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This impressive and voluminous study of romantic biology has multiple

objectives. First, the author wishes to rehabilitate the reputation of

"romantic science," particularly as practiced by Goethe and Schelling. He

does this, on the one hand, by investigating romantic biology's

philosophical roots in the Kantian problematic of knowledge, and explaining

why a scientific idealism based on mind-nature correspondences would appeal

to scientists in the _Goethezeit_. On the other hand, he attempts to give

romantic biology a certain legitimacy by linking it quasi-genealogically to

Darwinian evolution. Then flipping this argument around, Richards' second

objective is to change--perhaps rehabilitate--our reading of Darwin by

revealing the romantic _telos_ underlying the "mechanism" of natural

selection. Richards has already produced two books on Darwin (1987, 1992),

and has a clear vested interest in rewriting the common narrative on

evolution. His third objective is historiographical and concerns the

influence that biography, particularly erotic biography, has on

philosophical and scientific history.

Richards begins by surveying the literary and philosophical background  of

romantic science in considerable depth. He works very knowledgeably both in

the literary-philosophical world of romanticism, analyzing figures such as

Kant, Fichte, Herder, Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, and Schleiermacher, as

well as in the more strictly scientific world of biologists like Haller,

Blumenbach, Kielmeyer, Oken, Owens, Erasmus Darwin, and his grandson

Charles. Richards refuses to look at science as an autonomous mechanical

discipline; its practitioners are influenced by larger cultural movements

which spill over into their scientific conceptions. This characterization is

particularly true of the scientists in late eighteenth-century Germany,

where Humean skepticism and Kantian critical philosophy had created genuine

anxieties about the very possibility of objective knowledge (something

today's scientist experiences only faintly, if at all, thanks to modern

specialization). Scientists not only had the task of empirical

experimentation on their hands, but they also had to explain their work in

relation to the subject-bound model of knowledge growing out of Kant's

critiques. After Kant, a scientist faced the problem that our knowledge of

the natural world is always entirely mediated by the pre-set categories of

the mental experience. Rather than being windows on the world, our senses

become transformers that disguise the unknowable thing-in-itself. For

post-Kantians, then, the natural world had to be metaphysically correlated

to mind in some way, so as to preserve the authority of nature and the

validity of experimental research. This is precisely what Schelling's

_Naturphilosophie_ and Goethe's morphology seem to provide, and Richards

focuses on these two figures accordingly.

Schelling's idealism constructs a world in which mind and nature are

ontologically correlated expressions of an absolute principle beyond them

both. This ontological relationship means that to study nature is, in a

sense, to study mind, and vice versa. The important implication for biology

is that every form of life somehow contains an idea, and biological

processes can be explained by the same principles that govern thought, such

as repulsion and attraction. These ideas adhere in nature itself and call

for an organic, rather than mechanistic, logic in scientific research. This

doctrine of ideality obviated the need for awkward theories such as

embryological "preformation" and Blumenbach's quasi-theological

_Bildungskraft_ by granting organicism a sound scientific basis.

Goethe, according to Richards, both inspired Schelling and was inspired by

him, and Goethe's morphology is essentially similar to his friend's

Naturphilosophie_. One of Goethe's primary objectives in traveling to Italy

in the late 1780s was to hunt for the _Urpflanze_, the primal plant that

serves as the common origin and model of all other plants. To make a long

story short, Goethe comes to understand, after reading Kant's _Critique of

Judgment_ and befriending Schiller and Schelling, that his _Urpflanze_ does

not actually exist empirically, but is rather an empirically valid

regulative ideal. Goethe's "ideal realism" becomes a "real idealism" similar

to Schelling's _Naturphilosophie_.

Richards's positive evaluation of Schelling's and Goethe's scientific work

is unorthodox, as the wealth of footnote rebuttals to other scholars

throughout the book makes evident. But there is an underlying second agenda

to Richards's analysis of Schelling and Goethe, which comes out explicitly

in the fifty-page epilogue: Darwin. It is important for the reader to

understand the (admirable) character of romantic biology, because for

Richards it forms the spiritual heart of Darwin's theory of natural

selection. By emphasizing Darwin's emulation of Alexander von Humboldt and

his reliance on teleological and organic metaphors, Richards makes Darwinian

evolution the highest expression of the radically secularized religiosity we

associate with romanticism. God has not been driven out by the laws of

nature, but rather completely absorbed by them. But there is a tenuousness

to this spiritual pedigree, since Richards really only provides one direct

link between the German romantics and Darwin: Humboldt. The problem is that

Richards never really lays out an explicit argument for Humboldt as a

romantic biologist. Humboldt makes a couple of cameo appearances in the

first five hundred pages of the book, and then suddenly takes center stage

in the epilogue. The reader is left inferring, but not certain, that

Humboldt represents the same scientific doctrine as Schelling and

Goethe. Be that as it may, Richards's citations from Darwin make a good case

for the more-or-less romantic influence that Humboldt had on him, and

Richards's general point is well taken.

These are the main thematic concerns of the book, but another methodological

or stylistic concern plays a major role in the work. Richards believes in

the importance of biography, particularly erotic biography. His account of

the romantics seems to revolve around the sexual force of Caroline Boehmer,

and he relates specific developments in romantic theory to the erotic

education Caroline provided to the men in Jena. We find a similar argument

in the very long and biographically indulgent treatment of Goethe. Richards

finds a spiritual parallel to Goethe's pursuit of the _Urpflanze_ in his

pursuit of women, and the discovery of the _Urpflanze_'s ideality is

mirrored--perhaps even aided--by a similar discovery about the ideal woman.

I did not find this parallel scientifically illuminating, but it made for

pleasurable and generally informative reading. On the whole, I found

Richards's assertions about the intellectual importance of sexual education

more persuasive than his evidence, but the humane thrust of his narrative

is, I believe, a corrective one.

Richards's book is important. It is an exemplary work of multi-disciplinary

scholarship that reflects a significant and coherent challenge to several

currently held opinions on romantic philosophy, biography, and science.

Richards's style is refreshingly readable, and his work will be an essential

point of reference for further research on romantic biology.
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