A response to the student discussion piece on Fleck, and to Barbara Herrnstein-Smith’s response.

I’d like to propose a slightly different meditation on Fleck, the Vienna Circle, Popper,  et al. 

If we think of them as intellectuals, rather than just philosophers a number of other evaluations come to bear.  It might be important to historicize them just as we do everyone else.  Unless we do so, we will continue to privilege philosophers and devalue anthropological contextual and empirical work.  

Note that Fleck, in an early footnote, positions his analysis as between the logical positivists and the Durkheimians.  What is fascinating about both the latter (and Popper) is that they also were positioning themselves politically, and to tell the reception story without that politics is to adopt the parochialism of much of the history of science as largely immaculate history of ideas.  Popper, of course, became famous and was brought back to England from New Zealand because of his Open Society book, an attack on the way in which Plato, Hegel and others have provided cover for totalitarianism.  Before World War II, the Vienna Circle members ranged from the more pragmatist and conservative Schlick to the more social democratic and even member of the Munich soviet, and then planner of such social projects as the still desirable Karl Marx Hof (originally housing for workers, now for middle classes), Otto Neurath.  Despite their varied politics, they were opposed to the “irrationalism” (or better, just reactionary anti-modernism) of Heidegger and were “Kantian” not just in strict philosophical terms but in the struggle against the conservative Catholic reaction in Vienna against Kantian rationalism.   

More importantly, but connected to this politics, was their commonality with the American pragmatists (Percy Bridgman, Charles Morris).   They focused on physics, mathematics, and logic because those were the fields, rather than biology or medicine in which they trained, and because physics was the science of the day undergoing paradigm shifts hotly disputed. They were influenced by the two, antagonistic physicists (and philosophers) Ernst Mach, and Ludwig Boltzman who successively taught in Vienna (Mach had the better time of it, Boltzman eventually committed suicide).   Neurath of course was an economist and planner, who also designed visual icons for popular education in all fields (including those that now are international traffic symbols).  Paul Lazarsfeld (later the prominent Columbia sociologist), it was joked, was not good enough at math, and so became a sociologist, training Americans in both statistical sociological methods and qualitative ones (grounded theory).  He, with his wife, Marie Jahoda, and Hans Zeisel  wrote one of the first ethnographies of a working class community, Marienthal.)  

Re. Fleck (microbiologist, bacteriologist, immunologist). Fleck trained under typhus specialist Rudolph Weigl and established his own Bacteriology Lab in 1923.  He was working at the time in Lvov, which would briefly become a Russian soviet in 1940 and then be invaded by the Nazis, putting him first into the Jewish ghetto and then a series of concentration camps, where he was allowed/commanded to continue work.  After the war, he rose to distinction in Poland (moving to Warsaw) and when he fell ill towards the end of his life moved to Nes Ziona in Israel.  

From the point of view of the Vienna Circle, rather than stressing how little immediate impact Fleck’s book had, it is actually more remarkable that his book was known by Reichenbach who provided Kuhn with his clue. Tom Kuhn brought the book to the attention of the English speaking world, and yet downplayed the importance of the book seemingly in order to differentiate his own transvaluation of the ideas into the fields of astronomy and physics.  But unlike the story that American philosophers of science liked to tell until quite recently (or perhaps still) that Kuhn was a challenge to the Vienna Circle, in fact his Structure of Scientific Revolutions was commissioned by Carnap for the Encyclopedia of Unified Science, edited by Carnap, Neurath, and Morris.  Reichenbach studied among others with Ernst Cassirer (importance for later University of Chicago anthropology, and famously an opponent of Heidegger).  Reichenbach founded the Berlin based Society for Empirical Philosophy, and in 1930 he and Carnap began editing the journal  Erkenntnis.  In 1933 when Hitler became Chancellor, he was dismissed, emigrated to Turkey where he chaired the philosophy department at the University of Istanbul, until in 1938, with the help of Charles Morris, he came to the UCLA.  Reichenbach taught Carl Hemple in Berlin, and the latter emigrated in 1937 to the U.S., becoming Carnap’s assistant at the University of Chicago.  

There is another lineage in the history of science that is more focused on biology, but it is a French tradition.  (Durkheim never cited Weber, and the favor was reciprocated.  So too perhaps in the history of biology.)  In any case, Bachelard, Bergson, and Canguilhem provide an important lineage, much cited in some parts of history and philosophy of science.  Canguilhem’s notion of the milieu (picked up by Paul Rabinow in the 1990s) is not unlike Fleck’s Denkkollectiv, and earlier Bachelard’s notion that there was no Cartesian substance but rather complex objects built by theories and experiments continuously improved was also similar; as was Bergson’s notions of there being no essences, only relations.

Further, in the sociology of knowledge, the term Denkstil had already been introduced in 1925 by Karl Mannheim, and as Barbara H-S points out there are affinities with Simmel and others, including the 1938 book by Robert Merton on Science and Technology in Seventeenth Century England.   

So, to pick up on Kaushik’s meditation on Foucault, Shapin and Shafer, and the play of Knowledge/Power versus Knowledge/Value, I’d like to suggest that we interrogate the Fleck, Durkheim, Vienna Circle folks the same way that Latour praised Shapin and Shafer as the way forward for STS (now a long time ago) to think together how the authority of science and the authority of politics are entangled, or in Sheila Jasanoff’s terms are co-produced.  It is not for pure philosophy only that these scholars thought they were engaged in a struggle for the soul of European civilization against the rising fascist tide, and that the fight against metaphysics had quite specific targets (co-production of science and democracy?).

In doing so, of course, we shouldn’t restrict ourselves to the past, but think about the challenges of the present day and future as well: and here Fleck comes to the fore precisely because he was interested in immunology or biology writ large and today these, rather than physics, have become the fields that promise to upset established ideas of morality and value, beyond traditional notions of “good and evil” and into the worlds of eternal biological returns, repeating with a difference, until the world looks quite different, including our sensus communis, Denkstil, and connectivities.  Or as Fleck put it, “no epistemology without history”.  

