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VITALISM

VITALISM

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Biology, Philosophy of Science, Metaphysics

1. Core Definition

Vitalism is a metaphysical and philosophical doctrine asserting that living organisms possess a
fundamental principle--a non-physical force or energy--that is distinct from the purely chemical and
physical forces governing inanimate matter. This unique principle, often referred to as the "life
force" or "vital spirit," dictates the operations of life, ensuring that biological processes cannot be
entirely reduced to or explained solely by mechanistic laws. Historically, vitalism posits a
fundamental dichotomy, suggesting that the complexity, spontaneity, and inherent purposiveness
observed in living systems necessitate an agent beyond standard Newtonian mechanics or
classical chemistry.

At its essence, vitalism acts as an anti-reductionist stance. It directly challenges the mechanistic
view, which holds that life is merely a complicated machine and that all biological functions can
eventually be understood through the principles of physics and chemistry. Vitalists argue that this
reductionistic approach fails to account for phenomena like self-organization, inherent growth
potential, and the unified, coordinated nature of the organism. Therefore, according to vitalist
tenets, the study of life requires principles or laws that are unique to the organic realm, distinct
from those applicable to the inorganic world.

More broadly, vitalism extends into the philosophical critique of naturalism, particularly where
naturalism seeks the complete reduction of psychological and mental life to underlying biological
structures and chemical procedures. By insisting on a non-material organizing principle, vitalism
provides a framework that allows for psychological phenomena, consciousness, and purposive
behavior to be recognized as independent realities, rather than mere epiphenomena of brain
chemistry. This broader application reflects a deep-seated resistance to viewing humans and other
complex organisms as nothing more than sophisticated assemblages of molecules.

2. Historical Antecedents and Early Vitalism

The concept of a specific life-giving principle has ancient roots, predating the formal scientific
debates of the modern era. Early philosophical systems, dating back to Aristotle, incorporated
notions such as the anima (soul) or principles like the vegetative and animal souls, which were
necessary for functions like growth and sensation. Similarly, in ancient medicine, Galen's
physiological model relied upon various spirits (like the pneuma) to circulate and mediate vital
functions throughout the body. These early concepts provided a foundational context for later
vitalist theories by establishing the intellectual precedent that living matter required something
"extra" to animate it.
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In the 17th and 18th centuries, as the scientific revolution brought mechanical philosophy to the
forefront, vitalism crystallized into a defensive counter-movement. Figures such as Georg Ernst
Stahl, a German chemist and physician, formalized a doctrine known as animism, which was a
significant precursor to modern vitalism. Stahl argued that the phenomena of life were governed by
an immaterial principle, the anima, or soul, which actively prevented decomposition and directed
organic processes. This early vitalism was often intertwined with theological or spiritual concepts,
defining the line between life and death as the presence or absence of this governing spirit.

By the Age of Enlightenment, the debate sharpened significantly, moving beyond simple spiritual
explanations toward a more scientific vitalism. Prominent centers of vitalist thought emerged, such
as the Montpellier school in France, where thinkers sought to explain biological resilience and self-
healing through non-mechanistic forces. This historical development solidified Vitalism not merely
as a description of life, but as a deliberate philosophical position responding to the growing threat
of materialist reductionism championed by contemporary physicists and chemists who believed
that, given enough time, all biological phenomena could be simulated or explained purely by
physical laws.

3. The Neo-Vitalist Movement and Hans Driesch

The most rigorous and scientifically influential iteration of the doctrine is known as Neo-Vitalism,
which flourished around the turn of the 20th century. The central figure of this movement was the
German biologist and philosopher, Hans Driesch (1867-1941). Initially trained as a mechanist,

Driesch conducted groundbreaking experimental work in developmental biology, particularly
focusing on the embryonic development of sea urchins. His experiments demonstrated that if the
cells of a young embryo were separated, each cell could still develop into a complete, although
smaller, organism. This capacity for self-regulation and restoration challenged the prevailing
mechanistic view, which relied on the idea of a fixed, pre-programmed mosaic arrangement of
cellular parts.

Driesch concluded that if the embryo were merely a complex machine, separating its parts would
inevitably result in broken components, not multiple complete machines. This led him to posit that
life procedures are independent, purposive, and governed by an operational agent that coordinates
and controls development, repair, and regeneration. He termed this agent Entelechy, borrowing
the term from Aristotle. For Driesch, Entelechy was a non-spatial, intensive factor that acted
teleologically--that is, toward a specific purpose or end state--guiding the organism's potential for
growth and form recognition.

Driesch meticulously attempted to define Entelechy in purely scientific, negative terms,
emphasizing what it was not. It was not energy, mass, or a chemical compound; rather, it was a
coordinating agent that suspended or released chemical reactions, acting like a conscious
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designer within the organism. By isolating Entelechy from traditional energy concepts, Driesch
hoped to establish vitalism as a verifiable biological hypothesis, although its non-physical nature
ultimately ensured its rejection by experimental science, which requires measurable and
repeatable phenomena.

4. Philosophical Vitalism and Elan Vital

Parallel to the empirical Neo-Vitalism of Driesch, French philosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1941)

developed a distinctive form of philosophical vitalism detailed in his influential work, Creative
Evolution (1907). Bergson's approach was less concerned with experimental biology and more
focused on metaphysics, duration, and consciousness. He rejected the mechanistic interpretation
of evolution, arguing that the standard account, based on random variation and natural selection,
failed to explain the creative impulse and continuous striving inherent in life.

Bergson coined the term Elan vital (often translated as "vital impetus" or "vital impulse") to
describe the creative, vital force driving evolution. This force represented a non-rational, original
impetus that permeated all forms of life, forcing them to push beyond the limitations of mere
material structure and adapt creatively. The Elan vital was conceptualized as a continuous surge
of consciousness, forever fragmenting and diversifying as it attempted to mold inert matter, leading
to the complexity and richness of biological forms observed across the planet.

Bergson's Elan vital offered a powerful critique of scientific determinism and was highly influential
among artists, writers, and philosophers who were disillusioned with the overly deterministic and
materialist worldview of late 19th-century science. While Driesch's Entelechy was an organizing
principle responsible for individual development (ontogeny), Bergson's Elan vital was a driving
force responsible for the entire evolutionary trajectory of life (phylogeny), marking a crucial
distinction between the biological and philosophical schools of vitalist thought.

5. Key Concepts: Entelechy and the Life Force

The unifying feature of all vitalist theories is the assertion of a distinct "life force," though the exact
nomenclature varies across proponents. This force is defined by its ability to confer properties
upon living matter that inert matter does not possess, specifically the capacity for self-
maintenance, reproduction, and goal-directedness (teleology). Historically, these concepts served
to highlight phenomena that defied contemporary physicochemical explanation, such as the ability
of an organism to maintain homeostasis against thermodynamic entropy.

Driesch's concept of Entelechy is perhaps the most precisely articulated attempt to integrate the
"life force" into a biological framework. Driesch argued that Entelechy could control matter without
adding conventional energy. He proposed that it worked by acting as an invisible brake or
accelerator on chemical reactions--a purely intensive agent determining when and where potential
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reactions occurred. This mechanism allowed Driesch to reconcile the observable use of energy
and matter by the organism with the necessity of a non-material organizing agent, although the
concept remained fundamentally outside the scope of empirical investigation.

The importance of these concepts lay in their emphasis on the wholeness of the organism. Vitalists
recognized that the living entity is not merely the sum of its parts, but an integrated system where
the parts only gain their full meaning through their relationship to the whole. This holistic view,
while later adopted by non-vitalistic system biology, was first championed by vitalists who used the
"life force" as the conceptual glue holding the integrated organism together and distinguishing it
from a random collection of chemicals.

6. Distinction from Mechanism and Naturalism

The vitalist doctrine is best understood as the historical antagonist to biological mechanism.
Mechanism, dominant since Descartes, asserts that organisms are nothing more than complex
machines, fully governed by the laws of physics and chemistry. This viewpoint suggests that
phenomena like metabolism, growth, and reproduction are theoretically understandable and
reproducible through manipulation of chemical and physical inputs alone, without the need for a
separate organizing principle.

Vitalism fundamentally rejected this equivalence, arguing that the purposive and unified nature of
life could not arise accidentally from non-purposive matter. The core of the vitalist critique against
Naturalism lay in its refusal to accept the complete lessening (reduction) of complex, subjective
experiences--such as thought, consciousness, and psychological life--to mere biological structures
or physicochemical procedures. For the vitalist, if life were purely mechanical, there would be no
true freedom or spontaneity, concepts central to the experience of life.

This debate was particularly fierce during the rise of organic chemistry in the 19th century.
Mechanists believed that if they could synthesize organic compounds from inorganic materials in
the laboratory, the vitalist barrier would be broken. When Friedrich Wo6hler successfully
synthesized urea in 1828, a compound previously thought to require a living kidney, it dealt a
profound, though not immediately fatal, blow to vitalism by demonstrating that organic matter was
not inherently reliant upon a mysterious "vital force" for its creation.

7. The Demise and Legacy of Vitalism

Despite its intellectual robustness, Vitalism began its steady decline in the mid-19th century and
was largely abandoned by mainstream biology in the early 20th century. The critical factor in its
demise was the relentless progress of biochemistry, molecular biology, and genetics. As scientists
successfully isolated enzymes, elucidated metabolic pathways, and mapped the structure of DNA,
phenomena previously attributed to inexplicable "vital powers" received detailed, reproducible, and

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Naturalism_(philosophy)
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=53245
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

VITALISM

mechanistic explanations. Growth, heredity, cellular respiration, and energy conversion were
revealed to be highly complex, yet fundamentally physicochemical processes.

By the time of the Molecular Revolution in the 1950s, the conceptual need for a non-physical force
like Entelechy or Elan vital evaporated. Biology found that highly organized complexity and
apparent purposiveness could indeed emerge from non-purposive components, provided those
components were interacting within a specific, highly structured chemical environment dictated by
genetic information. The only place where vitalism persisted was often in speculative philosophy or
in certain alternative medical theories, such as homeopathy or naturopathy, which sometimes
invoke concepts like the "vis medicatrix naturae" (healing power of nature) reminiscent of vitalist
principles.

Nevertheless, the legacy of Vitalism is not purely negative. It forced mechanists to address the
crucial question of biological organization and complexity, ultimately leading to the development of
modern systems biology and cybernetics. Vitalists highlighted the inadequacy of analyzing life
solely through static parts, paving the way for the recognition of emergent properties--where the
system as a whole exhibits properties that its individual parts do not possess. While modern
biology rejects the metaphysical force, it retains the vitalist emphasis on holism and the unique
organizational properties of life.
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