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I comment here on what some students in the workshop characterize as a theory/theorized “isomorphism” in Fleck’s work and also, relevantly for other workshop themes and contributions, on some general features of his thought vis-à-vis the philosophy of science.

How did Ludwik Fleck--a research immunologist working in Lvov, Poland—arrive at all his original, challenging ideas about epistemology and the philosophy of science? And why, since those ideas were so original and challenging, was it not until half a century later that they became widely known? And why, since they remain so original and challenging and are now well known to a generation of historians and sociologists of science, are they still largely ignored by philosophers of science?
 Some answers to these questions are suggested by Fleck’s intellectual and professional biography, which has implications both for the character—or, indeed, style--of his thought and also for its fortunes in the relevant collectives. Other answers may be sought in the broader cultural, intellectual, and professional worlds in which he operated.

Fleck was a practicing scientist, not a philosopher or logician, and he was a biologist, not a mathematician or physicist. His knowledge of classical Erkenntnistheorie and current philosophy of science was broad, detailed, and discriminating, but he had no professional investment in either as a specific discipline. Although he read extensively in the history of medicine, he did not train as a medical historian or historian of science. In these ways and others, his intellectual profile is significantly different from that of other major figures of twentieth-century history and philosophy of science, both his contemporaries, such as Popper and the leaders of the Vienna Circle (Morris Schlick, Otto Neurath, Carnap, and so forth), and such later figures as Carl Hempel, Imré Lakatos, or Kuhn. Unlike all these, Fleck was an amateur and outsider in epistemology and the history and philosophy of science. But also unlike them, he was professionally familiar with the practices--technical, social, and institutional as well as conceptual--of several scientific fields over a period of more than twenty years. Each of these sets of differences cuts two ways.

First, it seems clear that Fleck’s training in biology and life-long immersion in medical research shaped both the specific ways he conceived human behavior and cognition and also his broader thinking about truth and scientific knowledge. Certainly images and examples of organic development were readier to hand for him than they would have been for a physicist or logician. He was also more familiar and presumably more comfortable than they would have been with related ideas of emergence, flux, and holism. Fleck’s models and descriptions are typically process-centered and he depicts both cognitive and social phenomena repeatedly or indeed obsessively as interconnected, interactive, mutually dependent, and mutually attuned--dynamic, organic, harmonious. In a typical evocation of flux, Fleck makes explicit the organic model that governs his view of historical dynamics, including his sense of the recalcitrance of those dynamics to logical description:

The history of a field of thought cannot be logically reconstructed any more than the history of a scientific event, because it involves vague and indefinable concepts undergoing a process of crystallization. The more detailed and differentiated the historical description . . . , the more complex, interrelated, and mutually constitutive its concepts will be seen to be. An organic structure, emerging out of the mutual development of its interacting components, they are a tangle when viewed logically.

Relatedly, he notes that older views and metaphors of warfare in regard to disease and the body--‘invasion’, ‘attack’, ‘defense’, and so forth, along with the idea of specific pathogenic ‘causes’ (a relic, he maintained, of archaic ideas of demon-possession)--are now recognized as dubious assumptions. ‘[The] organism’, he writes, ‘can no longer be regarded as a self-contained, independent unit with fixed boundaries’. Rather, he continues (citing developments in bacteriology, morphology, genetics, and physiology), it can be seen as a ‘harmonious life unit’ in which ‘the activities of the parts are mutually complementary, mutually dependent upon each other, and form a viable whole through their cooperation’.
 Like the relation between alga and fungus (the two quite different species of organism that constitute a lichen), the relation between host and parasite or between human body and pathogen could be seen as types of symbiosis, as could also, Fleck remarks, a community of social animals or an entire ecological unit such as a forest:

In the light of this concept [i.e., symbiosis], man appears as a complex to whose harmonious well-being many bacteria, for instance, are absolutely essential . . . . Thus, rather than as an ‘invasion’, we might better speak of an infectious disease as ‘a complicated revolution within a complex life unit’.

In a revealing comment, he adds: ‘This idea is not yet clear, for it belongs to the future rather than the present. It is found in present-day biology only by implication, and has yet to be sorted out in detail’. Indeed, the idea is even now both radical and controversial.

Something of the intellectual-professional background of Fleck’s organic models can be glimpsed through his account of important conceptual shifts in contemporary immunology, which was, in effect, his own major thought collective. He writes: ‘[I]nstead of the prejudicial concept of immunity [protection against invasion from outside], we have the general concept of allergy (a changed mode of reception) [;] . . . ‘[i]nstead of antibodies, we speak of reagins to stress the lack of direction of the effect’. He explains these shifts as follows: 

Many classical concepts of the field of immunology evolved at a time when, under the influence of the great chemical successes in physiology, misguided attempts were made to explain the whole, or almost the whole, of biology in terms of effects produced by chemically defined substances . . . . This primitive scheme is now being abandoned  . . . . We now speak of states and structures rather than substances to express the possibility that a complex chemico-physico-morphological state is responsible for the changed mode of reaction, instead of chemically defined substances or their mixtures being the cause.

What Fleck and his fellow immunologists saw as misguided in these earlier efforts were, first, the description and explanation of complex biological transformations in terms of unidirectional causes and the properties of discrete, autonomous entities; and, second, the general inclination to atomism, binarism (toxins/antitoxins, complements/anticomplements, and so forth), and reductionism. Clearly, it seems, the models of biological phenomena that dominated immunology in the early twentieth century --‘under the influence of the successes of chemistry’--and were later rejected in favor of more holistic, dynamic, organic ones share crucial features with the models of knowledge that dominated epistemology at the same time, ‘under the influence’, we could say, of the contemporary successes of physics and logic. It was, of course, just those features of conventional epistemology--its atomism, binarism, agent-centeredness, reductionism, and unilateral-unidirectional conceptions of causality--that Fleck rejected most strenuously in Genesis and Development. And, as we have seen, the models of cognition with which he sought to replace them are, like those of his own succeeding generation of immunologists, overwhelmingly holistic, dynamic, distributed, and reciprocal. 

Some general observations can be made here. One is that certain key features of the specific cognitive style and related habits of perception, description, and explanation that Fleck acquired as a biologist and immunologist evidently carried over into his ways of thinking about knowledge and science and shaped both his tastes and aversions in epistemology. A second observation also concerns relations between thought styles, but has broader implications. It is unlikely that the researchers and theorists whose models Fleck rejected (substance-focused chemists, immunologists of a previous generation, logical positivist philosophers of science) would have denied the complexity, variability, interconnectedness, and mutual dependence of the phenomena in question--infectious diseases, human cognition, scientific discoveries, and so forth. It is, rather, that, whereas they would have seen simplification and idealization, along with the search for fundamental elements, ultimate causal agents, and basic mechanisms, as the best way to go about studying and explaining those phenomena, Fleck saw such approaches as failing to do the phenomena justice or as only obscuring their constitutive complexities. It is as if, for the former (researchers and theorists), giving an adequate account of a phenomenon meant reducing it to its simplest and most basic components while, for Fleck, it meant specifying its connections and dynamics as fully as possible. So described and distinguished, neither thought style or intellectual-scientific approach appears plainly wrong or intrinsically ‘misguided’. Each does appear, however, to be precisely a style--historically, culturally, professionally, and perhaps to varying extents personally, specific. If now, seventy-five years later, we (or some of us) find a Fleckian style more congenial or natural-seeming, it is, in part, because we ourselves--heirs of the cybernetic revolution; practiced in the poststructuralist-constructivist critiques of binarism, reductionism, and unilinear process; surrounded by daily talk of and perhaps in the midst of daily experience with world-wide-webs, neural networks, actor-network theory, hyperlinks, feedback loops, self-organizing complex systems, and so forth--have become so deeply attuned to that style that it has become imperceptible to us as such.

Although an outsider with regard to the philosophy of science, Fleck was by no means an intellectual loner, even in his most radical speculations and formulations. As just indicated, he had the company of fellow immunologists in some crucial intellectual tastes and, as noted in chapter 2 [of Scandalous Knowledge], the company of some of the major social theorists of his era (Georg Simmel, Karl Mannheim, and Émile Durkheim among them) in some of his key ideas. And, of course, he was an insider with regard to science as such. The consequences of these aspects of his intellectual biography are evident throughout Genesis and Development. Thus Fleck’s observations regarding the shaping of scientific hypotheses by such non-‘evidentiary’ factors as laboratory techniques or specific disciplinary assumptions reflect his intimate familiarity with medical and biological research. Similarly, his appreciation of the role of popular beliefs and the significance of cultural and social forces in the history of science reflects his extensive knowledge of the anthropology, sociology, and psychology of his era and his fascination with the details of medical history, from Persian anatomy books to priority disputes between German serologists. 

The fact that Fleck was a non-philosopher was not altogether a disadvantage for the development of his thought. Compared with those professionally trained in academic philosophy, such as Popper or Carnap, he was not as confined by its conceptual idioms, classic problems, or current issues and positions. Moreover, he had no commitment to affirming its value as a specific intellectual enterprise. Like amateurs more generally, he had the advantage of a certain kind of intellectual freedom and, with it, the possibility or even likelihood of a certain kind of radical originality. By the same token, however, and again like the amateur, autodidact, or provincial more generally (as a medical scientist in Lvov, Fleck was all three relative to the philosopher-logicians of the Vienna Circle), he ran the risk of intellectual crankiness, irrelevance, and, of course, obscurity. One of the reasons Popper’s Logic could not be ignored by contemporary philosophers of science was that it engaged so thoroughly the classic figures and issues of the field (Kant and Hume, verification and justification, the problem of induction, and so forth) and, furthermore, did so from a thoroughly philosophical perspective. Fleck, on the other hand, who regarded ‘speculative epistemology’ (precisely because speculative--that is, non-empirical) as obsolete, pretty much ignores the history of Western philosophy altogether. No less significantly, Popper’s Logic is attuned--in its categories of concern, field of allusions, and conceptual-rhetorical idiom--to the established thought style of Anglo-European academic philosophy. And that, of course, was the intellectual community and institutional platform--a relatively large and, at the time, prominent one, with a large and highly organised audience already in place--from which both his work and also his presence as an intellectual figure were launched. Fleck, however, had no standing whatsoever in that community, which meant, among other things, no philosophy students or academic colleagues to circulate his ideas. No matter how strenuous Popper’s challenge to dominant logical positivist assumptions and methods (and the extent of that challenge remains a matter of dispute
), he still wrote as a philosopher to philosophers, whereas no matter how theoretically original, cogently developed, richly illustrated, and concretely documented Fleck’s ideas may have been (and they were certainly all of these), he wrote as a non-philosopher to an uncertain audience.

Aside from historians of medicine (primarily, at that time, medical practitioners like Fleck), no one had any professional reason or intellectual need to read a book about the history of syphilis, even one provocatively titled Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact--at least not in 1935. What we think of now as the history and sociology of science were not yet specialized fields and, of course, there was no ‘science studies’ at all. When Kuhn, then a young American physics-student-turned-historian-of-science at Harvard, picked up Fleck’s book some fifteen years later, it was in a quite different institutional and intellectual context--Cambridge, Massachusetts, not Vienna; post-World War II, not its eve. Given the directions of Kuhn’s own thinking at the time and his sense of the energy and promise of his newly chosen field, he must have found in Genesis and Development just what he needed, that is, both empirical corroboration and intellectual company--which seems to have been why, as he suggests in the 1962 preface to Structure, he decided to follow up Reichenbach’s citation of Fleck’s book. Fateful footnote. 

One further aspect of the context of Fleck’s reception should be noted here, namely, the growing division and to varying extents antagonism between the empirical sciences and classic humanistic disciplines, both as cognitive styles and as institutional projects. In accord with the distinction between Naturwissenschaften and Geisteswissenschaften, theorised as such at the end of the nineteenth century and already quite sharp by the 1930s, academic philosophy increasingly defined its missions and achievements in contradistinction from those of the natural and social sciences. Thus, although Anglo-American analytic epistemology, philosophy of mind, and philosophy of science have wished to be seen as allied to the natural sciences in valuing rigor, formulating strict definitions and distinctions, and seeking to arrive at universally valid claims, they have not professed to be sciences among the other scientific disciplines. On the contrary, analytic philosophers commonly stress the definitively normative, foundational missions of philosophy as such, along with its rationalist commitments and strictly conceptual-analytic, non-empirical methods.
 Of particular interest in seeking to understand Fleck’s reception was the strenuous self-separation of both phenomenology and logical analysis from the heresy of ‘psychologism’--that is, the idea that questions of mind, thought, reasoning, or knowledge might be examined as psychological and thus, as it was feared or charged, merely subjective or merely empirical phenomena. In such a context, Genesis and Development, insofar as it became known at all in philosophical quarters, was likely to have been seen as too tied to empirical fields-- psychology, sociology, and the history and practice of medicine--to be, as philosophers (still) say, ‘philosophically interesting’. Not surprisingly, then, it would be largely in other quarters and not until half a century later that its intellectual interest and power would be recognized.
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	� A twist on all this has emerged in the wake of the ‘science wars’, with the supposed exposure of a ‘collapse of standards’ in the humanities and the supposed takeover of scholarship in various fields by dubious ‘postmodernist’ doctrines. Accordingly, analytic philosophers appear more eager than ever to ally themselves with the natural sciences, now by way of distancing themselves institutionally from other presumptively dishonored humanities disciplines.








