Kant, Blumenbach, and Vital
Maternalism in German Biology

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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Although the analysis offered here will deal chiefly with the relationship between
Kant’s philosophy of biology and the development of Blumenbach’s theory of
organic form, this careful treatment of the original problem context is intended to
serve as preparation for understanding the dimensions of research to which these
ideas gave rise in the works of others. For these ideas were not stillborn. In fact they
provided a framework for the researches of Blumenbach’s most illustrious students:
Alexander von Humboldt, Karl Friedrich Kielmeyer, Heinrich Friedrich Link, Georg
Reinhold Treviranus, and Christoph Girtanner. In the writings of those men we will
find an amplification and further elaboration of the principal ideas set forth in the
works of Kant and Blumenbach. Moreover, this theory, the spirit of which is best
captured by the term “vital materialism,” did not remain confined to the works of
Blumenbach and his students. Although the basis for the claim can only be hinted at
here, one of the main intentions of the present study is to suggest that vital material-
ism as illustrated in the works of Blumenbach, Kielmeyer, Humboldt, and others in
the “Gottingen School” served to guide later empirical developments of the life
sciences in early-nineteenth-century Germany. A brief discussion of its appearance in
the writings of such significant figures as Karl Ernst von Baer and Hermann Lotze
will provide ample evidence that vital materialism may have served as a significant
unifying model for biological research in Germany in the first half of the century.

BLUMENBACH’S EARLY WORK: INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT,
DEVELOPMENT, AND AFFINITIES WITH KANT

Two factors prompted Blumenbach to take deep notice of Kant’s work: the aims of
the two men in constructing a general theory of natural history as well as the means
for achieving it were similar, and Blumenbach discovered in Kant’s writings a way to
resolve certain inconsistencies in his early approach to this problem. Kant’s writings
reveal only three direct references to Blumenbach, but they mark the close sympathy
between their approaches to nature. In a footnote to his treatise “Uber den Gebrauch
teleologischer Prinzipien in der Philosophie” (1788),> Kant praised Blumenbach’s
critique of the idea of a Stufenfolge of beings set forth in his Handbuch der
Naturgeschichte (1779) as well as the theory of generation enunciated in the treatise
Uber den Bildungstrieb (1781). In the Kritik der Urteilskraft (1790) Kant argued that
the theory of organic form must be based on an epigenetic theory of development and
that no one had done more in the way of properly conceptualizing the theory of
epigenesis than Blumenbach.4 In a letter to Blumenbach composed in August of 1790
Kant informed him explicitly about what he found so interesting in his works: “Your
works have taught me a great many things; indeed your recent unification of the two
principles, namely the physico-mechanical and the teleological—which everyone had
otherwise thought to be incompatible—has a very close relation to the ideas that
currently occupy me but which require just the sort of factual confirmation that you

3Immanuel Kant, “Uber den Gebrauch teleologischer Prinzipien in der Philosophie,” in Kants gesam-
melte Schriften, ed. Koniglich Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Vol. VIII (Berlin: Georg
Reimer, 1912), p. 180n. A complete reference for the relationship between Kant and Blumenbach is
provided by Gottfried Martin, ed., Allgemeiner Kantindex, Personenindex, 2. Stufe, in Kants gesammelte
Schriften, Vol. XXII (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1967), pp. B110-113.

4Immanuel Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, in Kants gesammelte Schriften, Vol. V, p. 424[§81]. Unless
noted otherwise, all translations of this work are taken from that of J. H. Bernard, Critique of Judgment
(New York: Hafner, 1966).



VITAL MATERIALISM 79

provide.”s Indeed, in the Critique of Judgment the great philosopher from Kénigs-
berg had concerned himself with the problem of reconciling the mechanical and
teleological modes of explanation and, as his opus postumum attests, this problem in
its relation to physics continued to occupy him through his later years.

The letter of 1790 was written by Kant to acknowledge receipt of the second edition
of the Bildungstrieb (1789). There were good reasons why Kant should have recog-
nized a deep kinship between his own current interests and the ideas developed there
by Blumenbach; for that particular edition marks the beginning of a reformulation of
the theoretical foundations of his biological thought in light of Kant’s writings. This
reworking was inspired chiefly in response to three papers written by Kant between
1785 and 1788. They were “Die Bestimmung des Begriffes einer Menschenrasse,”
published in the Berlinische Monatschrift, November 1785; “Mutmasslicher Anfang
der Menschengeschichte,” Berlinische Monatschrift, January 1786; and “Uber den
Gebrauch teleologischer Prinzipien in der Philosophie,” in the Teutscher Merkur,
January and February, 1788. From these papers Blumenbach gained an idea for
clarifying some of the central aspects of his own distinctive approach to natural
history, prompting him to undertake revisions in several of his earlier works. These
revisions resulted in new editions of the treatise on the Bildungstrieb (1789, 1791), the
Handbuch der Naturgeschichte (1788, 1791), and his dissertation, De generis humani
varietate nativa (1795).

To clarify why the insights Blumenbach gained from Kant’s writings were so
significant and how they led to a far-ranging formulation of a research program for
natural history, it is worth describing Blumenbach’s early work, especially his early
attempts to work out problems for which Kant seemed to offer a solution. His
difficulties and the development of his thought are revealed by shifts in theoretic
formulation between successive editions of these early works.

Blumenbach’s early work in natural history was motivated by a series of questions
concerning the construction of the natural system and the theory of generation that
had been of long-standing interest to Albrecht von Haller but which surfaced most
visibly in the controversy surrounding Buffon’s Histoire naturelle. Full analysis of the
specific issues raised by Haller and others at Gottingen, such as Abraham Gotthelf
Kastner, regarding Buffon’s work is beyond the scope of the present study.¢ In spite
of serious reservations to the more speculative aspects of the Histoire, however, these
men did support some of Buffon’s aims for natural history which they found
compatible with their own views. In particular, both Késtner and Haller supported
Buffon’s efforts toward constructing a natural system of classification. Nevertheless,
while they sympathized with Buffon’s critique of Linnaeus’ reliance on single anatom-
ical characters in establishing taxonomic classes, they did not follow Buffon in
dismissing morphological criteria for distinguishing species. Rather they preferred a
more robust Linnaean method based on correlations of multi-characters, the con-
struction of the so-called Totalhabitus.” Their reason for not following Buffon in this
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