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The supreme task of the physicist is to arrive at those universal elementary laws from which the cosmos can be built up by pure deduction. There is no logical path to these laws; only intuition, resting on sympathetic understanding of experience, can reach them.

Albert Einstein

Physician treats, Nature heals.

Hippocrates

Slicing along the spine of an uncomprehending dog, Claude holds the writhing animal in place, announcing: “Thus we open our book!”

Thalia Field




Do you know how you know what you know?




THE ENIGMA THAT YOU WERE

Dear Claude Bernard (if I may),

I want to thank you for responding to my invitation. Thank you for appearing in my mind’s eye last night. It felt good to connect. I was relieved to know that you were willing to connect with me.

You held a watch in your hand, and I remembered being awarded a prize by the Order of the French Academic Palms for a flash fiction that I wrote as a teenager in the 1980s: in it, watches and clocks were silently waiting to be brought back to life by an elderly clockmaker in his oldfashioned repair shop.

Unlike these clocks, the one in your hand was intact and running. I was surprised because, in the acceptance speech that he wrote before occupying your vacant seat at the French Academy, historian and philosopher Ernest Renan compared the animals whom you experimented on precisely as clocks, which you would “break, open violently”—these are the very words that he used.

You stretched your hand towards me—the one that held the clock. “Take it, it’s yours,” your eyes seemed to say. You looked as happy as you can look. You might even have started to smile… I saw that as a good sign. A validation. At that very moment, I realized that you were a soundless, motionless vision. You looked a lot like a Saint-Bernard (no pun intended, you really did) whom you’d strapped down in your laboratory, their vocal cords cut...

Claude, I will never accept what you did, but I will try to understand. I won’t judge. How could I? I know what I did to animals, when I didn’t know any better. I know what I failed to do for them. I know how easy it is for me to fall back into old patterns. How can anyone judge another being in the first place? Every time we do, we run away from our own guilt, if you ask me. I still catch myself in that place sometimes. It can be difficult to shake off the urge to judge oneself and others. But it’s possible and necessary to do so, in my opinion, especially if we want to heal and embody our highest capacity at both a personal and collective level.

Instead of passing any kind of judgment in this book, I strove to see you as the light that you are. I tried to hold on to that generous attitude at all times, because it’s by doing so that I was able to paint a fuller, more accurate picture of you as such a prominent figure in the history of modern Western medicine. Of course, having had a rigorous education in the humanities in France, Germany and, later on, the United States, helped. But it would never have been enough to get to your truth, hadn’t I widened my gaze to embrace your entire person. Throughout this essay, I thus attempted to put my ego aside, while remembering that you’re one of us, no matter what you did or didn’t do.

I strove to look kindly on you also because I believe in the impossibility of radical difference—between the two of us and between humans more generally, as well as between human and other-than-human life forms.

Here I start.

In 2022, the bipartisan FDA Modernization Act 2.0 was enacted into law after being approved by the U.S. Senate. It was a unanimous decision, and no amendment was needed. As a result, animal testing is no longer a legal requirement for the assessment of the safety and efficacy of new drugs and other biological substances destined for human use in the United States. I salute the passing of this bill, because scientific experimentation has yielded few viable and safe medical drugs and other biological products since its inception. In fact, most drugs intended for us humans that are tested using the scientific method fail clinical trials, according to a growing number of scientific studies. Moreover, a significant number of the drugs that do end up on the market get routinely withdrawn, because they turn out to be dangerous for us.

But if you think that the Modernization Act 2.0. put an end to animal experimentation, you’ll be disappointed, because the experimental method is still the mainstream form of scientific investigation in the United States and elsewhere, even though its days are counted.

For the time being, billions of nonhuman animals and a significantly smaller number of human ones are still exposed to unspeakable cruelty not only in research, education and health care—even homeopathy, a supposedly “soft” alternative medicine, is made with the help of animals who are kept in laboratories—but also in other sectors of human activity around the globe, such as the food and entertainment industries—I am including conventional horseback riding here, as the horses used aren’t asked for their consent, and they are moreover commonly made to wear bits that wound their lips. It doesn’t take a scientific degree to see that this type of equipment causes horses pain. Observing a horse’s behavior is enough, in my opinion. But maybe I’m mistaken, and observation alone isn’t enough. Maybe observation needs to be rooted in sympathy—“an affective reaction to the benefit of someone in need,” according to Fritz Breithaupt’s compelling definition—in order to signal to us that the one whom we observe is suffering. What I do know is that male baby chicks are shredded alive and (mostly) boys and men are used as cannon fodder in our human-dominated societies, while females and males of all species can experience or have experienced rape, exploitation and imprisonment. Why?

Claude (I hope it’s okay for me to call you by your name), you were instrumental for the standardization of the experimental method in the nineteenth century. But here is the thing: you advocated for its use, while characterizing it as unscientific and unnecessary. Why? For psychosocial reasons that have little to do with science, and you knew it.

You are world-renowned for developing the experimental method in biology and medicine in the 1850s. I’m thankful to you that you were very clear about the nature of “vivisection” to start with—this is the term you used to describe experimentation on living beings, not mine: it isn’t science, it’s “torture” in your own word, and it’s moreover avoidable in your opinion as the celebrated founder of modern experimental medicine.

Instead of purely and simply accepting that the liver is a sugar-secreting organ, something which is proven by all kinds of considerations, we torture because we need theories to explain phenomena,

you, in fact, wrote in your 1855 Leçons de physiologie expérimentale appliquée à la médecine (Lectures on Experimental Physiology Applied to Medicine, delivered at the Collège de France). So, how come you simultaneously claimed that animal and human testing was the only way to turn medicine into a proper science?

Ironically, or tragically enough, you were unable to find any cure with the help of the method that you so aggressively promoted. In fact, after you earned your medical degree, you chose to devote yourself to physiology instead of practicing medicine, using mostly other-thanhuman animals. However, your preference went to human vivisection. “As far as direct applicability to medical practice is concerned, it is quite certain that experiments made on men are always the most conclusive. No one has ever denied it,” you contended. As a matter of fact, sociality itself was nothing more than experimentation for you: “in everyday life, men do nothing but experiment on one another,” you wrote. “For we must not deceive ourselves, morals do not forbid making experiments on one's neighbor or on one's self,” you went on, applauding the “helminthologist [who] had a condemned woman swallow larvae of intestinal worms without her knowledge to see whether the worms would develop in the intestines after her death.” You performed “non-bloody” experiments on fellow human beings yourself.

“Christian morals forbid only one thing, doing ill to one's neighbor,” you also argued, contradicting yourself. Your version of Christian ethics wasn’t shared by a majority of nineteenth-century Christians though. As a matter of fact, in Animals and Christianity, Andrew Linzey and Tom Regan explain that “Christian compassion” for other-thanhuman animals was widespread among ordinary Christians during Bernard’s era, while “Christian indifference”—to adopt these authors’ expression—was an attitude displayed mostly by Christian Church officials and their inner circle of supporters.

If it is immoral, then, to make an experiment on a human being when it is dangerous to them, even though the result may be useful to others, it is essentially moral to make experiments on an animal, even though painful and dangerous to them, if they may be useful to humankind,

you concluded, conveniently forgetting your previous acknowledgment of the inadequacy of animal models and your rejection of vivisection as unnecessary
























































	we can’t see inside matter, and we can consequently discover the “truths of the outer world” only through experimentation—in your own words.

	the ideas that are conveyed to scientists through intuition are “vague”—I’m borrowing your own term again here.
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