 “the new messiah had appeared” Ackerknecht (1967) p62. Canguilhem  also notes that Broussais do ctrine was the 
m edical equivalent of 1789 Canguilhem  (1994) p134 
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visible anatom y; the specific aim  was to avoid the pathological point of view favoured by Bichat 

and the necessity of individual interpretation. Bro ussais developed a „systematic physiology‟ to 

downplay aspects of visibility in favour of a new t heoretical base. O f this new doctrine he could 

declare, “the moment has come where we must tear away the veil…”724 This intended to separate 

physiology from  the “abstraction of words” around vital properties, the vis medicatrix, which he 

claimed „painted‟ abstractions of the human intellect. Broussais also claimed that “such a method 

of philosophising may succeed in politics or diplomacy, is not always applicable to medicine.” 

His task was therefore to “protect medicine from the dangers that threaten her by means of the 

philosophical sect.”725 In this way, Broussais saw him self definitively br eaking w ith the line of 

figurative philosophy from  Condillac, Cabanis, Dest utt, whom  he considered belonged w ith the 

„reveries of the ontologist‟ who,- 

“proclaim that the Science of Man, such as they conceive it to be, alone has any 

pretensions to certainty; w ithout having passed eve n ten years of their life in studying 

m an as a physicians, or knowing him , considered in his organs, living and dead, they 

think that the external observations of the grown m an, is sufficient to explain all the 

phenom ena of the em bryo, the infant and the disease d, the deform ed and the dead, 

subm itted to anatom ical analy sis.”726 

To this end, Broussais delim ited his new physiologi cal dom ain by a m ethod where vital signs 

were interpreted as excitations and irritations ind exing external or internal stim uli. Such an 

excitatory dom ain no longer regarded disease as a f oreign elem ent, it was a deliberately anti-

ontological theory now giving significance to chang es in function, as lack or excess. H e 

succeeded in displacing a concept of disease as an independent entity, giving physiological 

specificity to change in function which was recogni sed as a significant event in the appreciation 

of disease and the new basis from  which to attribut e the possibility of founding m odern scientific 

m edicine. This was notably recognised by the fam ed French neurologist and professor of 

anatom ical pathology, Jean-M artin Charcot. 727  

 

                                                           
724 Broussais On Irritation and M adness Preface, in Ca plan (1981) p358. 
725 Ibid p356 
726 Ibid p359 
727 Jean-M artin Charcot (1825-1893) is noted in Ackerk nect (1967) p68-69 
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Broussais has also been described as holding this doctrine as an “instrument of warfare.”728 In 

this respect, the similarity of Broussais to Comte is instructive; Broussais‟s polemic was aimed at 

the ontologists of the m edical world as Com te was f ighting the ontologists of the philosophical 

world. This appears to have suited Com te as Broussais system atic physiology was introduced in 

opposition to a physiology of observation. From  thi s followed certain consequences, notably 

those outlined by Georges Canguilhem . 729 But it was not the m edical consequences of Broussa is 

theory that seem ed to have struck Com te but his sou nd positive m ethod that produced the m odel 

he was looking to extend,- 

“The only eminent example known to me of sound hypothesis in biology is M . 

Broussais in proposing the m ucous m em brane or the a lim entary canal as the seat of the 

so called essential fevers. W hether he was m istaken  or not is not the question. H is 

hypothesising being open to unquestionable confirm a tion or subversion, it gave a great 

im pulse to the study of pathology in a positive m an ner and it w ill stand in the history of 

the hum an m ind, as the first exam ple of a spontaneo us introduction of a sound 

hypothetical m ethod into the positive study of livi ng beings, a m ethod derived from  the 

regions of astronomy.”730  

This cosm ological aspect follows an axiom  that can be traced to what Broussais lacked in basic 

conceptions of thresholds of biological system s. He  conceived as directly correlating in a 

continuous dom ain of excitations, the tw in influenc es of environm ent and brain. The ensuing 

difficulty was in distinguishing qualitative effect s from  quantitative differences. The 

consequence was that this distinguished itself from  the earlier therapeutic m edicines that relied 

on interpretations through doctrines of pleasure an d pain. Canguilhem  has described this as 

embedded in Broussais‟ doctrinaire motivation against Bichat. It can primarily traced to the 

reception of Reserches physiologiques sur la vie et  la M ort which distinguishes relations 

between physics and physiology as continuous and di scontinuous phenom ena. 731 But, as 

Canguilhem points out, this was succeeded by Bichat‟s Anatomie Générale which he saw as 

setting „a trap‟ it offering the systematic possibility of extending qualitative variations in tissue 

activity from  the zero degree of intensity towards a whole organism . To see Bichat as an attem pt 

                                                           
728 Ibid p75- 76 
729 Canguilhem  (1989) p42, p47 
730 Com te (1893) p319-320 
731 Bichat (1827) 1:7 §1 
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to coordinate physiology as a physics, m otivated by  delim iting pathological variation in tissues, 

suggests the idea that all physical alteration shou ld be considered phenom enal and significant. 732  

 

The weight of his doctrine gave Comte‟s later perspective in System of Positive Politics where a 

discourse on man has been withdrawn from the „metaphysicians‟ of inner sensation,733 There are 

two curious points that Com te carried forward into social thinking; firstly, that he should 

form alise a system atic from  the doctrine of Broussa is who specifically differentiates his practice 

as physiological in a narrow sense. And secondly, t hat he retains the concept of m ilieu, taken as a 

space for differentiating structure and composition, whose parallels is with Lamarck‟s image of 

nature despite Com te already identifying this as m e taphysical. But w ithout these two aspects, 

Comte‟s Positivism  and its possibilities of a progressive transform ati on, would not be possible. It 

points to the fact that Com te had recognised biolog y as preserving som ething of a m etaphysical 

spirit over the inorganic sciences since that each living being always em anates from  another 

living being. 734 This suppressed perspective m akes clear why Com te seem s to have been no 

difficulty in taking ideas attributed to concrete b iological structures, to inform  a structural realm  

of a social and political task. It  was an era of transcendental thinking which lacked  prior 

separation in constructing its dom ains of knowledge . 

 

Comte‟s historical perspective followed his strategic aims of mediating a future between crude 

m echanism s and a scientific practice. Against m etap hysical notions, he extended a notion of the 

„conditions of existence‟ from biological being and the highest expression of this bio-dualism  

extended to a new discipline of sociology. 735 This opposed both an extension of strict logic and  

sim ple reflections of phenom ena in a m ind grasping at essences. W hat is significant, however, is 

that Comte had rejected Bichat‟s theory of death: this followed De Blainville in thinking that 

death did not seem  to be a necessity for explaining  the structures produced by living entities. He 

wrote in his System of Positive Politics that a theory of death “although founded on a theory of 

                                                           
732 Bichat‟s Anatomie Générale is cited on p62 of The Normal and  the Pathological as relating to Broussais‟ model 
of disease that coincided exa ctly with the model of health “from which they differed only in intensity.” Canguilhem 
(1989) p49 
733 Com te (1893) p375 
734 Lévy- Bruhl notes Comte is “feeling the strength and import of Lamarck‟s labours” Lévy-Bruhl (1903) p181  
735 Canguilhem writes, “the matter/life dualism  was the positivist equivalent of the  m etaphysical dualism  as 
extension and thought” Canguilhem (199ζ) p2ζ3 
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life is entirely distinct from it,” demonstrating the extent to which a structural thinking penetrates 

Comte‟s ideas.736 Comte‟s transcendentalism broaches a totality of experience through a 

historical m ind projecting conditions of experience  over historical tim e. H is sociology retains 

this strategically to explain why „becoming conscious‟ of intellectual properties gave him a 

history of the „human‟ as a „rarefication‟.737  

 

This took a perspective from  the old project of a S cience of M an which Com te im plem ented w ith 

a radicality self-consciously drawn from  the new bi ological sciences. The paradox that this 

em bodied a shift from „absolute knowledge‟ to a relative one, as Cours had indicated, and m eant 

that its transcendental knowledge was to be displac ed progressively as the legacy of a 

m etaphysics. But Com te actually extends a particula r m odel of intelligibility (characterised by 

the „Broussais effect,‟) in which science was seen as a practice and knowledge “still in its 

infancy. ”738 It had a polem ical dim ension that stood as future prom ise which m erely fed an inner 

logic driving an em erging technological society in the 19 th  century. 

 
Conclusion  
 

This chapter showed the limits of Bichat‟s ambition for a rational physiology. W ithin its lim it, 

Bichat retained heuristic values of m edical vitalis m  as the practical application of the idea-sign. 

Physiology was not an apodictic science but linked to a practical task of extending the idea of 

life as a practical concept. Bichat‟s vitalism equivocated the status of physiology as an extended 

doctrine on the nature of m an and left a devalued S cience of M an described here through Saint 

Simon‟s pragmatic response; his Positivism was a synthesis supporting the socio-political crisis 

ensuing in the wake of Em pire. By contrast, Auguste  Com te pursued an am bition to extend 

biological discourses as driving a historical proce ss in the transform ation of the m etaphysics of 

nature.  

 

Comte‟s ethico-m oral project had the transcendental am bition for  a dom ain coextensive w ith an 

idea of nature. But the chapter showed the unresolv ed m etaphysics carried over into the early 

                                                           
736 Com te (1851) vol. 1, p584 cf Lévy-Bruhl (1903) 
737 Com te (1893) p354-8, Lévy-Bruhl (1903) p 347 
738 Lévy-Bruhl com m ents on Com te thought of the future  sciences. Lévy-Bruhl (1903)p355 
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19th  century furthered the spirit of the idea as a phil osophical concept of life. In a way 

fundam entally distinct from  Kant, this extended bio logical sciences over a discourse on m an. 

Comte‟s was the reforming project driven by science that eclipsed the practices of Bichat‟s 

generation. This chapter showed how the discipline of the idea-sign served to lim it equivocal 

relations between the vital and the positive. A fter  the m id 19 th  century, the experim ental 

m edicine of Claude Bernard defined an independent d om ain for physiological science separated 

from  a philosophical concept of life. T he last chapter will look at how Bernard‟s epistemology 

re -orientated the perspective on a historical Science  of M an in France at the turn of the 20 th  

century.  
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Chapter 5: The Concept of the Positive: Organic and  Critical  

 

Introduction  

 

The early decades of 19th century saw a dissolution  of the unified project for a Science of M an 

of the revolutionary era. Bichat represent ed the lim it of ideological use of physiology in  this 

project. But after 1870, French philosophy of the T hird Republic recognised Claud e Bernard‟s 

experim entalism  as introducing a new paradigm  for p hysiology , clearly distinguishing between 

determ inable scientific knowledge and what constitu ted a m edical practice. It  represents the 

break in  apprehending „true function‟ in the study of the living. But there is also a paradoxical 

link between this new experim entalism  and Bichat‟s observational practice. This chapter 

exam ines how François M agendie approached the delic ate nature of experim ental procedures by 

constituting a new phenom enology of living function . Subsequently Bernard‟s experimental 

m edicine gave this as the paradigm  for an autonom ou s physiology, separated from  philosophical 

ideas of life.  

 

The link is paradoxical because physiology‟s autonom ous dom ain suppress ed ideal notions of 

norm al and pathological states, re -orienting these from  w ithin. It  distinguished only certain 

functions of life, nam ely those upheld under contro lled „conditions of existence.‟ Laboratory 

m edicine was the radical science that distinguish ed functions of the living from  historical ideas 

of life, such as an ambiguous legacy in Bichat‟s vitalism . But this radical separation was also 

understood as follow ing in a line of em piricism  from  Aristotle: a phenom enology that describ es a 

dynam ic categorical schem a as a concept of nature; this retains a link in  Bichat‟s 

experim entalism . From  this perspective that the cha pter shows how Henri Bergson could claim  

that the significance of Bernard was to  integrate values held of nature as an activity of the 

intellect, in his estim ation a vital orientating fu nction of the intellect. In a late essay he describ ed 

Bernard ‟s „anticipative idea‟ as the experimentalist‟s disposition which was a necessary 

counterpart to a „suppression‟ of vitalism. Both Bergson and Bernard looked to follow precise 

m ethods. This chapter shows how Bergson‟s delimits a new vitalism  in a distinction between a 

„norm‟ and a „real‟ through a tem poral order . But this was precisely to confront contem porary 
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Positivists in  the w ider context of an evolutionary paradi gm where the problem  of norm al and 

pathological took on the perspective of true or fal se divergence. Bergson carried deeper 

im plications of the physical and the m oral behind t his  extended critique of Positivist historical 

form ations which pointed back to disputes w ithin a Science of M an. 

 

The question of whether Bernard‟s physiological dom ain could serve a „new way to a Science of 

Man‟ also appears behind the rationalising m odel of Emile Durkheim‟s sociology. Having 

dem onstrated a paradoxical link between B ichat‟s experimentalism and Bernard‟s interior 

m ilieu, the chapter looks at how Durkheim  broke w it h historical ideas of m an by substituting 

„conditions of existence‟ of m odern life on the eviden ce of loosening of rigid m etaphysics of the 

past. This indicat es the alterity w ithin social logic. But social form a tions historically showed an 

evident lack of objectivity although supporting a c ollective order of things. Conversely, social 

logic rem ain ed open to the intervention by a „special reasoning,‟ a possibili ty  of substitution that 

presupposes a potential for autonom y. This grounds Durkheim ‟s account of a capacity to invest 

w ith positively grounded norm s. He equally presuppo ses an individual‟s capacity for fluid forms 

of intelligibility studied through deregulation or anom ie. D id Durkheim‟s neo-positivism  follow 

Bernard‟s break with vitalism? 

 

This inform s a reading of what Durkheim  relat es to a social system  of signs. Earlier epochs 

protected this as a theological idea and later expa nded into a philosophical project, this chapter 

shows Durkheim  associated this w ith the project for  Science of M an at the start of the 19th 

century. I ts  am bition was to re -evaluate a socio-political dom ain according to a s pecial 

physiology of sensation. But Durkheim‟s real dilem m a can be identified in  follow ing this as a 

vital problem of „norms‟ in modern societies. W hat concept sustains the socio-political world in 

the absence of any knowledge of the normal type? Durkheim‟s perspective on an Enlightenm ent 

Science of M an follows its am bition of apprehending  organic laws, which if properly interpreted, 

“can tell us the secret of the future.” It  dem onstrates that in  the early years of the 20 th  century the 

positive and the vital rem ained open fields of stud y, open to a rarefication. 
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Positivism‟s σew Models of Thought  

 

During the 19 th  century, Positivism  diversified through various m o dels of intelligibility. In the 

preceding genealogy, the system atic legacy of Brous sais was one m odel that was identified as 

the doctrine offered a physiological tabula rasa sh own to have particular consequences for the 

Positivism  of Com te. Epistem ological studies of Geo rge Canguilhem  and M ichel Foucault saw 

Broussais represent an inversion of the observational practices of m edica l ideologues and its  

idea- si gn. By subordinating its em pirical principle to the a xiom atic of localisation there unfolded 

a positivist dom ain of the sign. Foucault has descr ibed the m edical consequences of such a 

practice as delim iting a physiology of ideas; by circum navigating the m ethodical vitalism , which 

Bichat engaged w ith around norm al and pathological anatom y, this reduced the body to a 

continuous dom ain in which “disease exists in space before it exists for sight.” The w ider 

significance was for the “structure of experience which dom inated the 19 th  century, and to a 

certain extent the twentieth…”739 By systematising a „way to see‟ a priori such Positivism  gave 

the m edical gaze a status as new transcendental dom ain. W hen m edical discourse substituted for 

a Science of M an, it was through displacing the use  of idea- sign in the sense used in Bichat‟s 

generation. 740 Georges Canguilhem  goes further to describing this  as offering a return to an older 

philosophy, “almost as old as life itself,” where a transcendental ideal of the Positivist 

eschatology was extended through Comte‟s Sociology.741 

 

Secondly, a quite different Positivism  appeared w it h Saint Sim on. August Com te called him  a 

“depraved juggler.”742 Starting from  the practices associated w ith the li fe sciences, this form  of 

Positivism  effected its  departure from  the Ideological project under an awareness of the shifting 

process of representation during the epoch. The div ergence w ithin scientific knowledge , 

particularly the life sciences during this era, m ea nt a Science of M an could no longer ground 

itself therein. It therefore adopted a m odified for m  of practice necessary to m aintain what was 

understood as inhenrent values. W hat Em ile Durkheim  credits Saint-Sim on w ith is the pursuit of 

                                                           
739 Foucault (1975) p188 , p191 
740 Foucault (1970) p318- 321 
741 Canguilhem  (1994) p247-248,  
742 “the morbid liason of my early youth with the depraved juggler.” Comte (18η1) II preface xv, xvi, cf Durkheim  
(1959) p14 4  
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a synthetic knowledge in the face of an unrealisabl e scientific project. 743 It m eant a crucial break 

w ith Encyclopaedia writers of the 18 th  century, as well as Cabanis‟ generation of Ideologues who 

sustained their project by the possibilities of a n ew science. W hat Saint-Sim on realised was a 

Science of M an had dissipated as a project under th e diverging nature of positive science; but 

this left an equivocation at the avant-garde of knowledge. 744 From  the perspective of a Science of 

M an, he read this a loom ing crisis. This is where D urkheim  finds Saint- Simon‟s strongest 

invocation of what the task and vision is for a Pos itive philosophy; it is no longer lim ited to the 

system atisation of existing sciences but was redire cted into developing a synthetic knowledge to 

be im plem ented from  a practical perspective. W herea s Com te prioritised theory, Saint-Sim on 

substituted the functional concept for a theoretica l Science of M an. Functional extended to 

conflicting discourses over m oral, religious and po litical belief. According to Durkheim , this was 

the aim to “liberate the body of ideas on which the social structure should re st, ” nam ely liberated 

from  the lim its of science. 745 He saw Saint Simon‟s form of Positivism as grounding itself in this 

practical necessity prior to unfolding a synthetic knowledge at th is  lim it.  

 

Thirdly, follow ing the dispersion of the unified ph ysiological basis for the Science of M an, a 

new possibililty em erges through the contem porary e xperiences of the life sciences. Henri 

Bergson described this as a „certain idea of nature‟ and gave its  interpretive operation as the 

central problem  for his Creative Evolution. But it centred on a discussion of m odern scientific 

intelligibility and he criticised contem porary Posi tivism  for having failed to truly apprehend its 

„scientific object.‟746 Bergson‟s text aimed to  m ake evident as an essential activity of science the 

condensation from  a theory of life into a theory of  knowledge. 747 A  few years, later Bergson 

could express this in a more compact way in an essay called „The philosophy of Claude 

Bernard.‟ Here he related that “nothing is more false than the conception of how synthesis 

works.”748 Synthesis was always “something problematic,” yet Claude Bernard was credited with 

retaining this problem through his stand against vitalism. Bergson‟s own focus on the life 

                                                           
743 This is the thesis of Durkheim  in Socialism but al so Ansart (1970) intro p9 
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sciences was seen through the productive aspect of a „certain idea of order‟ attained between two 

ideas, the logic of m an and a logic of nature. He m ade a weighty claim  of Bernard; only tw ice in 

the history of modern science has “the spirit of invention retired within itself, to analyse itself 

and thus to determine the general conditions of scientific discovery.”749 According to Bergson, 

these conditions produce two distinct form alisation s; firstly the abstract science of Descartes, and 

secondly, the advent of a m ethod associated in  experim ental m edicine. In both cases there was a 

confluence of two orders of problem s which he characterises an intersection of „a certain idea.‟ 

He identified Bernard‟s form of Positivism with its precursor, François M agendie. Yet Bergso n‟s 

fidelity appears to com e from  a com pletely opposite  perspective, nam ely one he associated w ith 

a particular idea of vitalism . W hat constitutes the  positive and the vital in the new context? To 

explore this, the chapter w ill focus on the m etholo gical shift which accom panies the em ergence 

of experim ental m edicine that occurs in the years b etween Xavier Bichat and François M agendie.  

 

Physiology itself saw little actually change during  these years, neither in techniques nor in vital 

concepts. There was, however, a m arked shift in the  approach to problem s of observation and 

their interpretations which was subsum ed under the central problem  characterised as the 

pathological perspective of Bichat. Previous chapte rs described this as central to the 

differentiation which lim its visible knowledge of p hysiological objects. It was also characterised 

in Bichat‟s self-awareness in focusing on coordinating observations  and interpretations which 

was seen as central to a m ethodology derived from  h is idea of vitalism . A  subsequent shift led to 

the distinction between m edical practice and scient ific knowledge but by focussing on this 

m ethodology, the chapter dem onstrates the paradoxic al continuity w ithin the status of its 

discourse. 750  

 

Ideology, V italism  and Function in Bichat and M agen die  

 

Follow ing the years of Xavier Bichat ‟s frenetic work, François Magendie‟s physiology 

represents both a break and a shift that further se parat ed physiology from  the Enlightenm ent 

understanding of the discipline. Yet Magendie‟s physiology em erges precisely from  the circles in 

                                                           
749 Ibid p201 
750 Refers to A lbury (1977) p47   



231 

 

which Bichat taught. He began training in 1799 in s urgery under A lexis Boyer, a student of 

Pierre Desault and his form al m edical studies were com pleted in 1801 at the Ecole de M édecine 

de Paris. This m eant that M agendie was one of the f irst generation to em erge from  the reform ed 

institutions in the wake of revolution and, as a co nsequence, he had both clinical and practical 

experience. Magendie‟s attention during this time was focussed on sim ilar concerns to earlier 

physiological projects. H is earliest text, from  aro und 1809, was Quelque idées generals sur les 

phénomenes particuliers aux corps vivans, expressed  the opinion that physiology did not yet 

deserve to be classed w ith the positive sciences. T his follows in the long line of physiologists 

looking for a principle which could organise m ovem e nts by which bodies decom pose and 

recom pose, or explain their actions and reactions. Such a principle intended to account for the 

m eans by which living parts coordinated function th rough the disparate phenom ena of vital 

bodies.  

 

Follow ing from  Bichat‟s tissue theory, Magendie was looking to the nutritive exchanges that 

could ground such vital phenom ena, ideally achieved  at a m olecular level. 751 Crucially, 

M agendie was unim pressed by the elaboration of tiss ue properties, particularly for their 

implications at the animal level; “it is a great mistake to admit vital properties which are 

particular to certain parts of organised bodies.” He identified that this relied overly on a historica l 

doctrine, and was not actually based on observation  and offered this new suggestion, - 

“Suppressing the two vital properties known as animal sensibility and animal 

contractility, and consider them  functions instead,  would be a m ost advantageous 

reform  to accom plish in physiology; then there woul d be a single m anner of 

explaining the phenom ena of life and the study of s cience would be m uch 

easier.”752 

This, in fact, overlaps w ith the later reflections of Bichat who was also considering the 

difficulties of observing functional relations at a nim al level. Observing expressions of vital force 

in the organised body depended on apprehending som e thing directly. To this end, M agendie 

focussed on an assem blage of organic parts, to be d elim ited as the apparatus of particular 

function. For exam ple, sensation was the function o f nerve assem blage, digestion the result of 
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digestive organs. This he understood to be follow in g the new way of classification in the living 

m achine. 753 It also reflected his prim ary concern for the disc ipline of observation; M agendie 

wrote that, “it would perhaps be advantageous to begin the study of physiology at the instant 

when the phenomena of living things become appreciable to our senses.” But in this respect, he 

was also following Bichat‟s ambition to foreground an „event of the senses,‟ in line with Harvey, 

down through Haller. The prim ary difference was fro m  the lim ited anatom ical data that Bichat 

was analysing, and his approach to interpreting a d ynam ical schem a to be integrated as a rational 

synthesis into a functioning whole. 754  

 

In 1816 M agendie, wrote a textbook Précis élémentai re de physiologie in which he laid out the 

principles for the new physiological discipline. Th is reads like a well trodden path of positivist 

thinking; physiology ha d to dispense with its metaphysical tendencies with which it had “a long 

and tiresome romance” and like chemistry and physics, needed to be “reduced entirely to 

experiment.”755 This m ay have been a radical call am ong those of p ositivist disposition in 1816, 

but it was not at all clearly defined what this m eant. Com te had not yet m et Saint Sim on, and the 

clinics only just starting to reverberate under Broussais‟ polemics. At this time, the notable rival 

to Bichat‟s physiology was Anthelme Richerand whose Elémens de Physiologie, first published 

in 1801, explicitly followed along the lines of Haller‟s physiological model, rather than his 

anatom y. It  is instructive that Richerand‟s textbook appeared in  successive publications into the 

1820‟s to becom e influential for Comte despite Comte‟s ambition for the metaphysical aspects of 

science to be expelled. 756  

 

Magendie also retained an idea of the physiological model set forth by “modern 

m etaphysicians. ” This m eant the idea that phenom ena constituting a h um an intellect were only 

m odifications of the faculty of perception and man‟s instincts could be related to his condition of 

                                                           
753 Magendie‟s notes warns the reader that „life‟ for the physiologists of the day meant either “an imaginary being, 
the sole principle of all the functions which livin g bodies exhibit; or with others, it m ea ns the “assemblage of these 
functions”, the sense in which Bichat uses it.” Bichat means to say, writes Magendie, “Life is the assemblage of 
functions that resists death,” although the difference in emphasis should be noted. He then proceeds to question the 
circular logic of the phrase. Bichat (1827) p10 
754 M agendie Quelque idées appendix to A lbury (1977) p 114 
755 M agendie (1844) Preface 
756 Ackerknecht (1967) p71 
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existence. Prim arily this m eant an anim al function,  but secondly it was also a function of a “state 

of civil society.” Magendie‟s early interest was therefore to delim it the sign of these em pirical  

tendencies. This was the, -  

“desire to have a very vivid consciousness of our existence; a feeling which the more it is 

indulged in the m ore difficult it is to satisfy bec ause our sensations becom e weakened by 

habit.....shall we say with Bichat that the passions reside in the organic life.” 757  

Magendie‟s Précis therefore, echoes the particular com m itm ents  which he relates to the 

discussions of sensibility, m em ory, judgm ent. M agen die proceeds, - 

“however this m ay be, the study of understanding does not at present constitute an 

essential part of physiology. The science especiall y devoted to this, is called Ideology. 

Those who wish to study this interesting subject, i n extensio, m ust consult w ith the works 

of Bacon, Locke, Condillac, Cabanis, and especially  the excellent works of M . Destutt de 

Tracy, entitled „Elements of Ideology.‟ We shall at present confine ourselves to some of 

the fundam ental principles of that science. The inn um erable phenom ena that constitute the 

hum an intellect are only m odifications of the facul ty of perception [sensibilité]. If they are 

attentively exam ined, this truth will be easily ack nowledged, which is fully set forth by 

modern metaphysicians.”758 

The point is that, although M agendie expresses doub t over the doctrine of vital properties, he had 

not yet drawn fully apart from the physiology committed to a „scientific‟ concept of ideology.  

 

W hile condem ning phrenology as a pseudo science, M a gendie was specifically focusing on a 

relation between sensations and m otions. This relat ion preceded the distinction between the “cry 

or native voice” and “the acquired voice, or voice properly called so.” The acquired voice, 

com m ents M agendie, is a learned habit whose higher developm ent presupposes a state of social 

existence. This m arked a direct continuity w ith the  subject of his doctoral thesis which explored 

the physiology of the tongue, a study derived from  his ongoing interest in the rela tions between 

the physical and the m oral. To this end, M agendie w as also considering m ovem ents of 

expressive gestures („gestes‟) as an intimate connection to the corporeal organisation of habit. 

Habit was “to motions, what cry is to the voice;” and seen to appear either as acquired habits or 

as social gestures. Magendie was still following Cabanis‟ anthropological thinking, even to the 
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extent of limiting Bichat‟s notion of passion to internal sensations which he proposed was seated 

exclusively in the organic life. 759  

 

There was, perhaps, the m ethological legacy o f Condillac‟s idea-sign, an analytical tradition 

inherently opposed to system atic thinking but which  the D irectoire years lent, as an idea, to 

philosophy, physiology, m edicine and politics to be  built anew on a reliable positive edifice of a 

rational analytic knowledge. One can say that M agen die retained this as a relation to an open 

tradition and his Précis seemingly had no need to define a definite seat to expressive „gestes,‟ 

since phenom ena of internal sensation could be attr ibuted either to the com bined actions of the 

nervous system  or to the brain by the analogy of an  acquired voice. 760 Such a task would com e 

w ith the future science. 

 

A fter 1816, in the wake of the Em pire w ith its ensu ing social chaos, a system atising turn appears 

to have favoured a cert ain aspect of Bichat‟s legacy. This aspect lent itself to a systematic 

approach rather than the provisional approach that depended on experim entation. From  

Magendie‟s copious notes to the edition of Recherches physiologique that he edited, one m ust 

conclude that Bichat appeared to him  as a systematiser. Magendie‟s Positivism, by contrast, 

aim ed at rem aining strictly w ith the analytic tradi tion, intended to m aintain a particular 

com m itm ent to the discipline under the observationa l approach and its m ethod for „natural‟ 

synthesis. But notably this was departing from  the Ideologue legacy which gave the term s of a 

future general science, a unified reason to which t he provisional knowledge was subordinate. In 

this sense, M agendie was also influenced by the gen eration who, like Saint Sim on, increasingly 

saw such an am bition as lacking in credibility. W he n he abandoned this specific aspect of the 

revolutionary sciences, however, it opened a path t o a new and lim ited form  of m edical 

positivism .  

 

Follow ing 1830 and the July Revolution, Broussais c am e to represent the new m edical point of 

view, while Cabanis and Bichat were receding into h istorical m em ory. From  the perspective of a 

Science of M an, M agendie appears as both the link a nd break w ith the thought derived from  the 
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physiological project which inform ed his youth. Thi s project has been characterised by an 

analytic m ethod which prioritised a „certain idea.‟ But it has also been shown to derive from  a 

particular interpretation of vitalism  in its relati on to the physiological object. W hile M agendie 

properly represents a shift in explanation from  vit alism  of properties towards force of function, 

function m eant an expalntion of the power of com bin ed organic activities sim ilar to what Bichat 

earlier attributed to a resistance. By analogy, M agendie was looking to acc ount for this power in  

an organism s nutritive activity,- 

“If it were possible at this time to prove that all phenomena of living bodies can be 

related to nutrition or action, these phenom ena can  be regarded as produced by the 

same force.”761 

By a continuity in the idea of force, M agendie coul d m ove away from  the status which vital 

properties held for the 18th century and the age of  the M ontpellier. This had served a m edical 

doctrine of sensibility and sensation aim ing to acc ount for qualitative differences in the whole. A  

study of function prioritised distinct anatom ical d ivisions as equivalence of function which 

related to distinct dem onstrable activities, eviden t observable relations of force, between internal 

parts. This gave the basis on which the new physiol ogy was being reconfigured.  

 

This also represents a „paradoxical link‟ between Magendie and Cuvier‟s comparative anatomy 

which belies Cuvier‟s opposition to vivisection.762 Both shared an approach to classification 

based on function intended to displace an older ana logical thinking by which the old anatom y 

equivocated the visible evidence w ith a vital idea of properties. 763 Like Cuvier and his 

com parative anatom y, as early as 1809 M agendie was looking for a „true function.‟ - 

“If, for preceding reasons, we do not classify animal sensibility among the vital 

properties, how shall we consider it? As a true fun ction. A  function is the com m on 

end of the action of a certain number of organs.”764 

The question is whether this was significantly diff erent from  Bichat at this tim e. In a series of 

influential lectures of 1801-1802 he also informed his listeners that “one organ alone does not 
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carry out a function; a function is the result of the labour of several organs.”765 Bichat it seem s 

was also concerned how in the past, descriptive ana tom y served as a topography for use by both 

surgeons and artists. He acknowledged as progressiv e the study of the assem blage of several 

organs that contributed to function; he noted that “Citizens Cuvier and Dumeril” were now 

classifying according to function, 766 and even announced that “I shall follow by the same 

procedure, it is the only one which can be adopted in our present state of knowledge.”767 This 

served as an advance on theoretical problem s inheri ted from  the M ontpellier doctrine as 

transmitted perhaps via the anatomist Felix Vicq d‟Azyr or from physician Theophile Bordeu. 

The latter, for exam ple, em phasised that autonom ous  elem entary parts of the living body were a, 

“...kind of separate machine, which contributes in its fashion to the general life of the body.”768 

Bichat‟s analytic physiology took organs as composites of tissues in  which certain properties 

gave a practical system  of descriptive anatom y. It had im plied a basis from  which the study of 

physiological function could proceed.  

 

The historical am biguity is whether this was offeri ng an axiom atic for m ethodological 

recom position of properties, or m erely stood as a p ragm atic guide to m ore general interpretation 

of function. In this respect, one can take it that when Bichat wrote that tissue com posites were 

“the first steps in the study of the functions,” it  was understood as a contribution towards a new 

general physiology. 769 W ithout abandoning this am bition, M agendie m oved b eyond the doctrine 

of sensibility and took this as the starting point for an analysis. In  deferring properties to the 

m ore abstract notion of nutritive activity, he subs um ed the notion of function to  a concept in 

itself. 770  

 

A  general concept of function was dependent was on the „conditions of existence‟ and displaced 

sensibility from  the physiological base. But left t o general circum stances, what a priori could put 

the function into play. A  m ore general idea, theref ore, precedes a description of organs, and 
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substitutes for a sensational field of actions and reactions. By a m ore abstract notion of function, 

the „conditions of existence‟ lent them selves to be delim ited for experim entation , which is 

represented by the 19th century m ove away from  the hospital and into the laboratory. The 

experim ental approach is characterised by establish ing function through delim iting conditions 

and which no longer relied on the observable proper ties derived from  the vitalistic idea held of 

the general property of life. Functions attributed to a restricted field of observation, becam e 

separated from  anatom ical deductions attributed to historically given physiological m odels. W ith 

the prim acy of function in M agendie and Cuvier, the  physiological m odel of sensation, which 

was also the source of observational problem s, was displaced. Magendie‟s particular credit was 

to have opened up new possibilities for a lim ited e xperim ental field as consequences of 

w ithdrawing the physiology of sensation which was a lso axiom atic for the contem porary Science 

of M an. 

 

Experim ental or Physiological M edicine  

 

François Magendie has a curious relation to Bichat. He both praises him as an „experimental 

genius‟ while working to overcome a doctrinal acceptance of his ideas.771 For exam ple, when 

M agendie edited the 4 th  edition of Reserche Physiologique sur la vie et la  mort of 1822, he added 

an introduction which warned against an uncritical approach to Bichat; the accom panying notes 

criticized Bichat directly from the basis of his own work. From the early 1820‟s Magendie‟s 

publications increasingly m ake clear that the study  of consciousness and ideology was to be 

separated from  his physiology, in favour of the obj ective study of the nervous system  through 

anatom ical, pathological and experim ental m ethods. In the notes to Reserche Physiologique, 

M agendie offered a com m entary based his experim enta l work which he considered to be the 

m ore contem porary physiology. Exem plary of what he intends are the comments on Bichat‟s 

exploration of the relation between the brain and l ungs. W hen Bichat set out the prem ise that a 

reaction of the brain is either m ade up of sensatio ns or they are influenced by em otion, passion 

and affection, M agendie intervened in the notes w it h his own sharp distinction, - 
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“These words passion, emotion, affection etc have, I know, real differences in the 

language of m etaphysicians; but as a general effect  of the sensations which they 

express is always the sam e on organic life; and thi s general effect is what concerns 

m e, and the secondary phenom ena are of no im portanc e, I use these words 

indifferently for one another.”772  

This distinction between general concepts and evide nt prim ary phenom ena coincides w ith 

Magendie‟s 1822 publishing of his experiments to support the conclusion that dorsal roots of 

spinal nerves are prim arily associated w ith sensati on, and the ventral roots associated w ith 

reaction. But in 1823 his work was still follow ing a m ethod of experim ental observation that 

used pathological phenom ena identified in the spina l cord prior to delim iting its relation to the 

brain. I n Magendie‟s memoires from 182η, he notes that the observation of cerebro-spinal fluid 

between the spinal cord and surrounding m em branes ( the pia m ater and the arachnoid) could be 

an index to new discoveries, even a new axiom atic, if observed in its norm al state. Two years 

later, in 1827, Magendie edited Bichat‟s Traite des M embranes and held his own findings to 

contradict those of Bichat who had identified the a rachnoid as the serous m em brane of the brain 

and spinal cord. But despite this, Magendie‟s methods of delimiting relations through clinical 

observation and pathological findings were not esse ntially different from  those of Bichat at this 

point. Even by 1838, when returning to this sam e pr oblem  to further his work on the nervous 

system , M agendie returned to a clinical pathological m ethod that aim ed at delim iting norm al 

variation by using a pathological m odel to support ideas of excess and deficiency. The m odel 

was still the m ethod intended to visibly delim it qu antitative variation through pathological 

alterations, as guide to natural classification, since observation al pathology still taught doctors 

what to see. 773 

 

A  m arked shift in m ethod com es when M agendie return ed in 1839 to repeat the original 1822 

dorsal root experim ents. These results had since be en disputed and, upon returning to re-exam ine 

the problem , he introduced a different perspective in to his observational procedure. W hat had 

been thrown into dispute was the value derived of h is vivisection; this led M agendie along w ith 

his assistant, a young Claude Bernard, to rethink t he value of experim ental data through the 
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difficulty of repeating their own experim ents. 774 This m arks the m om ent that forced him  to 

rethink the delicate nature of experim ental procedu res and m oved experim entation towards being 

an unam biguous source of facts. M agendie thereby af firm ed a new procedure follow ing a careful 

experim ental control of physical conditions in thei r relation to com plex and unpredictable 

organic phenom ena.  

 

A  new restricted experim entalism  abandoned the path ological view for a lim ited phenom enology 

exclusively given to observing living function. The  future experim ental m edicine took 

affirm ation of a function attributed to the living as its new priority and this displaced a general 

idea o f life. This represents a reversal of priority that led Claude Bernard to def ine a lim ited 

dom ain for a physiology in which to practice „experimental determinism.‟  

 

Claude Bernard: Defining the New Dom ain  

 

The new dom ain of life, that Claude Bernard studied  was the inner environm ent, now distinct 

from  a cosm ic environm ent. It is this distinction o f interior m ilieu led to a new m odel of 

intelligibility for the life sciences and separated  it from  the pathological view. It is significant 

that Bernard‟s An Introduction to Experimental M edicine, first publi shed in 1865, propos ed to be 

both follow ing in the tradition of the anatom ists w hile having fully abandoning their 

presuppositions, nam ely their concept of life now s ubstituted by a concept of living function, - 

“after dissecting cadavers, we must necessarily dissect living beings, to uncover the inner 

or hidden parts of the organism at work….and without this physiology and indeed a true 

scientific medicine will remain limited.”775  

The significance appears in what he distinguished h is work from : in this respect, Bernard nam es 

Galen as the originator of vivisection but reserves  for M agendie the role of m aking a m odern 

physiology possible as a m ethod of study. He m akes no m ention of Xavier Bichat. 776   
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Bernard intended to distinguish the m odern form  in opposition to philosophical physiology on 

the basis that the latter could only represent idea s of science, but was not a truly scientific 

practice. Representation could not produce „real‟ knowledge of nature. Bernard‟s distinction 

opposed philosophical system atising by a reduction and lim itation of what could be considered 

autonom ous scientific practice, a distinction m ade between the lim it of a concept and the 

scientific lim it of practice. 777 The latter prioritised the practical over a form al  conceptual lim it. 

Such practical priority intended elim inating delusi onal effects that becam e system atised through 

the em pirical reciprocity that followed pseudo-scie ntific practices. W hile opening the dom ain for 

practice, Bernard had to guard against the em pirica l delusions extended m ethodically, and this 

was done by establishing what scientific facts could be taken as „real.‟ A determ inable dom ain 

was therefore defined as the lim ited space of produ ction w ithin which concepts could b e 

considered scientific. 778   

 

According to the Introduction, the inversion to pra ctical priority had certain consequence for 

defining a scientific production. Science could be seen as „successive‟ without being progressive 

in the way which Auguste Comte‟s Positivism  aspired to be. Experim ental practice guar ded 

against adverse effects of habituated concepts subo rdinated by a system atic thinking, and 

Bernard concretely distinguished this from Comte‟s philosophy. A philosophical system  

produces form al lim its, held to have an ossifying e ffect on any experim ental practice. 

Consequently Bernard‟s science was deliberately anti-system atic and worked against what he 

describes as an „encysting‟ of knowledge.779 Bernard‟s therefore can be seen as a form  of 

Positivism  whose central task was to break w ith a p hilosophy of ideas, which he saw extended 

through Comte‟s system. Comte introduced formal conceptual elements (for example prioritising 

a concept of „integration‟ rather than „resistance‟) which had a negative effects on the space of 

scientific production. Bernard condem ned such form a l elem ents as delusional, at worst leading to 

ideologically encroachm ent but certainly it was an im position on the autonom y of scientific 

thought.  
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Although wary of such form al elem ents, a Cartesian elem ent in  Bernard‟s thought is also evident 

in  its  anti-dogm atic sentim ent held against problem s of e m piricism . This follows a rejection of 

the older physiological legacy, to which the new determinism stood for overcoming the „querelle 

des ancien s et des moderns‟ and sym bolised in  the m ove from  library to  laboratory. It serves the 

distinction from  that which Com te was still integra ting from  historical knowledge but which 

Bernard understood as other than science. Com te off ered a history of the transcendental m ind but 

failed to distinguish between the history of m an an d a true dom ain of scientific production. 

Conversely, the separation also recognises a deeply  im personal aspect of scientific practice - 

sim ilar to the anti-hum anist stance that Com te appe ars to follow – but Bernard‟s epistemology 

now gives this as a confrontation w ith the form alis ing obstacle that is the history of the hum an 

m ind. If the laboratory stands for the tribunal of the „real,‟ Bernard now differentiat es this from  a 

continuous history of knowledge which is not scient ific. A  history of knowledge is  understood as 

form alised com m on sense which Bernard saw as a hist ory of opinion. 780  

 

In this respect, Bernard put forward his experimental method as the “negation of all systems.” 

Negating individual opinions m eans substituting the m  with im personal and general theories and 

prom ises an escape from „a way of thinking.‟ This „way of thinking ‟ point ed to a fatalism ,-  

“We never act on an essence of natural phenomena but only on the acting 

cause…this differs from the fatalism on which we cannot act…fatalism assumes 

that the m anifestation of any phenom ena is necessar y and independent of its 

conditions, while determ inism  is the condition nece ssary to the phenom enon whose 

manifestation is free.” 781 

In  the opposition of determ inism  to fatalism  appears Bernard‟s ambitions for a new scientific 

language, alhough one pursued in the strictly lim it ed way. If there was a distant relation to 

Condillac‟s ambitions for a new language, then Bernard‟s scientific determ inism  restricted it 

phenom enally to a dom ain controlled by laboratory c onditions. Of this dom ain, Bernard can 

write “there are only words beyond.”782 The determ inable dom ain was separated from  a zone of 
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undifferentiated opinions, a sharp distinction whic h now prom ised only a lim ited science but one 

finally turned towards universality.  

 

W hat this m ethod rejected in relation to Comte‟s Positivism was its  intention to retain am bitions 

for a universalising project such as a Science of M an. Bernard dispenses w ith such a 

philosophical project for the sake of gaining an au tonom ous scientific practice. - 

“Positivism, like all philosophical systems which it rejects in the name of 

science…has the fault of being a system. σow to find a truth…men of science 

needs only to stand face to face with nature and in  following experim ental 

m edicine, question her w ith the help of m ore and m o re perfect m eans of 

investigation. In this case I think that the best p hilosophical system s consist in not 

having any.” 783   

Philosophically separated from the wider ambitions for a Science of Man, Bernard‟s autonomy 

now took, as a principle of scientific necessity, standing face to face with „nature.‟ He described 

this as “the sacred fire” of the unknown which accounted for a principle of autonom y upheld  as 

the drive behind experim ental practice. It is this drive that m ov es knowledge towards a new 

value in  the diversity of nature‟s phenomena.784 

 

Separating Experim ental Practice Through a D ifferen tial Reason  

 

Faced w ith the diversity of natural phenom ena, an autonom ous scientific drive produces a 

dynam ic knowledge which Bernard defines around thre e further points; i) a m ental disposition, 

ii) the recognition of real difference and iii) the  separation into a knowledge according to an 

internalised reason. - 

i) Firstly, through this disposition, Bernard accou nts for a form  of positive m easure; it 

differentiates m ental attitudes according to catego ries of thinking; rationalist, em piricist, 

experim entalist (characterised by Plato, A ristotle,  M agendie). A lthough this appears not unlike 

Comte‟s law of the three stages (the theological, metaphysical and the scientific), Bernard does 

not present these m odels as progressive. They are r ather different m odes of knowledge. In this 
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they are trans-historical, appearing in the pattern s of hum an thought, as m odes of thinking which 

lend them selves to conflictual ways of being. It  is the difference that Bernard attributed to a 

necessary driving m otor for history. 785  

 

This m odality reinforced Bernard‟s notion that a historical approach to philosophising was the 

way of the „litterateur.‟ Consequently, he proposed a polem ical perspective in  approaching 

history in the active and m ilitant way. This m eant the disposition to write history on the selective 

basis, drawing together elem ents to m ake history th e springboard for the future science. The 

em phasis on selective history was an activity disti nct from  science itself which functioned 

against an accum ulative knowledge. S elective history took scientific „material‟ for a 

conditioning; conditioning was to accord w ith a “hidden phenomenal form,” whose real value 

was in its  task of opposing an unfolded logic rooted only in individual sentim ent  and opinion. 786 

Scientific „material‟ gives history which negates any individual state of m ind. To this extent, it 

differentiated itself both from  feeling and reason,  which were both negative elem ents from  the 

perspective of science. Science is inherently fragm entary and its  task is contrasted with Comte‟s 

project for the science proceeding b y an integration of knowledge and serving to ground a 

Science of M an. 

 

ii) This negative aspect gives the divergent m odel of knowledge that produces differences in 

states of m ind. But since a general knowledge can n o longer be m aintained under a unity of 

privileged reason, Bernard saw his positive am bitio ns for the restricted form  of knowledge 

re tained according to the movement of an “anticipative idea.”787 The anticipative idea was 

understood as giving the a priori attitude for new practice. It  was neither spontaneity nor 

innateness, but rather accounted for the active pro duction of concepts in the observation of 

objective phenomena. Bernard pictured this activity as „injecting‟ an anticipative idea into the 

chain of reasoning.  

 

                                                           
785 Bernard. leçon d'ouverture du cours de médicine cf  Petite (1987) p211 
786 Bernard (1957)p28 
787 Ibid p33 



244 

 

The difficulty is  the status of Bernard‟s „anticipative idea ‟; it is not „purely imaginary‟ but rather 

a disposition given to positive m easure through nec essary relations in  a phenom enal reality held 

of the concept of nature. He uses it to characteris e a particular and lim ited form  of em piricism  

through the disposition that preced es a conceptual form alisation. In this respect, the e xperim ental 

m ethod was understood to extract and transform  a pa rticular reason given only through an 

attitude of m ind which correctly defines the param e ters of a „reality‟ prior to a scientific 

experience. The concept is open in the face of the experim ental event, and functions for the 

experim enter as a suspension of philosophical judge m ents: it can constitute the „real ‟ conditions 

by positively grounding possibilities for a new det erm inable concept. 788 But the determ inable 

concept rem ains relative to the internal relations of knowledge, as retained as m easure against 

the w ider possibilities of their own determ ination.  This is the sense in which the experim entally 

„real‟ was held to exist as “unconscious and relative.” By suspending philosophical judgement 

and being open to a „special‟ empiricism, Bernard aims to displace the rationalism  that extends 

into speculative universals (such as essence of m at ter and spirit, or even inertia). Bernard‟s 

special em piricism  gave m eaning to what he described as the „sacred fire of research‟ which can 

be read as a power of its disposition and attributed to the „anticipative idea‟.789  

 

iii) Finally, this process defines the separation w hich saw experim ental determ inism  opposed to 

fatalism . W hile the latter described a discourse co nditioned by an internalised reasoning, the 

form er activity was productive of a new form al lang uage whose status is an „objective synthesis.‟ 

But it has a lim ited perspective that necessarily d istinguishes itself from  extended 

determ inations, such as historical and philosophica l problem s like the contingency of the w ill 

(Bernard associates these w ith the problem atics in the philosophy of Leibniz). 790 Experim ental 

determ inism  distinguished an „objective synthesis‟ as that which could not produce negative 

results in the restricted dom ain. This was seen by Bernard as the positive „triumph of the 

laboratory, ‟ a sharp distinction of a dom ain free from  the unm an ageable teleological statem ents 

or discussions of freew ill. W ithin the physiologica l dom ain, a laboratory practice sim ply 

dispensed w ith any w ider argum ent to give repeatabl e results under lim ited condition. 
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Conversely it could also be considered positive in its effect of separating what constituted 

transcendental judgem ents from  concepts em erging in  their functional positivity.  

 

The Positive and V ital in Experim ental Reasoning: T he Internal Lim its  

 

Experim ental m edicine therefore distinguished an internalised dom ain from  what Sensationalist 

or observational medicine represented through a „pure‟ Hippocratic medicine. Although the 

latter, acts “essentially blind,” he understood it  to  display „certain tendencies‟ towards 

experim entalism . 791 Experim ental practice aim ed at separating out the productive aspects for a 

physiological knowledge whose dom ain rem ain ed open to enquiry, self-criticism  and 

m odification.- 

“True science suppresses nothing, but goes on searching and is undisturbed in 

looking straight at things that it does not underst and....In m y opinion the true 

scientific spirit is that whose high aspirations fe rtilize them  and draw them  on in 

search of truths which are still beyond them , but w hich m ust not be suppressed, 

because they have been attacked by a stronger and m ore delicate philosophical 

m inds. Has this aspiration of the hum an spirit any end, - w ill it find its lim it? That I 

cannot know; but m eantim e as said above, m en of sci ence can do no better than to 

push steadily forward....”792  

M edical science, th erefore, suppressed a „pure‟ medicine whose necessity was for giving 

explanations. The task of science was a „push‟ to extract from empiricism the elements that could 

stand a priori to verbalism s. Exam ples of such verb alism  c ould be „vital force‟ or explanations 

given to „life‟ itself, which stood as obstacles or prohibitions to doubt . Scientific knowledge 

successively penetrates the nature of the living m a chine and science was itself now m eant as this 

dynam ism .  

 

This suppression has a specific target highlighted by the m ove against the notions of the norm al 

and pathological states. M edicine retains an em pirical tendency for discourse rooted in feeling s 

of com passion and m orality, an adm ixture that lent itself both to the vis medicatrix of the body 
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and extended to religious sentim ents. Bernard descr ibes the discourse on norm al and 

pathological states as diverging tendencies that se t up the internal dynam ics for experim ental 

m edicine which m arked a departure from  a purely em p irical form . He identified H ippocrates 

w ith initiating the scientific approach through the disposition that stands for an „original doubt‟ 

and preceded the m edical understanding whose necess ity was to dom inate and com bat nature.  

 

Conversely, Bernard upheld the example of Paracelsus‟ as sym bolising medicine‟s ambition for 

a universal panacea which was characteristic of an em pirical reaction against transcendental 

dogm as held of expectorant m edicine. 793 This gave two perspectives that characterised what  

experim ental m edicine internalised as a dialectic; this disposition was grounded by the scientific 

concept which internalised this difference. A  diffe rential between states of knowledge was 

therefore a difference internalised by a m ental attitude, now a bstracted and rem oved from  an 

externalised fram e by the „anticipative idea‟. 

 

The Introduction to the Study of Experimental M edic ine depicts an idea of vitalism  as standing 

for „the cheat of words‟ which Bernard was looking to overcom e this in the n am e of a radical 

science prom ising the open dom ain of the functional  concept. 794 But living being was also a 

concept reduced to the „organising idea‟ of its own nature. This concept drew on the 

experimental disposition to displace „words‟ through what its „anticipative‟ idea could uphold. 

The „anticipative‟ idea was therefore a strategy widely recognised as the true „leitmotif‟ for 

Bernard‟s physiological practice even outside the discipline of physiology. Diverse 

contem poraries, such as for exam ple philosopher/psy chologist Paul Janet and 

philosopher/histori an Felix Ravaisson, understood the „anticipative idea‟ in terms of that which 

escaped perceptual experience, yet retained what could stand as potentially „real‟ conditions.795 

Such a virtual concept was understood to have given  physiology its new approach, now 

definitively disentangled from  a Newtonian epistem o logy. A  new concept of physiology could 

ultim ately defer its own knowledge w ith respect to an experim ental outcom e and, as a life 
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science, and this m eant relating knowledge to the g oal oriented activity whose historical 

difficulty was specifically in form ulating an adequate expression for a determ inable science. 796  

 

W hile the „anticipative idea‟ internalised a virtual lim it w ithin a conceptual schem a of its dom ain 

of knowledge, the significance for the physiologist  was this lim it that focussed on the knowledge 

the body, rather than of ideas. The conception of t he „anticipative idea ‟ was therefore not quite a 

disinterested physics. It retains a form  of apperce ption in its necessity of producing a m ore 

effective scientific practice, although separated f rom  an older m edical practice, which was 

understood to  retain a positively „anthropological‟ nature. As the negative elem ent, it is 

dispersive of particular ideas of order upheld as p hysiological norm s, but serves a historical 

separation as a m ethod of production of positive concepts. 797 

 

The „anticipative idea ‟ therefore retained the necessity that serves a judg em ent in the dom ain of 

knowledge. A lthough this was implicitly compacted into a „vital principle‟ in  th e earlier 

physiological discourses, Bernard internalis ed this as an epistem ologically lim it by a reversal of 

priorities. This introduc ed the point where all a priori thinking rem ains susp ect, and from  this, 

Bernard defended the physiological autonom y against  any a priori subordination to externally 

conferred ideas on its  object. In this sense, his central concern was und erstood as the delicate 

nature of producing the positive concept. Bernard w as seen prim arily as internalising a line of 

thinking which, like A ristotle, m eant privileging r elations to  the phenom enal aspects of life prior 

to any discourse. This was Henri Bergson‟s understanding of Bernard‟s „anticipative idea. ‟ 

 

According to Bergson, Bernard had achieved a suppre ssion of ideal relations between a theory of 

knowledge and the theory of nature. 798 For Bergson, he adopted a perspective on physiology‟s 

privileged object that could enabled him to act as if a „certain idea‟ stepped in; “this idea is not a 

force, simply a principle of explanation.” When Bergson wrote an essay, „The philosophy of 

Claude Bernard‟ following a conference at the College de France of 1913, he described this 

perspective as exem plary of how “nothing is more false than the conception of how synthesis 
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works.”799 The underlying m essage in Bergson‟s reading was that synthesis was “something 

problem atic. ” The perspective that Bernard adopted in  his stand against vitalism  was aim ed at 

determining a „certain idea of order,‟ and the internalised lim it indicated to Bergson pre cisely the 

idea of internalising the positive and the vital as pects as a form  of m easure, and m oving beyond a 

sim ple separation of the logic of m an and a logic o f nature.  

 

Henri Bergson: The Problem  of Synthesis  

 

Bergson‟s own concerns are also such values connected w ith the positive a nd the vital. As an 

ongoing exploration into how synthesis works, he fo llowed this in the relation between the 

theory of knowledge and a theory of life and saw th is as the philosophical problem  characteristic 

of „certain idea of order‟ that followed. In his era, this was already identified w ith Bergson when 

he was proposed for the chair of m odern philosophy at the Collège de France in 1899. The 

psychologist Théodule Ribot commented that the question of synthesis “would substitute for the 

classical m ethod of the history of system s with a history of problems.”800 This seem s confirm ed 

when looking at Bergson‟s course titles from the years leading up to his Creative Evolution of 

1908; „Sketch for the history of a notion of tim e in relation to syste ms‟ (1902-1903), „Evolution 

of the theories of memory‟ (1903-190ζ) „Study of the evolution of the problems of 

freedom.‟(190ζ-1905) 801 The question of synthesis reflected Bergson‟s reading of a m odel of 

intelligibility he was developing alongside the con tem porary life sciences. It  reflected on a 

history of concepts which Bergson approached from  a  psychological perspective and targeted 

w ith a positive m etaphysics.  

 

The question of concepts is posed initially around what affective sensations assim ilate in to  

positive m agnitudes. Time and Freewill:  An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness 

gives this as a relation between an intensive sensation , “im pregnated w ith the idea of necessity, ” 

and its extensive th ought, and introduced synthesis through an order of succession as duration. 802 

M atter and M emory then focused on the sensory-m otor  problem  of habituated actions as 
                                                           
799 Bergson (2002) p205 
800 Ribot cf During (2005) 
801 During (2005) 
802 Bergson (1960) p217 



249 

 

extended into fictitious conceptual problem s. 803 In the first chapter of Creative Evolution, he 

articulates concerns specifically as a relation between a theory of life and a theory o f knowledge . 

Crucially this took a physiological expression ques tioned in its  extension to a w ider application. 

The follow ing extended passage indicates how Bergso n was considering the problem  of 

synthesis through term s o f a physiological idea of decom position/recom position . But his 

em phasis was on the activity of decom position as de scribed in term s of the bio-energetics of the 

day, -  

“the opposition of two orders of phenomena observed in living tissue, anagenesis 

and katagenesis ….the role of anagensis is to raise inferior energies to their own 

level by assim ilating inorganic substances. They co nstruct the tissues. On the other 

hand, the functioning of actual life (excepting, of  course assim ilation, growth and 

reproduction) is of the katagenetic order, exhibiti ng the fall, not the rise, in energy. 

It is only w ith these facts of a katagenetic order that physico-chem istry deals – that 

is, in short, w ith the dead and not the living. The  other kind of facts certainly seem  

to physico-chem ical analysis, even if they are not anagenetic in the proper sense of 

the word.…..To sum up, those who are concerned only with the functional activity 

of the living being are inclined to believe that ph ysics and chem istry w ill give us 

the key to biological processes. They have chiefly to do so as a fact, with 

phenom ena that are repeated continually in the livi ng being, as in a chem ical retort. 

This explains in som e m easure the m echanistic tende ncies of physiology. On the 

contrary, those whose attention is concentrated on the m inute structure of living 

tissues, on their genesis and evolution, the histol ogists and em bryogenists on the 

one hand, naturalists on the other, are interested in the retort itself, not m erely its 

contents. They find that this retort creates its ow n form  through a unique series of 

acts, that really constitutes a history. Thus the h istologists, em bryogenists, and 

naturalists believe far less readily than physiolog ists in the physico-chem ical 

character of vital actions.” 804 

This passage shows how Bergson was separating activ e and passive aspects of a determ inable 

knowledge to illustrate a relation to its synthetic  production. This division gives two perspectives 

on living function, as two orders of fact; one orde r given in conceptual term s of the sciences of 
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the day (physico-chem ical analysis), the other whic h necessitat es an adequate knowledge to be 

develop ed (the synthesis explaining biological form ). Bergso n focused on the latter. 

 

The significance behind this passage becom es appare nt when one reads Bergson as reacting to 

his contemporary, the physiologist Albert Dastre, a well known editor of Claude Bernard‟s 

Leçon sur les phenoménes de la vie communs aux anim aux at aux vegetaux . In Dastre‟s own 

writings, La vie et la mort, he passed on a rather m echanistic interpretation of Bernard. Despite 

the m any bio-sciences being discussed Creative Evol ution makes no mention of Bernard‟s 

work. 805 In contrast, Bergson‟s later essay „The philosophy of Claude Bernard‟ emphasised that 

Bernard introduced a m ethod of analysis which under stood a dialogue between m ind and nature 

that could also conceptualise the general condition s of scientific discovery. 806 The significance 

can be understood as Creative Evolution being criti cal intervention against a positivist concept of 

nature. In doing this, it both upheld and extend ed the differences between the w ider 

physiological am bitions, and w ith a specific theory  he intended to establish, nam ely a serious 

dom ain of enquiry beyond a strictly determ inistic s cience. Bergson pursued this by suggesting an 

unexplored reciprocity between experim enting and m e ditating. H e also identified this w ith the 

particularity of physiological reasoning given in the “qualities of a disposition of mind” as they 

appear in the distinction between the physiologist and the chem ist/physicist in the passage cited 

above. Only later did he state that it was Bernard who had condensed such a distinction into the 

conclusion to Introduction to the Study of Experime ntal M edicine. It  is  precisely t he reciprocity 

between scientific problems and their solutions that Bergson‟s later essay characterised as a 

suppressed vitalism . 807   

 

In the essay he described the vital as a disposition which did not  separate observations from  their 

theoretical synthesis by intellectual construct. Th is was a disposition towards knowledge that 

followed a continuous integration of em erging signi ficance through a m ethod of upholding a 

dynam ic schem a, the „dialogue between mind and nature.‟ Both he and Bernard were facing 

sim ilar em pirical problem s, although in different c ontexts; Bernard aim ed at delim iting a precise 
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practice for a positive science, Bergson took this disposition as proposing a new philosophy of 

nature. 808 The concept of nature is  central to Bergson‟s philosophy through the values carried by 

the im m ediacy of experience, and this is sim ilar to  that retained through an autonom ous principle 

that Bernard prioritised in his „anticipative idea. ‟ Bergson, however, thought intuition could be 

given a positive and functional m eaning w ithout bei ng determ inistic. He characterised his 

ambition for studying intuition as “the science that claims to dispense with symbols,” although 

this is  not scientific in Bernard‟s terms.809 H is intuition preceded the effort of interpretive 

operations in advance of an intellectual separation and therefore retained its  necessarily pre-

scientific status, yet Bergson could still insist that this was „real.‟ The status of this „reality‟ 

converged w ith the possibilities which, even within Bernard‟s param eters, appear as problem  of 

synthesis for particular relations that could be co nsidered as natural or positive expressions.  

 

Bergson noted in his essay that Magendie was specified in Bernard‟s Leçons sur les phenomenes 

de la vie as the one who „opened a breach.‟810 This „breach‟ was established by bringing an order 

of physiology and pathology onto the sam e determ ina ble terrain, m aking them  coextensive. The 

practice which ensued gave a new physiology. Bergso n took this as retrospectively justifying an 

experim ental approach for the new positive science through the knowledge that internalised what 

the earlier physiology held as a m edical necessity,  that is, it problem atis ed the vital elem ent. In 

his critique of psychophysics in  Time and Freewill, Bergson ‟s argum ent centred on a relation 

between two different orders of fact, qualitative a nd quantitative, and the process preceding their 

expression. H is sharp distinction between these pro cesses saw Bergson value to what Claude 

Bernard was m ethodically refusing in  h is  dispute between vitalism  and positive function. Th e 

continuity w ith the passage in Creative Evolution a nd the later essay on Bernard is that these 

texts are looking to exam ine how oppositions betwee n determ inable physiological phenom ena 

and their associated phenom enal equivalence bring i nto focuses the difficult problem  of 

synthesis. Bringing these together as positive and the vital aspects of the problem  of life allowed 

Bergson to follow his w ider am bitions through the b iology of Creative Evolution. 
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The Lessons of Darwinism   

 

Bergson‟s ambitions for the problem  of synthesis follow the w ider produ ction of scientific 

knowledge in particular the developm ents of contem p orary biology in Creative Evolution. In 

chapter one the central problem s of biological orde r are presented as problem s of conceptual 

difference to which Bergson‟s argument followed the wide arc introduced by the question of 

synthesis. The strategic division between a determ i nistic m echanism  and a priori finalism  w ithin 

the biological dom ain has a parallel to Bernard‟s division made between determinism and 

fatalism . But the strategic im portance becom es clea r in the final chapter of the book where the 

argum ent opens to the w ider problem s of a know ledge in general. The final chapter of Creative  

Evolution follows a configuration of thought taken up  from  w ithin contem porary evolutionary 

debates to address a philosophical question posed o f how conclusively a Positivistic science can 

be seen to be separated from  its Aristotelian herit age hence there is  a critical aspect to this. 

 

Initially the evolutionary argum ent centres on repe titive adaptations that produce living form s as 

the response to conditions of existence. But the pr oblem  of synthesis now focusses on the 

production of unexpected form s of living beings tha t em body an apparent teleological 

mechanism which bring about an “evolution of future species” which seem ingly converge, or 

becom e coextensive w ith, the w ider conditions of ex istence. But Creative Evolution does not 

fram e this problem  of form  in strict terms of a repetition, but of „replying.‟ Replying indicates a 

synthetic activity that equivocates between acciden t and inner cause, to the dynam ic schem a of a 

dialogue. It  equates am biguities of the discussion of active an d passive adaptation to  

interpretations of natural phenom ena that account f or a convergence of form . 811 On the one hand, 

a passive interpretation was attributed to the Darw inian concept of chance. But another 

perspective sees a neo-Lam arckism  ascribed to an apparently active power attributed to living 

being. 812  

 

The latter is a power understood only through a psy chological register. In the w idest sense, this 

m eant the interpretive value given to an autonom ous  principle behind evident natural 
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developm ent. But Bergson also draws attention to th e shortcom ings of such an active principle 

when ascribing it to a „somatic envelope‟ or given of a „germ plasm.‟ Such a power was equally 

characteristic of a much broader notion which he identified with „habit,‟ and Bergson understood 

habit as so mething „given.‟ The given could therefore stand as a „natural disposition‟ since it was 

necessarily contained under a principle of continui ty. 813 The unity of continuity was a priori for 

som atic cells seen as natural relation to what was given. But in this sense, unity was a vital 

principle that m eant “finds its aptitude,” which can equally be taken as the potential attribu ted to  

germ  plasm  in general. In turn, this can also be he ld as the explanation for what is form ally 

expressed through the germ .  

 

Here was the difficult concept of synthesis for des cribing term s of natural disposition. It 

followed from  what Bergson characterised as the ide a that a theory of knowledge and a theory of 

life are inseparable. The concept of natural relati on is also m eant as a necessary relation and, like 

the lim ited vitalism , can be understood through its  relation to the „anticipative idea.‟ Bergson‟s 

idea focused on what becam e excluded from  concepts of intellectual equivalence (biological 

m echanism , predestination, Radical finalism , etc) b ut encapsulated what constituted conceptual 

and logical thought as a “vague nebulosity.” These are notions that precede what is actively 

conceptualised by the intellect. W hile the exam ples  from  biology see Bergson illustrate his thesis 

of the orientation in ideas is associated through l iving effort, it is effort which explains life 

extending “certain powers” as what precedes an understanding. 814 This idea serves the basis for 

the general theory of synthesis and which stood pos itively for intuition in his theory of the m ind 

beyond its determ inistic aspect.  

 

Bergson‟s limited vitalism was therefore approached through this idea of the c onfluence of 

positive knowledge w ith a concept of life. This avo ided restrictions attributed to Darwinian 

biology of passive tendencies to m aterial variation , but nor did he uphold a neo-Lam arckism  

theory of psychological cause, attributable to a co nscious power of an ego. 815 W hat Bergson was 

describing as the “depth of effort” was not simply given to „will,‟ but was something to be 
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accounted for at the level of function. As a biolog ical function, this was conceptualis ed as that 

which “progresses and endures” by which Bergson gave it  the sense of the vital. But this was not 

lim ited to individuals or single responses, but rat her seen on the general level of the conditions of 

understanding attributed to organised bodies. Funct ion in vital bodies a priori presupposes an 

organising work in  their existence. But the presupposition follow ed the earlier exam ple in  

Creative Evolution of a katagenetic schem a to which  an understanding necessarily attributed its 

evidence of higher positive function behind organis ed existence.  

 

In that passage, the anagenetic schem a raises energ y levels by construction. On the other hand, a 

functioning of actual life is attributed to a katag enetic order which exhibits a fall, not the rise, i n 

energy. If the form er constitutes the functional su m  of organisation itself, it is only as an index to 

knowledge of organisation, the reality of the organ ism  in itself was not given though this 

associative principle, but was prem ised on the diss ociative activity a priori. Bergson took this as 

his central thesis; “life does not proceed by association and addition of elements, but by 

dissociation and division.”816 He qualified this precisely by describing perception as such an 

activity that serv es to  determ ine objects upon which it can act, by discri m ination from  those it 

cannot act on. This is now taken as evidence of the  categories of objects whose necessity is 

indicated by an a priori dissociative base develope d by a „canalising‟ vision of the world. 

Categories are attributed to a sum  of “objects avoided;” when Creative Evolution puts forward 

the fam ous exam ple describing the eye as organ effe cting this canalisation, i t is  seen as m aterial 

evidence of a m ediation between determ inable exteri or objects and their relation extended to 

higher anim al functions. U ltim ately what defines th e positive categories is  ground ed in the 

concept of organised life.  

 

The central argum ent in Creative Evolution follows this relation between an order of knowledge 

and a theory of life. Positive values precede an ev ident synthetic function on the basis of an 

earlier physiological dissociation, but Bergson had  departed from  an account of associative 

functions earlier attributed a sensible soul. By extending his thesis through the m odern 

evolutionary paradigm , and retaining the necessity of selection between a true and a false 
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dissociation, he intended to  dem onstrate how an anticipative tem poral intuition  gave selection its 

w ider biological function. Function m eant different iating qualitative relations around the „fringe‟ 

of the m ental activity through attention to which B ergson had already introduced a notion of 

duration.  

 

The eviden ce of the dispersion of living form s through the evoluti onary paradigm  em bodies what 

is held of duration. It  accounts for the dispositional function of an anticipative idea which 

Creative Evolution gave as intuition. One m ust assu m e that it was for philosophical reasons that 

the power attributed to this constitutive principle  took the discursive form  of the élan vital. On 

one level, the problem  of synthesis attributed to something similar to Bernard‟s anticipative 

notion of an experim ental idea, but extended throug h a discussion of evolutionary tendency to 

dispersion, m eant the élan vital extended well beyo nd any determ inable biological dom ain. But 

the relevance rather, does extend to an am bition for a perspective on the Science of M an t hrough 

its discourse on the physical and the m oral. To thi s end, there is a parallel between a biological 

perspective of a true or false divergence and what Bergson reintroduced as a psychological 

problem  of the norm al and the pathological. 

 

The Norm al and the Pathological  

 

Bergson‟s theory of the norm al and the pathological appeared alr eady in the earlier text of 1896, 

M atter and M emory which focussed on the psychologic al distinction m ade between extrem es of 

m ental states. It  drew heavily  on the pathological psychology of Pi erre Janet who represented a 

positivistic approach to the psychology associated w ith the French Spiritual tradition and the 

legacy of Maine de Biran. Biran‟s approach to the ego was as culmination of, rather as 

foundational to, a theory of consciousness. But a p ositivistic theory of self was m ore directly in 

debt to Théodule Ribot who had developed a theory o f partial m em ories from  w ithin an 

evolutionary fram ework to  distinguish a hierarchy of m ental functions. The h ierarchy reflected a 

psychic order against which adaptive responses coul d be qualitatively developed. 817 Janet 

                                                           
817 See Brooks (1998) p 175. 
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followed this approach to avoid physiological expla nations of psychological phenom ena on the 

basis that a physiology of m ental apparatus should be deferred as the task of a future science. 818  

 

It was an approach to consciousness prem ised on the  idea that languages and intelligent action, 

including organic habit and instincts, were signs o f a dom ain of an extended consciousness. The 

psychic dom ain indexed a sum  of undifferentiated ph ysiological functions as synthesis of 

sensation in the body that gave elem ents from  which  a sense of self was drawn. Consciousness 

was extensive but not uniform  and th e psychic dom ain reflected the m ultiple states of i ts 

com position; from  sim ple sensations, through to com posite perceptions, to higher levels of 

consciousness required for intelligent judgement. Janet‟s approach to a field of subconscious 

activity was through a dom ain of synthetic activity , activity not itself positivitically defined by a 

determ inistic physiological form , but prem ised on synthetic activity which “unites more or less 

numerously given phenomena into new phenomena differing from the elements.”819 W hat 

distinguished psychological functions in  Janet‟s theory was an assim ilation of elem ents that 

required a certain amount of „psychological force‟ for an associative synthesis. Drawing on a 

m ultiplicity of sensations, this synthesis indicate d higher levels of function, while a lack of 

psychic force resulted in dysfunction and m ental il lness.  

 

Norm al function for Janet was conceived as the balance of interpenetrating diverse psychic st ates 

held in an equilibrium  to avoid extrem es. By an unexplained m ental apparatus of association, he 

m ade possible a m ove beyond the problem s of sim ple associationism , since the psych ic  dom ain 

supposed that m em ory was the function of unconsciou s partial recollections. W hen M atter and 

M emory exam in es Janet‟s theoretical apparatus it  focusses on the selection process of this 

association seen from  the perspective of Bergson‟s problem  of synthesis; “we need to discover 

how the choice is effected...”820 In this respect, Bergson was delim iting synthesis from  its 

extrem e states ; dream ing instead of living activity (psychosis), an d of im m ediate acting instead 

of representing (autonom ism ). 821 Bergson saw these prim ary facts of synthesis giving t he 

                                                           
818 Janet (1901) p154, see Brooks (1998) p180. 
819 Janet (1973) p425 cf Brooks (1998)183 
820 Ibid  p164  
821 Bergson (1988) p155 
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undifferentiated ground of past perceptions, to whi ch an active dissociation necessarily preceded 

any theory of recognition. 

 

M atter and M emory proposes the synthesis of percept ion not be seen though si m ple relations to 

elem ents attributed to m em ory, but given through th e effort applied to the dissociation, or a 

power to differentiate, the “nebulous mass” of past experience,- 

“If this perception evokes in turn different memories, it is not by a mechanical 

adjunction of m ore and m ore num erous elem ents which , while rem aining unm oved, 

it attracts around it, but rather by an expansion o f an entire consciousness, which 

spreading out over a larger area, discovers the fuller detail of its wealth.”822 

This  „spreading out ‟ of an undivided order of psychic facts ensures that asso ciation can proceed 

from  the perspective of two interpenetrating m odes at the extrem es of perceptual function; a 

prim ary associations of simplicity that retrieves d irect relations, and a secondary associations of 

contiguity which bring the m yriad of coordinate act ions along w ith the first. D issociation 

functionally separates these prior to grounding a d ynam ic schem a of possible sensory-m otor 

states which represent the functional distribution w ithin the dynam ic lim its of degrees of 

association. Bergson attributes such a distribution  to  the theory of m ental dispositions, or to 

diverse „tones‟ of a mental life and its tensions. This indicates a distribution of states of m ental 

vitality but Bergson also identified this w ith the potential for a m uch w ider dom ain offering a 

“whole psychology as yet unmapped,” through an extended proper study of the pathology of 

associated m ental states. 823  

 

In the dynam ic work of norm al m em ory, which drew on  a historica l concept of the m ean to 

explain different shades of m ental life, Pathologic al states defined a difference in kind at the 

threshold of dysfunction. But since what constitute d norm al function in  the m ind was attributed 

to a concept of “attention to life.” The function of sensory-m otor equilibrium  followed 

conditions of existence as m ediated by the body and  this constitutes Bergson ‟s dynam ic dialogue 

w ith the world as adaptive capacity of balancing future and past per ceptions. It is this adaptive 

                                                           
822 Ibid p166 
823 Ibid p170 
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equilibrium  of states that indexes a w ider sense of reality extending beyond any determ i nable 

questions of m aterial or social world.  

 

Bergson in  this m apping of „reality ‟ through m ental pathologies, therefore proposes som ething 

different from  Pierre Janet. For Bergson, it  implicated a function directed towards the „real,‟ was 

indicated at the “pointed end of mental life.” This placed the central difficulty of the body and  its  

relation to a norm  w ithin the living assem blage of sensation and its m ovem ents. A  positive 

cerebral pathology aim ed to delim it a schem a by which  brain functioned to banished excess or 

deficiency of m em ory. But this was also a schem a that correlated w ith states to be avoided an d 

extended to biological success through its extensio n to a theory of knowledge of the world. 

Hence the concept of world appears as the functiona l result of states avoided, and which the 

power of life dissociates as the ground of recognit ion. W hen M atter and M emory developed this 

as an ontological basis for the nature of duration, a ps ychic dom ain com plicated the relation of 

„norm‟ and „real.‟ From  the perspective of the positive source , „norm‟ and „real‟ com ingle or 

appear coextensive. But these are differentiated in the „fringe‟ of pathology of extrem es, where a 

failure of actualised states, which is a failure of  knowledge, ultim ately is indistinguishable from  a 

death of the body and its world.  

 

The Positive M etaphysics  

 

The reason why Bergson introduced the élan vital in  Creative Evolution can perhaps be seen to 

follow from  what was retrospectively implicated by the essay, „The philosophy of Claude 

Bernard.‟ This states that Bernard does not exclude the „organising idea‟ through elaborating an 

experim ental m ethod and Bergson interpreted this as “restoring under another form a vitalism  

that he was combating.”824 As a conceptual tool , Creative Evolution condensed this w ider 

philosophical argum ent into the élan vital which de m onstrat es Bergson ‟s differring needs to 

those established by the various theoretical m odels  of life given of contem porary scientific 

concepts. Bernard, not m entioned in Creative Evolut ion, was later credited w ith successfully 

avoiding an opposition between the „mechanist illusion‟ and the „vitalist illusion‟ at the level of 

                                                           
824 Bergson (2002) p95 
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m ethod. He substituted this problem  for a different distinction between a „determinism‟ and a 

„fatalism‟ which Bergson did not dispute was the m ethod dem and ed of a m odern science. In fact, 

he adopted its am bition to pursue a precise field o f knowledge.  

 

However, in grounding his intuitive approach throug h a synthesis of m em ory, Bergson 

reintroduc ed the „fringe‟ between such determ inism  and fatalism . He took these as dif ferent 

m odes of knowledge, distinguished between an analyt ic part of intelligibility and another “more 

empirical than „thoughtful.”825 In this way, synthesis appear ed both com patible w ith, and even 

essential to, a scientific concept of life. In the wake of M atter and M emory, Bergson articulated 

his critique of contem porary life sciences through his understanding of Descartes criterion of 

intelligibility. Descartes intention, he said, was the deepening of hum an experience rather than 

follow ing the dream  of universal m aths which Bergso n subsequently took this up through the 

discussions of Creative Evolution. The new biologic al sciences in  the 19 th  century cam e in  the 

wake of both laboratory m edicine and the im pact of Darwinism .  

 

Bergson thesis was that there was no incom patibilit y between a problem atic synthesis and 

Descartes‟ method since the problem was merely one of priority in the execution of m ethod. 826 

Both Bergson and Bernard aim ed at a m ethod of preci sion by dem anding a certain attitude of 

m ind before the object, but Bergson focussed on the  adaptation between experience and 

intelligibility. Follow ing his am bition to develop a w ider theory of psychological states was, i n 

his day, associated w ith the traits to which the sp iritualist tradition in the wake of M aine de Biran 

pursued under a question of the superior faculties of the m ind. But in delim iting a positive 

m etaphysics , Bergson was m oving towards the convergance of a pos itivist tradition w ith the 

spiritual one around an the extended question of th e physical and the m oral. 827  

 

To this end, Bergson was deliberately distancing hi s theory of synthesis from  a psychological 

concept of the unconscious, as well as a fully dete rm ined m aterial dom ain. 828 Rather than 

                                                           
825 „Le Parrallélisme Psycho-Physique et la M étaphysique Positive‟,  Bergson (19η7) II  p142- 143 (m y translation) 
826 “are they conserving intelligibility in the same manner?” Ibid p142 
827 Bergson answering a criticism  of M . Berlot. Ibid p 141  
827 Ibid p142-143 
828 Ibid p142,  
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describing an unconscious, Bergson delimited a virtual „milieu‟ through an inversion of a 

spiritualist dualism  between personal experience an d higher thought. This follow ed his 

philosophical am bition to exploit the strategic pos sibilities for thought in  correlation w ith the 

suppressed elem ent in Bernard. The virtual m ilieu i nserts itself at the extrem es of experience 

where prim acy was given to the force of dissociatio n like a power of the anticipative idea. From  

Bergson‟s perspective, this served the problem  of synthesis when advanci ng into the w ider 

dom ain of the physical and the m oral. The psycho-ph ysiological perspective described a 

necessity of determ inism  by invoking the positive p ossibilities of analogical thought for the 

w ider necessities of action: but the virtual m ilieu  upholds the vitalist problem atic for an 

expanded knowledge in the face of new experiences t hat bear down on consciousness of beings. 

Two separate doctrine s to  be reconciled and accorded proper m easure. M atter and M emory took 

this as the starting point for an accom m odation of interpenetrating psychological st ates which 

equally necessitated an indeterm ination prior to an active constitution of  consciousness . 

Bergson‟s axiomatic was that both monism and dualism were sterile in themselves, they only 

becom e productive at the lim its where these two int ellectual tendencies touched.  

 

This was Bergson‟s perspective for a positive m etaphysics in which he saw the parallel of a 

m odern struggle for the psycho-biologist looking to  distinguish between consciousness and its 

organic support. Beyond psycho-physical parallelism , positively determ inable activities held of 

actual „matter‟ brushes against a vital activities of th e m ind. M atter and M emory circum scribed 

to the work ings of a „sensory motor schema,‟ where thinking difference ultim ately becom es 

subordinated to the clarity of a perception. Howeve r, Creative Evolution took a m ore general 

view to confront what he perceived in  contem porary Positivists as self styled successors  to 

Descartes.  This explains why he followed an extended critique of Positivist historical form ations 

around the project of m odern science to  confront what Bergson understood as deeper 

im plications around the physical and the m oral. 
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Élan Vital and H istory as D issociation  

 

Bergson‟s positive metaphysics lent itself to a confrontation w ith Positivism ‟s perspective on the 

earlier Science of M an. Chapter four of Creative Ev olution differentiates m odes of associative 

thinking from  the perspective of a history of disso ciation by which a positive m etaphysics relates 

a life of knowledge to the concept of life, im plicitl y through the élan vital. H is history 

characterises Greek thought as dominated by a “philosophy of ideas,” the m ode of thought that 

confounds „essences‟ with intentions, but it does describe how effects of thought itself are like an 

„animal instinct‟ moving directly from impressions to „mental designs‟ through simple 

recom positions. But the central criticism of this „direct mode‟ of thinking was that it was evident 

“even today” in what Bergson famously described as the “cinematographical instinct.”829  

 

Bergson is therefore form ulating a critique of contem porary science as being inadequat e w ith 

respect to its own positive am bitions. Having inven ted a m odern sign of relation, science retains 

the tendency to unfold a parallelism  which a positi ve m etaphysics intends to oppose. Such 

inadequacy relates perhaps m ore to what Auguste Com te characterised in a m odern science 

through the shift from  observable genera to determ i ned physical laws. Claude Bernard, in his 

conceptually lim ited way, m oves from  vital function s to physical law which rem ained significant 

for Bergson since it inverts the problem  of scie nce‟s practical activity, and restricts its vital 

interests in relation to the lim its of knowledge. B ut Bernard was not m entioned in Creative 

Evolution. M odern science represents only the break  w ith a sim ple Aristotelian physics and its 

inherent concepts of high and low, described in phi losophical term s closer to Comte‟s 

Positivism . 830 Kant‟s Critique represents the solution of a m odern philosophy but Bergson‟s 

am bition extends beyond a conditional threshold by abstracting from  tem poral instants the 

positive signs for a m ore vital science.  

 

In this context, Bergson describes how it was the m edico-philosophical project of the 18 th  

century that carried over into his era an “incomplete Spinozism or Leibnizism,” or a “cramped 

                                                           
829 Bergson (1944) p341-342,  
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Cartesianism.”831 If this refers to various m anifestations of Positi vism  and the ir  problem atic 

legacy appearing ideologically trapped, this m ay be  because they fail to m ove beyond the 

ambitions of Cabanis‟ era on the question of the physical and the moral,-  

“What is the physiology and the pathology actually assigned to the ancient question of the 

relation of the physical and the m oral, to a spirit  without action, prior the speculations 

which deliver it to this point, and neglected, in t he affirm ations of the savants, all this that 

is not held p urely and simply as fact.”832  

This neglected question on the physical and the m or al now reappears as Bergson real target. This 

is what h e revisit ed this through his thesis on duration, his term s of the norm al and the 

pathological, which are associated w ith a positive m etaphysics.  

 

Despite the difficulties attributed to a principle of intuition, and m ore explicitly the élan vital, t he 

w ider discussion behind Creative Evolution follows this as a strategic „science against 

scientism . ‟ Intuition, for Bergson did not present dissolution as a negative thesis since it served a 

m odern am bition for offering concepts susceptible t o positive verification w ithin an expanded 

schem atic of knowledge. But the w ider im plications of the synthetic elem ent driving a m odern 

proj ect  of the physical and the m oral, and expanded the fr am ework of the new order, had 

particular difficulties extending to a social m ilie u. Bergson did not directly engage w ith this for 

twenty five years after Creative Evolution till his  last book on The Two Sources of M orality and 

Religion. 833 

 

However, in the typology of psychological states an d its theory of synthesis, he did propose a 

vital attribute in relation to signs. In accounting  for the separation of different m odes of 

knowledge, and grounding his cr itique against a calculated unfolding of a „higher reason,‟ 

duration grounded the earlier divergence between th e theory of knowledge and a theory of life. 834 

Here Bergson argued that living experience of succession appeared as a “kind of force” of 

consciousness, like a theory of force tied to an idea of m otion, - 

                                                           
831 Ibid p387 
832 Bergson (1957) p147, p150 
833 Bergson‟s other works can be loosely characterised M ind/Energy essays on a deeper consciousness, Durat ion and 
Simultaneiety as the new physics and experience of life, and Two Sources as the lim its of collective a nd individual 
consciousness.  
834 Bergson (1944) p365- 366 
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“…the universe unfolds its successive states with a velocity which in regard to my 

consciousness, is a veritable absolute…why with this particular velocity rather than 

another?” 835 

This perspective appears in term s of an internal perspective on what w as occluded from  the 

w ider dynam ic range im plicitly existing of other fo rm s of sensibility. The w ider difficulties of 

Bergson‟s intuitional knowledge converged under a unified tem poral perspective propos ed by 

duration. It was his confrontation with the „would be successors to Descartes,‟ which for 

Bergson, m eant an artificial and barren unity of the res cogitans. B eyond the res cogitans, a 

possible unity of objective experience prom ised as future science gave its real problem  as 

shortcom ings of any present science. D issociation a s an active a priori principle, m ade history 

appear as “a kind force” pushing intellectual unity into a psychic multiplicity and, one could say, 

gives the real target in retaining th e vitalist m ethod of intelligibility as Bergson ‟s perspective on 

the older Science of M an. 

  

Durkheim : The Politics of the Norm  

 

Em ile Durkheim  also fram ed his sociology around the  „ancient question of the relation of the 

physical and the moral‟ assigned to a future science. H is starting point was the „social 

physiology‟ derived from  Auguste Com te and Saint Sim on to be gr ounded as a form  of neo-

Positivism . But Durkheim  identified Saint Sim on as the m odern response to the fragm entation of 

the Enlightenm ent Science of M an and the influentia l link undertood as providing a general 

synthesis in the face of „dispersion.‟ W hen he wrote about Saint Simon during the 1890‟s he 

described his strategy as the am bition to “liberate the body of ideas on which the social structure 

should rest; ” Durkheim‟s own project took this as a problem of symbolic order.836 It  gave a 

perspective on a double articulation; that of an im m anent principle of continuity, but also one 

which could be constituted as a social world. Again st the tendency to dispersion, the sym bolic 

order em erged between a „way to function‟ and a „way of being.‟ This shares w ith the earlier 

social physiology the aim of conceptualising “a certain state of the collective mind,”837 which 
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now m eant an account of the social world as an interpenetration of both a real and a rational 

order of things. It  was im portant that this be determ inable for a soci o-political form ations; to do 

this Durkheim  looked to reconfigure the m ediation o f the vital and positive aspects of a m odern 

knowledge in the wake of the new m odels of intellig ibility.  

 

The positive sense that Saint-Sim on dem anded of a g eneral physiology was to  give a special 

epistem ology which prom ised to ground an order of t hings. But in his era this dem anded a 

necessary synthesis at the avant-garde of any posit ive knowledge. Durkheim  also drew on the 

life sciences for an epistem ology and also found it  paradigm atic that there were m ultiple 

simultaneous orders of „natural‟ knowledge which modern man was faced with and accounted 

for a dissolution of a transcendental unity. 838 Durkheim ‟s sociology promised knowledge of a 

new dom ain.- 

“Up to the present thinkers were placed before this double alternative; either 

explain the superior and specific faculties by conn ecting them  to inferior form s of 

his being, the reason to the senses, or the m ind to  m atter, which is equivalent of 

denying their specificity; or to attach them  to som e supra-experiential reality that 

was postulated but whose existence no observation could establish….beyond the 

individual as „finis naturae‟ is the system of active forces, not nominally or 

rationally created, a new field opens up.”839  

Looking beyond the „finis naturae,‟ Durkheim avoided a psychology of the soul by emphasising 

the alterity of social logic from  the individual co nsciousness. This would “…open a new way to 

the Science of Man,” through the claim  that Sociology would bring to consciousne ss, a 

conceptual dom ain of hum an relations, between the l ogic of m an and a logic of nature. 840  

 

The m ain difficulty faced by Durkheim  was for delim iting the order of phenom ena that could 

express such a domain and Bernard‟s physiological epistem ology gave the paradigm  of the  day. 

This was the experim ental m ethod but Durkheim‟s social field was not open to experim entation 

and verification in the sam e way. Laboratory practic e gave theoretical control to 19th century 

physiology where the organic lim it of life determ in ed functions of the body in relation to 
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conditions of living existence. This determ ined rel ations between inner and outer m ilieu; it 

grounded an experim ental science by delim it ed laboratory conditions. W hen Durkheim  

developed his conceptual practice through the attem pt to delim it a dom ain of social facts, it  was 

despite lacking any m eans of externally determ ining  the lim its to a social concept of life. The 

question is, in what sense could this be seen as sc ientific? 841 Like Saint Sim on, Durkheim  was 

aim ing for som ething closer to a therapeutic ideal rather than a fully determ ined approach of 

Bernard. He was m oving in an opposite direction to Bernard by a practice of delim iting a dom ain 

for interpretation rather than a determ ination. 

 

Durkheim‟s Positive Domain  

  

Durkheim  had identified in the Ideologi st‟s m ethod the am bition of escaping a purely socio-

political problem  through a higher intellectual synthesis of a „way of being.‟842 W hile the aim  

was elevating hum an activities beyond a reflective thought, Durkheim  saw this only upheld 

according to “some overriding concept” with no concrete justification.843 The m ethod did 

differentiate values derived of em pirical knowledge  and did little to reveal inherent problem s of a 

rationalism  fed by an analysis of finite knowledge. This, Durkheim  under stood, as the em pirical 

problem s which were inherent in delim iting a social  dom ain. He took this as the central problem  

which was to be given a new perspective. H is new am bition was identifying criterion to  be used 

to distinguish a determ inable practice from  an ideo logy. To this end he looked to define what 

constitutes social facts for an integration into a m odern functional approach, -  

“Indeed the facts which have provided us with its basis are all ways of functioning; 

they are physiological in nature. But there are als o collective ways of being nam ely 

social facts of an anatom ical or m orpho logical nature.” 844 

The physiological parallel in  these facts is significant since Durkheim  was deli m iting his social 

domain through relations between a „way of being‟ and a „way of functioning.‟ The im portan ce 

of the double articulation is the principle th at underpinned both his sociological science in its  

specificity, but also opened its relations to w ider  conditions of life in general. This gave the 

                                                           
841 H irst (1975)p115 
842 Durkheim  (1982) p57 
843 Ibid p85- 87  
844 Ibidp56-57 



266 

 

m odality that appears initially through two approac hes to thinking social structures proposed in 

The D ivision of Labour.  

 

In this text, Durkheim  describes two m odes of life, t he m echanical and organic. These 

distinguish different expressions of elem entary soc ial connections; the sim ple reflective relations 

of a m echanical solidarity, and a differentiated m u ltiplicity of com plex organic solidarity.- 845  

- A  disposition to sim ple realism  is lim ited by the soc ial principles accorded to the overriding 

collective consciousness. This gives the apparent „ways of being‟ that both orders a world a 

priori but is also expe rienced as the „fabric‟ of a socialised nature. This model of knowledge 

grounds a functionally replicable and conceptually external o rder of things. 846 This is the 

rationalist m odel which follows from  the classical system atising m odels, where social structures 

and health of societies historically given through socio-political form ations whose values had the 

criteria of the m ean and lim ited to an average.  

- Beyond this perspective, Durkheim  looks to „ways of functioning‟ given in terms of the 

interpretative m odel beyond a sim ple norm ative m ode l. W hen Durkheim  assesses social function 

it is though social effects which could not be excl usively accounted for under a historically 

given. S ince functions “cannot tell us what ends are to be pursued,” a functionalist reading could 

be related to perceived „states of being‟ only in a limited way.847 Here was the difficulty of the 

interpretation which necessitated the grounding cri teria of a science. In a grounded and 

coextensive dom ain of science, “good and evil do not exist;” therefore the question of function 

m ust serve both to displace individual opinions, wh ile equally grounding an originating 

em pirical elem ent, for a new language for the socio logist to interpret.   

 

It is the difficulty of this functional elem ent tha t was developed through Durkheim‟s model of 

organic solidarity. From  the organic perspective, t he em pirical elem ent is beyond direct relations 

to determ ined knowledge and social facts are fore-g rounded by socially determ ined form ation 

which both m ediate elem ental differences while also n delim iting the zone that exhibits a 

functional differentiation. Th is  m ediating zone drew together the w ider intelligibl e social 
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phenom ena into the dom ain of facts under an overrid ing principle. The question is how did 

Durkheim  address this principle? He looked to Com te  who took an underlying notion of 

„impulsion‟ to improve conditions, which Durkheim  saw as inherently confusing function  w ith 

“something ascribed as source or essence,” which appeared fundam entally problem atic - both 

philosophically and ideologically. As the basis for  Comte‟s Positivism  in analysing hum an 

form ations through the historical m ethod, Durkheim  described this as maintaining a “truly 

metaphysical entity.”848 He m eant a concept of hum anity seen to be im pelled to  surpass an 

anim ality, which appears to Durkheim  as an invert ed „psychology‟ of the spirit.‟849 By distancing 

his own method from Comte‟s transcendentalism, Durkheim took as the central problem  how to 

delim it an explanation of teleological elem ents w ithin a real ist fram ework. These were the 

difficult parameters which he summarises only under a „persistence of life;‟ which is som ething 

regulated through „social living.‟ In this way, a social dom ain can distinguished from  an 

individual „will‟ and m ake a cle ar distinction between an individual and general logi c.850  

 

Durkheim‟s ambition for such a positive and determinable domain looked to Bernard‟s interior 

m ilieu as carrying the new m odel of intelligibility . The question is whether Durkheim  follows 

the break which Bernard effected w ith vitalism ? An older concept of life could only conceive of 

the relation between an outer environm ent and the b ody through the idea that m ediated under a 

notion of „vitality.‟ Bernard‟s inner milieu instilled a new physiological concept by which the 

m ost constant interior environm ent belonged to the higher form s of life. 851 Bernard‟s model took 

the inner m ilieu and its hom eostasis as distinctive  of higher organism s and in offering a freedom  

to life through m ore determ ined inner environm ents.  - 

“The constancy of an inner environment is the conditions for a free and independent 

life...all the vital m echanism s, however varied the y m ay be, have only one purpose, 

that of m aintaining the integrity of the conditions  of life w ithin the internal 

environment.” 852  
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Bernard‟s homeostatic function was his overriding concept in defining life: Durkhe im  looked for 

a parallel concept at the threshold of free and ind ependent life. W ithin this, social phenom ena 

were both expressive of function and intelligible a s the social facts “in the relation it bears with 

to som e social end. ” Equally, the causality behind these social facts co uld be restricted to 

“antecedent social facts” as criterion demonstrable by social repetition. 853 W hat is m ade evident 

by these social form ations is strictly neither indi vidual nor general psychology, but som ething 

that Durkheim  equates w ith a zone of free and indep endent life. Such a zone m ade evident a 

loosening of the rigid m etaphysics and was to subst itute for ideological or m etaphysical entities 

that sustained a conceptual „way of being.‟ 

 

Powers of Association  

 

Social form ations internalise values attributed to the independence of life and Durkheim  

describes these as subsumed under „power of association.‟854 This power explains how a social 

m ilieu stands under a constitutive principle and de fin es its  substratum ; it is the network of 

com m unication that extends through a „dynamic density‟ with a potential to com m unicate across 

a w ide horizon that profoundly m odifies the conditi ons of the collective life.  

 

By follow ing the new m odel of intelligebility, Durkhe im  was delim iting this m orphology to its 

own terms. Conscious of avoiding empirical problems (such as Comte‟s law of the three stages 

which Durkheim thought “cannot but be empirical.”855) he dem arcated social life as a dom ain of 

analysis that aim ed to parallel Bernard‟s rejection of vitalism. What Durkheim was rejecting was 

any historically given causal notions attributed to  nature to be substituted by the social m odel, -  

“if historical evolution is envisaged as being m oved by a v is a tergo (vital urge) 

which im pels it forward, since a dynam ic tendency c an only have a single goal, 

there can only exist one reference point from  which  to calculate utility or 

harm fulness of social phen omena”856   
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However, having displaced the tendency attributed t o the individual and the general w ill, as an 

obstacle to thinking a social field, Durkheim  accou nted for his reference point through the 

aggregate of functions that condition ed the dom ain. To this end, he surveys the diverse 

discourses as functions already identified w ith two  opposing traditions of socio-philosophical 

theory. - 

- Firstly, there is those given to theories which placed a „nature of man‟ prior to the social. This 

he associated w ith Hobbes and Rousseau which saw th e concept of the social as a m echanical 

artifice which should be subordinated to the idea of man‟s will; “a machine wholly constructed 

by the hands of m an and which, like all the product s of this kind, is only what it is because m an 

wills it, and so an act of volition created it another one transforms it.”857  

- Secondly are theories of natural being which stoo d against giving prim acy to the w ill. 

Durkheim  considered that these gave the idea ascrib ed to social life as im m anent and 

spontaneous higher elements of the „natural language,‟ whose concept extended to a Science of 

M an through inform ing his politics, m orality and re ligious being. This would be closer to the 

legacy of Condillac and Cabanis.  

In such theories were condensed the natural and the  artificial concepts of the social, like a 

dualism  and m onism , but w ithin a dom ain restricted by a principle of association, suis generis . 

Durkheim‟s m ethod aim ed at subsum ing both the im aginary/m ythi cal idea attributed to 

hum anity, but also notions attributed to a determ in ing w ill. This was an anti-hum anist stance in 

the sense that described functional activities in t he social dom ain by accordance w ith the 

physiological m odel of function; but was delim ited through what were taken as w ider needs of 

an actual social organism . These were attributed to  „real‟ relations indexed by laws of 

association. Durkheim  defended a functional approac h to social structure through attributing 

these relations to the „persistance of life;‟ this stood as the necessary axiom  for his social science 

yet rem ains dependant on how it  was ascribed to the whole. It was therefore caught  between a 

philosophical concept of nature and a scientific do m ain. 

 

Since the whole was not given, and since he rejecte d vitalism  as explanation, the concept of the 

life of the whole could never be given in itself. D urkheim  reached this difficulty by interpreting 
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his central problem  as a sociological organism  and following Bernard‟s strategy. W here the 

physiological object could be given between two for m s of existence, an exterior world and the 

interior m ilieu developed against conditions of exi stence, the sociological whole - which was 

also a living whole – was confronted w ith the problem  of having no exter ior conditions for 

experim ental control. An inner m ilieu, therefore, a lso had to stand for its own conditions of 

existence. Consequently, Durkheim  looked w ithin thi s m ilieu for a principle of association, 

som ething that could fuse both genetic and ontologi cal elem ents, accounting for both constitutive 

properties of the whole but also that by which the whole was evidently transform ed. Further to 

this, a principle of association would account both  for absorption of differences, while also 

expressing w ider conditions of existence.  

 

However Durkheim‟s social structures, as described through organic or m echanical solidari ties, 

did presuppose a dynam ism  in social potential, as f orce against which its form s could appear. 

A lthough excluded from  the social dom ain as elem ent al phenom ena, this principle conditioned 

evident transform ations behind a social fabric by giving a relation to „nature,‟ or the „real‟. 

Hence the theory of association relied upon this pr inciple as som ething a priori, which was 

neither psychology nor physicality as such, but was , to a degree, expressive of both. This 

principle accounts for differences socially m ediate d, while elem ents in the inner m ilieu 

reconstitute this difference through what individua ls negotiate through social form ations which 

are given on the basis of past conditions.  

 

To account for what this dynam ic expressed in  social form ations was the real difficulty behind 

the associative principle. Durkheim  explored this i n his later texts, Prim itive Classification and 

Elementary Forms of Religious Life, in the form  of a neo-positivist project of m apping out 

possible origins of associative functions. The aim  was to account for an order of classification by 

com parison of what prim itives m odes distinguished f rom  the m odern, according to an absence. 

Durkheim  took this absence as his perspective on an  „objective synthesis ‟ that grounded 

historical order. 
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Science, Social Function and the Positive Cult  

 

H istorical order was a priori because Durkheim  attr ibutes associative function w ith the positivity 

of historical practice. He identified a historical realisation of specific di fferences w ith the 

em ergence of positive knowledge such as becom es evi dent w ith Aristotle‟s science. This m eans 

that positive practice m eant, for Durkheim , what de term ines separate causal relations w ithin 

general ideas, as m ade evident by prim itive form s o f knowledge. Prim arily such ideas are 

characterised by categorisation of the world and is evident behind sym pathetic actions or cosm ic 

influences that constitute a prim itive knowledge. P rim itive Classification of 1903, therefore 

pivots around Aristotle‟s categorical knowledge; “Aristotle was the first to proclaim the 

existence and reality of specific difference” and the study of prim itive cultures serves to 

dem onstrate how such logical categories have extra-logical origins. 858 It describes the principle 

of association operating under fluid relations betw een heterogeneous intelligible phenom ena in  

giving the hierarchical order of things. But it  relat es neither strictly to a m odel of the world nor 

to the individual m inds rather to a “special religious principle.” Durkheim and Maus defined this 

as suis generis, the affective values w ithin a conc ept of the world, which serve to differentiate 

the social dom ain. 859  

 

Social reality was this categorical objectification  which Prim itive Classification tried to 

dem onstrate had originally internalised its positiv e elem ents. This was taken as m ade evident in 

pre-abstracted analogies appearing in kinship group s. Since kinship confers unified 

„intelligibility‟ seen as a rudim entary canalising of a schem atising structur e of society, the study 

of m oeities, clans and m arriage groups m ade evident  the reciprocating structures of the world 

that served a collective intelligibility as distrib uted through an understanding of species and 

genre. Durkheim  and M aus claim ed this was an origin al form  of an idea which has a relation to 

contem porary determ inable scientific concepts. Thei r study differentiates states of knowledge 

through a „history of association‟ where the historical perspective looks beyond stric tly contained 

logical horizons of m odern science. Outside these h orizons, it aim ed to explain a w ider function 

under which concepts of the world could become organised according to „totemic‟ centres. This 
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was a w ider perspective on an em erging function tha t becam e the m ind/m atter problem , an 

ordering principle of the world, now prim arily a m o ral order but also by im plication, a socio-

political order.  

 

In 1912 Elementary Forms of Religious Life grounded  a „history of association‟ through an 

unstated em phasis on this w ider field. This dom ain overlapped w ith the fragm ented older 

Science of M an and took a historical perspective on  the em erging epistem ology that was the link 

between Elementary Forms and The Rules, the advance m ent describe d of the „positive cult.‟860 

The positive cult specifically operates through a s ym pathetic m agic that could produce its own 

„ways of being.‟ Durkheim‟s claim was that useful effects appeared through ritualistic or social 

cerem onies which acted as the equival ent of “experimental justification” through demonstrating 

effects of particular practices. The „reality‟ of such practices was not linked to any concrete 

effects since the specific practices could sim ply b e substituted w ithout having any direct effect 

on the outcom e; but the visible dem onstration creat ed the predisposition for belief. Durkheim  

described this as the channelling of positive expre ssions, not sim ply an intellectual process, but 

of follow ing a predisposition for overcom ing inadeq uacies of hum an reason through collectively 

reinforcing propositions that individuals were bein g asked to accept.-   

“The moral efficacy of the rite which is real, creates the belief in its physical 

efficacy, which is im aginary, the efficacy of the w hole leads to the efficacy of each 

part, taken separately.”861  

Durkheim  further claim ed that there was only a diff erence in degree between this and the 

experim ental practice of the m odern scientist. Laws  of science becom e endowed w ith the 

authority of the repeatable experim ent, but equally  were renounced as soon as evidence to the 

contrary appears. In this way, by follow ing the the ory of association, the m im etic cult describes 

the positive expression of the law of causality in its pre-scientific m anifestation m ade evident in 

anim ism . 862  
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Here was the power of explanation that could accoun t for cosm ic forces in conflict w ith the 

individual w ill. This prim ary duality gave the conc ept of causality to  express collectively certain 

forces as objectified feelings. These were necessar ily externalised and diffused through space as 

„natural‟ powers that opposed those constituted by a subject; in turn, the subject stood as a power 

with potential of a determining force through the subject‟s own physical body. In this way, the 

power of the individual, as given the potential of soul, was necessarily constituted through the 

m ind/m atter opposition. Yet, this was also dependan t on a collective understanding of the 

distribution of force through the concept. In this way, “man feels that he is a soul and 

consequently a force because he is a social being. ”863 The concept of causality is  the necessary 

link m ade between m om ents of a force in negotiating  the unfolding of events. Extended through 

the positive cult, this becom es the social concept that offers a w ider potential for judgem ent.  

 

Positive knowledge m eans m ediating „naturally.‟ It  m eans in the sense evident of collective 

experience, binding an understanding in advance of any proof, a priori. But this principal is not 

sim ply a tendency in the individual but is a collec tively conditioned norm . The norm  is the 

concept of the m ean that stands both as transcenden t and external to individual representations. It 

also stands as a rule to which the subject is subor dinated. Durkheim  does not intend this to be 

understood as a m ental creation in the sense of an im agination, but as the associative effect, 

positively developed through participatory rites, w hich serv es a general m atrix of social 

existence. It relates particular activities to actu al outcom es at the level of com m unity.- 

“The framework goes beyond the material and dominates it...it goes beyond the 

individual memory; it is above all created to answer the needs of the community.” 
864 

On the perceptual level, com m unity m ediates to indi vidual disposition, but on the categorical 

level this regulates an understanding through the c ollective ready-m ade. In the pre-scientific 

com m unity an „order of things‟ was open to intervention by the “will of the gods,” a supernatural 

force that offered a higher potential presupposed o f a special reasoning that was distinct from  the 
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individual‟s logic.865 Such a special epistem ology is  what is retained for a positive knowledge of 

nature to be abstracted by scientific law and appea ring to be determ ined from  beyond.  

 

Durkheim‟s thesis on the pre-scientific form s of positive knowledg e is that it operates through 

prim ary categorisations of the sacred and the profa ne. The sacred and profane is ground ed as a 

religious principle but defin es a qualitative relationship to the world as it extends through the 

binary order to predicates a classificatory order. This dualism  offers prim ary judgem ents on 

differences in kind. Durkheim  saw this judgem ent as  radically exclusive and giving significance 

that extends throughout the social order through ho w a principle of force accorded to the 

„sacred.‟866 Equally it  acts as a real force for the explanation of the na tural world. W hat beco m es 

evident from  Durkheim‟s study of the totemic principle is  that religious origins inform  both 

philosophy and science in their explanations of for ce distributed throughout the world through 

physical, m oral and m aterial entities. 867 These distributions, 

“both resides in men and is the vital principle of things…they stimulate and 

discipline consciousness but they also m ake pla nts grow and animals reproduce.”  

The distribution of force inform s a matrix from which the “seeds of human civilization were 

developed.”868 An individual accords w ith it as if this law was grou nded in nature: social 

harm ony is prem ised on the equilibrium  of forces wh ich accords w ith a higher m oral power. This 

is  experienced as a social realism  appearing objectified through rel ations w ith external objects 

sacred to that society. However, Durkheim  was also developing the account of socialising logic 

that operat es to  explain a dynam ic reconfiguration of social form at ions on the basis of the social 

function given to a new reality. 869  

  

Social function was categorically understood to ove rrule the im pressions of the senses while 

Durkheim‟s sociology was also looking for an original „new language.‟ Behind the historical 

sym bolic languages which Elementary Forms gave a pe rspective on, new types of positive 

knowledge em erge as social function through what wa s com pacted into the idea of individuated 
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force. Force was no longer seen as a singular subje ct but as the function w ith the potential for 

autonom y. 870 Durkheim  held autonom y to be internalised or enclo sed, like a m onadic being, 

w ithin social form ations. Through activities such a s the m im etic ritual or scientific experim ents , 

the principle of force could be invested w ith the n orm  and positively grounded. U ltim ately this 

serves to regulating relations between the individu al and collective survival, but this is now 

given through the aesthetic side of representation which is subsum ed under any rationalisation. 

W hen evident new functions appeared, it was through „satisfying‟ a feeling that negotiates the 

profane life. 871  

 

In Elementary Forms it is the aesthetic question th at illustrates Durkheim‟s extended theoretical 

aspect behind social functions. The historical subt ext for Elementary Forms was a necessity for 

social transition which was acknowledged as the dif ficulty of an investm ent, whether through 

m im etic ritual or a scientific dem onstration, and n eeds a leap of logic. W hat inform ed a theory of 

knowledge prior to that which both “binds the mind and goes beyond it?” It  attributed as a 

question of aesthetics what could tentatively be re valuated according to individualised 

interpretation. 872 

 

Dérèglem ent and Anom ie  

 

For Durkheim , the sacred and the profane carry valu es of the positive and the vital through term s 

given as an interpretative capacity. He understood this capacity as a „natural‟ appetite to be 

satisfied and, as such, is ultim ately located w ithi n the individual. If th e task of the The Rules was 

to restrict a dom ain to which the sociologist could  derive discursive authority, Elementary Forms 

looked to speculative origins of representation for  a theory of knowledge that em phasised non-

determ ined power relations for a general knowledge.  Its historical im age was an extended zone 

of transform ation, of w ider, diffuse and vague asso ciations, experienced under an aesthetic 
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quality, follows a distribution of sensation into which social form s c ould intervene w ith a power 

of constitution. 873   

 

W hat constitutes such a power? It is dom inated by t he force by which m an thinks of him self as 

m aster of a body, from  the perspective of a soul wh ich divides causes from  effects as two 

m om ents of force. According to Durkheim , here is  the proble m  which is attributed to 

em piricism . This could not explain why anticipation s in  the m om ents of force could be upheld as 

a norm  w ith authority over the m ind. Durkheim ‟s concept of social for ce engenders this power of 

association for im peratives of thought through „ways of thinking and being‟ as a concept of 

social values. This idea em bodies categories of cau sality, both of individual and the body (vital) 

and the collective ready-m ade understanding (positi ve) as the concept extends power to 

com m unal life. It  expresses positive categories of objects for the w ider activities which the 

intellect m ust follow, and cannot suppress. For Dur kheim , this would be where im peratives of 

thought and im perative of the w ill converge in a co ncept of the m ean, attributed to m a n‟s 

world. 874  

 

As a capacity this drew on m ore factual studies of Durkheims‟s earlier works. In Suicide, a 

disposition associated with social dissolution was evident as a loosening norm s of m odern 

society, encroaching on man‟s „ways of being,‟ through a „longing for infinity.‟- 

“It is everlastingly repeated that it is in man‟s nature to be eternally dissatisfied, 

constantly to advance, w ithout relief or rest, towa rds an indefinite goal. The longing 

for infinity is daily represented as a m ark of m ora l distinction, whereas it can only 

appear w ithin unregulated consciences which elevate  to a rule the lack of rule from  

which they suffer.”875  

The significance of finitude and lack of rule is gi ven to the „unregulated conscience‟ and is the 

index to changing conditions of life under a social  concept that no longer retains consistancy. An 

aesthetic capacity m eans an individual appetite awakened through less discipli ned passions in the 

state of deregulation or anomie. 
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However, less disciplined passions m eant both the d ivergent and convergent effect w ithin the 

w ider aesthetic capacity; -  

- Firstly, from  the perspective of the m echanical s olidarity such unregulated desire would appear 

as a lack of rule, dérèglement,‟ or the threat of difference to a sym bolising order. An alterity 

w ithin the order of representation which signifies the loom ing conditions from  which anom ie 

ensues.  

-Secondly, from  the perspective of the pre-scientif ic order depicted in Elementary Forms the 

orders of ritual life appeared through the m im etic cult of the totem  and stand only for a „way of 

interpretation.‟ Since structures of intelligibility are m ediated by the sign, an order of things is 

only its secondary structure. Sym bolic structure su pports the aesthetic capacity at the origins of 

understanding, but is  open to the fluid relations from  w ithin a collecti ve order.  

 

Fluid form s of intelligibility necessitate the tote m  to stand for a condensed order of difference 

and substitute for the distributed order of the wor ld. Indeed, this is the sacred order characterised 

by a particular epistem ological m odel at the heart of the positive cult. The positive m im etic order 

functions to reinforce associations between the sig n and referent - the idea and its understanding 

-but this conversely also condenses the potential t o profane that order. Since Durkheim  held pre-

scientific form s of such associations as open relations, fixed to the world only through 

interpretation, it was this interpretation that was  open to experim entation and dem onstrable 

difference: the aesthetic form  as dissociated form , open to a transform ation.  

 

This im plies that such order is a social-epistem ological order and ultim ately is not determ ined 

but m erely determ inistic. The social concept theref ore only „gives grounds‟ for an understanding. 

In this sense, the relation between determ inable an d determ ined lends its  particular m eaning to 

anomie as a „way of being‟ drawn from a specific concept of the world. A  Christian theology of 

anomia finds the significance in its translation as  sin, not necessarily the w illful transgression of 

norm s, but one that indicates m ental attitudes whic h lead to a profaning of the sacred. 876 In this 

context, biblical anom ia m eant lawlessness and exte nded as a m oral disposition intended to 

indicate certain actions which consequentially foll ow. For exam ple, old Testam ent gentiles were 
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anom ic since they did not have m osaic law; equally for Christians, the antichrist was the lawless 

one since he is outside the law of God. 877 This shows how anom ie carries a sense of hostility  

against conceptions of God which clearly has diffic ulty finding a positivistic equivalent. Another 

perspective appears through the ancient Greek ȐȞȠȝȓĮ, meaning „lawless‟ or „impious,‟ which 

opens a m ore am biguous notion for the status of the  sign of anom ia. 878 In this sense, ȞȩȝȠȢ is 

linked to ȝȠݶȡĮ (m oira), a fatalistic notion held of “that which is right.” Its relation to ȞȩȝȠȢ 

appears less determ ined, rather m ore as the „dispensation‟ in the sense that Zeus dispensed land 

to a people for their use. Later this becam e the di spensation of law accorded to the sovereign. 

Against such order, a fatalism  was retained behind the teleological tensi on of ȞȩȝȠȢ where the 

dispensations to rule was derived from  a right to r epresents collective values and to preside over 

their distribution.  

 

The relation between dispensation of land, of law  a nd the m odes of reason was drawn together 

under a sacred task, and em bodies this idea that it s m ism anagem ent could be held as 

sacrilegious. By using anomie in the sense of „dérèglement,‟ the opposite of régle, Durkheim 

m aintained an opposition that gives this tension of a teleological thought of „ought.‟ This was 

grounded by the fatalism  behind the m oral sense of a prescriptive or regim en for a collective 

general health according to a w ider concept of natu re. 879 The suggestion is that Durkheim  took 

anom ie as describing the dispersal of collective li fe and its concept of the w orld. A  m odern 

dérèglem ent in the regim e of signs and its m oral no rm s would be indicated by treating society‟s 

sacred representations as profane and vice versa.  

 

W hile in an earlier epoch these signs had fallen un der the protection of the theological, later this 

was taken up as a philosophical project and becam e,  by the beginning of the 19 th  century, a 

regim e of signs associated w ith the pursuit of a Sc ience of M an. These were am bitions followed 

by the special physiology of sensation and its  am bigous values attributed to the body. W hen the 

problem  of anom ie appears in The D ivision of Labour  it  still carried som e of this physiological 

legacy w ith it,- 
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“the study of deviant forms will allow us to determine better the conditions for the 

existence of the norm al state…here as elsewhere pathology is the precious ancillary 

to physiology.” 880  

According to The Rules we learn that “physiologist studies the functions of the average 

organism, so does the sociologist,” but unlike the physiological m odel the neo-positivi stic 

distinction through function was inherently problem atic for sociological m odel. It could not be a 

categorical value in any absolute sense of a determ ined lim it to life such as in physiology. It  was 

the central problem for Durkheim‟s sociology.881  

 

M odern societies exhibit only differences of degree  rather than pathological difference of kind 

(i.e. living or not living). Functional diversity c ontained under an apparent unity which The Rules 

called the „persistance of life,‟ is scrutinised in The D ivision of Labour through fu nctional and 

m oral diversity of collective sentim ent. Durkheim  c ontended that m odern dynam ic societies 

becom e m ore powerless by degrees to contain their “centrifugal tendencies.” Durkheim drew the 

socio-political parallel in  the equivalent of a philosophy incapable of m aintaining the unity in it s 

relation to m odern sciences. M odernity was this dyn am ic of knowledge being always in 

m otion. 882 Scientific specialisations were occurring at such a speed that “the great syntheses” are 

always untim ely. This problem  was of the im possibil ity for a hum an intellect to sufficiently 

grasp any knowledge through its  potential to fully develop and deliver the régle t hat Durkheim  

equated w ith the project for a Science of M an. Dérè glem ent was dissolution into m ere 

coexistence under the blur of determ inable and fata listic knowledge at the individual level. 883  

 

The Concept of the Positive as Science of Co-Existence  

 

Such a dynam ism  in  knowledge has its  particular significance which Durkheim  registered as a 

difference between Auguste Com te and Saint Sim on. W hile Com te held that the future unity of 

the sciences could be assum ed, it was Saint Sim on w ho cam e to doubt this. D isunity appear ed as 

an irreconcilable whole, disruptive of any m odern ant hropology of collective consciousness. It  
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recedes rapidly as labour and social functions diff erentiate m odern experience, which appeared 

to Durkheim  as a m orbidity.  

 

He also understands that this cannot be pathological i n itself since apparently different „ways of 

being‟ are only dispersed form s of life that could coexist as „normal‟ phenomena. „Ways of 

being‟ appear as repetitions, as “channels that life has dug for itself...”884 The specific difficulty 

was to  distinguish these norm s from  the potential form s a waiting social expression. H e read 

social tensions as the phenom enal events whose prob lem  was in relation to general functions of 

society. In  contrast w ith the system atic m odel of Comte‟s delim it ed norm s, the general „fact‟ for 

Durkheim  was that “something suspends hostilities for a while. ” However, in  the industrial 

society such general function was the solidarity th at appeared only discontinuous or interm ittent, 

ultim ately grounded by the state of anom ie. Anom ie indicates a fatalistic  em piricism , which 

could equally appear as new conditions of existence , part of a process of being realised. 

 

The dilem m a for Durkheim‟s ambitions of a Science of M an was the links to an ideological 

m ethod itself attem pting to escape from  an em pirical crisis. However, Durkheim  considered 

ideolog ical judgment as „pre-functional,‟ m eaning that it deferred its own measure to “some 

overriding concept.”885 In contrast, Durkheim  was looking forward to a m et hod that would avoid 

„backsliding‟ into such ideology, while retaining its am bition for a p ositive approach. This m eant 

the return to its  prim ary problem  of establishing objective criteria  for an interpretation of health 

from  disease as values in the world. 886 From  an individual perspective, an organic society was 

such an adm ixture w ith no discrete concep t of its world to view „mentally;‟ individuals could “no 

longer figure out its limits…since it is so to speak unlimited.”887 But the m odern dispersion was 

both the perspective on a crisis of social function  but also the evidence of the transform ative 

events whose elem ents lent them selves to becom ing a  determ inable science. 888  

 

                                                           
884 Ibid p299, p302- 303. 
885 Ibid p86 
886 Durkheim  (1982) p90-91 
887 Ibid p305 
888 Ibid p85 
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Distinguishing determ inable signs of the norm al and  the pathological was the dilem m a of the a 

priori given to such vital „norms.‟ Durkheim‟s strategy deferred this question through the 

assemblages of sociological „entities,‟ distinguished from those anomalous to such repetition.889 

An underlying assum ption, from  the biological point o f view, was that norm s were able to be 

generalised throughout the species. Sim ple repetiti on was the phenom enal fact explained by 

causal thinking. But through soci al  form ations, Durkheim  justified individual persiste nce as 

repetitious form s resistant to destructive historic al forces,-  

“how would they have been able to sustain themselves in a variety of circumstances 

if they did not enable the individual to better resist the causes of destruction.”890  

Repetition was the norm ality where frequency indica tes superiority; but this could explain only 

static relations to the conditions of existence. On  the contrary, in the circum stances of transition 

that characterise m odern social form s, the evolving  process was sustained w ithout any stabilised 

and definite form  of the norm al type. W hat distingu ished the m odern world for Durkheim  was 

that norm s always related to the past and could no longer relate to the new em erging conditions 

of existence. V isible evidence of norm ality and gen erality was therefore deceptive in m odernity. 

A  visible persistence of force of habit could no lo nger be the sign inherently linked to 

contem porary conditions of a collective existence, and this was further defined by the problem s 

distinguishing the sociologist from  the biologist: the sociologist rem ains at a loss to know 

whether the social phenom ena is norm al since he ult im ately has no m eans of determ ining 

reference points.  

 

In  understanding Durkheim‟s project, one should note the significance of the text Soci alism and 

what he derived from  the industrialism  taken up by Saint Sim on. This was an econom ic function, 

taken as an auto-regulation of interests which was distinguish ed from  social controls im posed by 

m ere ideas. Its value appeared despite a “tendency to anarchy,” was a principle Saint Sim on 

related to a dynam ism  of life. He conceived this in  the m anner of a vital principle drawing on “a 

substance of common life.” Durkheim related this dynamism to the tendency for an 

                                                           
889 Ibid p93  
890 Ibid p93 
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“enfranchisement” of a „way of being‟ that offered a means to escape subordination of an 

untim ely idea. 891 

 

In this regard, Durkheim  notes how Saint Sim on neve r spoke of Plato or Rousseau, rather 

articulated his thinking by reference to Newton, Ca banis, Bichat and Adam  Sm ith. The 

significance was that this could fore-ground the se arch for an im m anent principle of distribution: 

Durkheim  continues, -   

“To assume that the particular state of subjection in which industry had form erly 

been held, would not be in agreem ent w ith the new c onditions of collective life, 

does not im ply that every other type of dependence would be devoid of reason. It 

could well be that the transform ation necessary doe s not consist in suppressing or 

subordinating but in changing form , not in m aking i ndustrial values a kind of 

unlim ited absolute beyond which there is nothing, b ut rather is lim iting in a 

different m anner and spirit than form erly...In fact , it is the general law of living 

things that needs and appetites are norm al only on condition of being controlled. 

Unlim ited need contradicts itself. For need is defi ned by the goal it aim s at, and if 

unlimited has no goal since there is no limit.” 

Durkheim , who was also looking for a socio-politica l technique for regulating the capacity for 

developm ent, understood this through the concept gi ven under a „persistence of life.‟ The 

counter- example to these techniques appeared in the image of the “hypercivilization” of the 

Suicide text. Here an anom ic tendency bred growing suicidal consequences  for refined nervous 

system s of the excessively delicate and those less capable of attachm ent to collective objectives. 

These produced the discontinuities evident as the l im its of collective forces from  the individual 

perspective. Durkheim  interpreted these as the diss olution of form er collective powers. This 

indicates two am bitions; - 

-Firstly, to give the provisional concept to be exp lored through the analysis of two antagonistic 

forces confronting each other, a collective force t hat tries to take possession of the individual, the  

other individual force that repels it. 892  

                                                           
891 Durkheim  (1959) p235. 
892 Durkheim  (1970) p319 
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-Secondly, he retainins the am bition for a science whose technique is appropriate to describe the 

“supra-organic ” social life. This ambition would give form to the organic law whose function, if 

properly interpreted “can tell us the secret of the future.”893  

For the individual psychology, such a technique wou ld open a negotiation in  the forest of signs 

that com bines diverse psychological dispositions of egoism, altruism with “a certain anomie” to 

offset one another. The excess of one or other elem ent would be to the detrim ent of the others, 

but it is equally the case that a norm  of m oderate intensity in disposition, such as the average 

m an, would becom e m ore rapidly dissolute in the fac e of the increasing transform ations of the 

industrial society. Perhaps this should be taken as the driving force behind Durkheim‟s 

conception for a Science of M an, a failure he identif ie d as the dissolution in  the forces of 

fatalism  waiting on the m argins. 

 

Conclusion  

 

This chapter exam ined the legacy for a Science of M an after experim ental m edicine separated 

the science of life from  the philosophical debate o n m an. Physiology internalised values 

attributed to the vital and the positive w ithin a f unctional dom ain. The chapter described 

Bergson‟s incorporation of this event into a historical continuity as the strategic dualism between 

experience and intelligibility. Bergson‟s own theory of psycho-physiological states substituted 

the normal/pathological dualism for „norm‟ and „real‟ extending a broader question of values 

held of vital function. This served Bergson‟s critique of a Positivist historical formations. The 

chapter described Em ile Durkheim  neo- positivist model derived of Claude Bernard‟s inner 

milieu. Durkheim‟s social domain internalised tensions attributed to the persistence of life. His 

historical perspective on the order of things was o pen to a special reasoning, the positive 

concept, internalising tensions identified w ith wha t earlier epochs protected under the notions of 

the theological. This was associated w ith an am biti on for a Science of M an and its intrinsic 

dilem m a around the problem  of determ inable norm s. D id Durkheim  foll ow Bernard‟s break with 

vitalism? Durkheim‟s was an open ambition for the functional concept that addressed the 

dissolution of the Enlightenm ent Science of M an in his era. 

                                                           
893 Durkheim  (1959)p244 
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Conclusion: The Vital and the Positive 

 

The thesis derived a contem porary context from Foucault‟s „crisis of the 1960‟ which was 

contrasted w ith the „rarefied form of positivism,‟ as Deleuze called epistem ological analysis. He 

referenced the em piricist tradition and focussed on what Deleuze‟ own thought deliberately 

subjugated under a v italism. In this thesis, vitalism was explained around the „age of Bichat‟ 

which Deleuze proposed as culm ination of the Sensat ionalist m odel of the sign. By contrast, 

Foucault was approached through his engagem ent w ith  Kant. These were the two perspectives 

explored as an Enlightenm ent project that develop ed alternatively to the m odel of a critique of 

reason. 

 

W hen Foucault discussed the „age of Bichat‟ in the Birth of the Clinic it gave a perspective on an 

Enlightenm ent Science of M an where m edical Positivi sm  saw the dissolution of its naive 

ambition. Gilles Deleuze described this event as the „delicate problem‟ of constituting a positive 

concept from  the broader socio-political perspectiv e of intrinsic values of the signs of life. This 

had a parallel w ith h is interpretation of σietzsche‟s genealogy and the signs „that have yet to take 

hold.‟ But the Enlightenm ent Science of M an was understood  through the idea of a science that 

was the creation of man‟s higher faculties, this was the am bition of creating new philosophical  

and scientific languages with a practical application in man‟s world. W hile Kant‟s rational 

m etaphysics divided this am bition on the basis of a n 18 th  century m otif of power, he also looked 

for the „indispensable service‟ extending beyond the conditionality of the critical m odel. This 

was the alternative followed in the Opus Postumum s ystem atically laying out theoretical 

possibilities of apprehending a science of nature a s a logical system  of concepts. This gave the 

perspective from  which Kant‟s late Anthropology was a dom ain where historical k nowledge 

com peted w ith natural science, as the conflict of m oral and theoretical aspects of a  logic of m an, 

left to be judged by a principle of the future.  
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The „age of Bichat‟ derived of Montpellier vitalism  and followed the m ethodical engagem ent 

w ith what constituted vital phenom ena. Bichat was i nfluential for this Science of M an extending 

to the physical and m oral whose m icropolitics were influential for a nascent Positivism . 

Positivism  saw this in life ‟s capacity for organization, while vitalism meant the „hidden 

operations of nature.‟ This thesis found what Bichat understood as heuristic values derived of 

m edicine took priority over the specificity of systematic science; the „age of Bichat‟ extended 

th is to a reading of Saint Sim on when it m oved beyond  a physiological debate to constitute a 

pragm atic knowledge for a socio- political domain. Saint Simon‟s enterprise centred on the 

aesthetic nature of this dom ain, w ith biological th eories of anim ality and „aboriginal difference‟ 

giving its central ontological problem s. H is „industrial values‟ gave expression to man‟s inner 

drives as a class struggle and the concept of labou r was his Positivism‟s perspective on values of 

an Enlightenm ent Science of M an.  

 

The legacy of Bichat‟s physiology also put these values into dispute; Comte‟s Positivism saw an 

epistem ological strategy resisting philosophical in terpretations of a Science of M an and Bichat 

was im portant because he constrained knowledge to i ts legitim ate dom ains. But his „incomplete 

Positivism‟ opened to a structural thinking that overtook a broader practice of Science of Man 

after the 18 th  century. The new paradigm  for knowledge of life ap peared w ith the experim ental 

m edicine of Claude Bernard and displaced an older v italistic understanding of life, affirm ing 

functions dependent only on „conditions of existence.‟ This gave the „paradoxical link‟ with 

older question of values apprehended as true function during the Third Republic. Follow ing  the 

separation fr om  a philosophy of the life, the rarefied approach was a progressive adaptation 

between experience and intelligibility, a stance se rving Bergson‟s critique of Positivist historical 

form ations. This precisely return ed to a perspective on the norm al and the pathologica l which 

Creative Evolution upheld as a neo-vitalism . 

 

The neo-Positive m odel in Em ile Durkheim  also looked to Bernard‟s interior milieu for a social 

m odel for a collective „order of things.‟ The values identified w ith positive signs which ear lie r 

epochs protected under a notion of the theological,  and later taken up around the philosophical 

project, gave the perspective for a Science of M an in  the 18 th  century, where it was the loss of the 
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status of positive knowledge that Durkheim  saw as t he intrinsic dilem m as of legitim ating a vital 

„norms‟ in modern society. It  was precisely because the positive and the vital c ould not be 

sustained in relation to determ inable sciences, soc ial assem blages, or definite knowledge of the 

norm al type that subsum ed the positive and the vita l under a social concept. A t start of the 20 th  

century, this carried this paradoxical link w ith th e Enlightenm ent project. 

 

W hat rem ained of this project was to be constituted  from  the sciences in the term s of the day. 

This would re flect Kant‟s ambitions for a future metaphysics, as well as the historical physiology 

whose central role in  Enlightenm ent vitalism  gave the French perspective  on a Science of M an in 

this thesis. During the 20 th  century critique of values of hum anism , the post-w ar period focused 

on the construct of m an that follow ed Enlightenm ent thought through the 19 th  century as it fed 

political argum ents of the 20 th  century. But the anti- humanism and the „death of man‟ that 

em erged though new physical and biological sciences , along w ith im ports to France of 

phenom enology, em ergence of structuralism  and lingu istics, all served an attack on the stable 

notion of m an as a progressive, oriented, utopian i deal of m an.  

 

The genealogy of the Science of M an has follow ed the constitution of a history that already was 

a post-Cartesian subject. It  constitut ed a field around the values of positive and vital wh ose term s 

were historically resistant to being a determ inable  object of study. From  this perspective, the 

Science of M an in the Enlightenm ent was not a sim pl e hum anism , but the project which as this 

history shows at no point gave a clear idea of what  m an was. The significant aspect for a 

contem porary thought was of the broader socio-polit ical im plem entation that was already 

diverging from  a hum anism . This study ended prior to the First W orld  W ar; it started w ith the 

1960‟s dispute over the humanism - further research would focus the transform ation o f the 

positive and the vital through this intervening per iod from  which it em erged for contem porary 

thought through such influential writers as Foucaul t and Deleuze. 
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