Kant, Blumenbach, and Vital
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By Timothy Lenoir*

NE OF THE MOST INTERESTING and previously unexplored chapters in

the history of German biology is the role of Immanuel Kant in helping to shape
the theoretical foundations of the life sciences between 1790 and the late 1840s. There
are numerous indications that the new physiology which emerged during this period
was indebted to Kant for many of its central methodological insights. Indeed we learn
from Helmholtz’s correspondence that in order to understand Johannes Miller’s
lectures fully his spare moments had to be filled with reading Kant. In his work Uber
den Materialismus der neuen deutschen Naturwissenschaft, Schleiden pointed to the
central importance for the new biology of the approach to vital phenomena advo-
cated by Kant in the 1790s.! When we couple such remarks with recent studies which
indicate that the traditional portrait of Johannes Miiller as a vitalist must be re-
evaluated, that Miller’s vitalism, if it can be called that, was of a “materialist” sort
not in any way to be considered as rooted in the idealism of the Naturphilosophen,?
then the potential significance of Kant’s philosophy of biology for early-nineteenth-
century developments takes on important new dimensions.

The present study is based on the conviction that a reconstruction of the path
through which Kant’s methodological insights were first integrated in a systematic
and concrete manner into the work of a biological theorist will shed important new
light on the development of the life sciences in the period 1790-1850. The biological
theorist I have in mind is Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752-1840), the Gottingen
anthropologist and comparative anatomist. A detailed analysis will demonstrate that
from the late 1780s to the late 1790s Blumenbach’s ideas on natural history under-
went a thorough revision in light of Kant’s analysis of the conceptual foundations
required for the construction of a scientific theory of organic form. Kant’s treatment of
the question of race in terms of a construct he called the Stammrasse, and the specific
manner in which he attempted to ground that concept on Blumenbach’s theory of the
Bildungstrieb—conceived as an organic version of a Newtonian force, a mechanico-
teleological drive operating materially within organic bodies to give rise to their
determinate structures—Iled Blumenbach to realize the consequences that his own
views, as modified by Kant, might hold for the construction of a general theory of
natural history.
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