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Jacques Lordat and the Historiography of

Mechanism-Vitalism Controversy

Masahito HIRAI

The term “vitalism” was invented in Montpellier after the French Revolution. According to Eliza-
beth A. Williams, this term emerged in the growing political tensions between Paris and Montpelli-
er after the Revolution, centered on financial issues, which led to what Williams named the “ideolo-
gization of Montpellier vitalism.” As Yoshihiko Komatsu says, the “historiography of mechanism-
vitalism controversy,” which classifies scholars since Aristotle into “mechanists” and “vitalists,” and
discusses advantages and disadvantages of each individual, emerged historically only after the
nineteenth century. But the development of the “ideologization of Montpellier vitalism” and the
spread of the “historiography of mechanism—vitalism controversy” are two separate issues, since
there is a leap between the invention of the term “vitalism” accompanied by the intensification of
the debate between the Paris’ and Montpellier’s schools, and projecting the controversy itself into
the past and making it into a historical view. So how did the “historiography of mechanism-vital-
ism controversy” come to be formed and popularized? This article sheds light on Jacques Lordat
(1773-1870), who succeeded Dumas as chair of Anatomy and Physiology at the University of Mont-
pellier’s School of Medicine in 1813, and after the division of the chair in 1824, he remained in
charge of the “chair of Physiology” until 1860. By analyzing Lordat’s three texts, this paper will
show that, through his confrontation with the Paris School, Lordat formed independently the idea

of “history of mechanism—vitalism controversy," and contributed to its dissemination.



