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Empiricism contra Experiment :
Harvey, Locke and the Revisionist View of | Philosophy

Alan Salter and Charles T. Wolfe
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On the punctum saliens, from vari s in De Generatione

Animalium

_'-\'Iill_:'
Harvey's observations of the

The three passages that deal with the punctum saliens, the “*c

of blood” that appear at the very beginning of

development of the egg are amongst the most detailed and the most lyrical of

his writings. He lays out in a precise, unambiguous and eloquent way what

develops in the egg day by day, sometimes hour by hour, as it grows from

single point of blood to a maturing chick

Chapter 17 deals with the sudden appearance of the punctum on the 4°

day. He writes, “a great metamorphosis and wonderful alteration will alreads

¥

have taken place, and it becomes more manifest ...from hour to hour...At

m the life of a plant to that of an animal.”

that time, the foetus ...passes

He suggests to the reader, “If you want to experience this observation for

atest care...” Harvey tries this
sts

the confidence to invite the reader

yourself...you can do it if you take the very gr

several imes for himself, perhaps even with the magnifying glass he sug

the reader use, for how else would he

to try it “for yourself” and be certain that the reader would observe the self
same phenomena?

Chapter 51 deals with his belief that the blood is the first genital par

}
1
and that the heart is designed for the circulation of the blood. In animals,

1c

heart 1s a pump for the blood; in the embryo the | 1 saliens performs the

same function since 1t acts like a pump. Harvey says *...I1 have frequently
19

shown this to many people...” (DGA, p.242). With respect to the blood,

Harvey gradually builds up observations, each accompanied with a deta

set of descriptive statements, drawn from repeated experiences or

conclusion. We can see the same
} of DMC where Harvey

experiments and leading to a defensit

careful accumulation of evidence in C

demonstrates the forceful systole of the animal heart

Earlier in Chapter 17 of DGA Harvey says, referring to the movement of

the punctum, that *...I am quite certain from many experiments I have
made...” (p. 99). He does not say what these experiments were or whether
they were varied in any way, but he concludes that *...upon every
touch...you will see this punctum to be in diverse ways disturbed...” (ibid.).

He has thus conducted this experiment of touching the punctum many times
and that “you,” if you try it, will get the same results as him. His confidence
1s assured from the multitude of ‘experiments’ he has made and is all the
greater because *...many more were present with me..."” (p.100). The

l‘HHCILIH] therefore has movement and sensation

All quotations in

1 are from DGA, p.96.
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Harvey's experimentalism is far removed from the notions of formality

which some scholars see as essential to proper experiment. Dear for example
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lesser extent on his embryology and the doctrine of epigenesis. Only in the
nineteenth century did the view emerge that he was the ‘originator’ of
modern doctrines of experiment, whether quantitative, implicative (in the
Paduan sense of ‘try this yourself’), or ‘thought experiments’. But the first
person dimension we have called attention to, is not seen. | ocke’s reception
like Newton's, cannot easily be reduced to a handful of factors (Voltaire,
inother) but to

Anthony Collins and Thomas Reid are hard to reconcile with

the extent that the eighteenth century (correctly) saw the relation between his

anti-innatist theory of ideas and his prog for educational, political a

clerical reform, it grasped his heterodoxy more successfully

Of course, Harvey, Locke and Sydenham do not stand for a
systematic position, whether in medicine, natural philosophy or philosophy
simpliciter. One can enumerate some shared characteristics, including

feeling for the subjective’ which distinguishes them from the dissecting,

anatomizing ~ zeal of their respective contemporaries. But we do not wish to

promote a unique, somewhat a-historical concept of ‘medic empiricism

vy be difficult to define, as it is something of a place

which would ultin

*dical

holder, not to say an empty term, an au e espagnole. The original

empiricists were essentially skeptics; Sydenham is not really interested in the

nature of experience itself, or in the sources of knowledge; Locke does not

ground his empiricism on medicine (even 1l allows for some

methodological influence of Sydenham). Perhaps Harvey is the only medical

empiricist, in the end. Regardless, if there is essential in all of

w 1, maybe 1t

these figures which is alien to empiricism as we thot

is our picture of empiricism that needs changing!

Bacon, Novum Orga

We view this as part ofal
extension, empiricism in its relation to the life Revolution

e hints of such a reevaluation, see Salomon-Bayet (1978) and Duchesneau

( 1996)

Bull. Hist. Epistém. Sci. Vie, 2009, 16, (2), 141 - 163
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