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On the relationship between the natural and the human
sciences: Energetic sociology

DURING THE DECADES AROUND the turn of the twentieth century, the relationship between the
natural and the human sciences was subject of intense negotiation. Familiar ‘revolt against positivism’
(Hughes) narratives neither explain nor accurately describe this process.! Typically these accounts
assume a natural distinction between the natural and the human sciences. Their present configuration
was merely waiting to be found. But if these distinctions are self-evident, then how could they have
been a subject of conflict? Surely such accounts are either teleological or contradictory.

The case of the ‘sociologist’ Georg Simmel shows how ambiguous the relations between the natural
sciences and the moral sciences were. He used scientific theories and metaphors throughout his work.
Especially the concept of energy and its conservation were frequently employed by Simmel, and in a
number of ways.

On a fundamental level, he believed that the law of energy conservation posed problems to common
sense mind-body dualism. He argued that these problems could only be solved by introducing an altogether
different concept of volition.? In different ways, Helmholtz and Wundt had used theories of the relation
between the mind and soul, to draw boundaries between different domains of knowledge.? In Simmel’s
time, such theories and their implications were highly disputed.

In a neo-Kantian fashion, Simmel further contrasted physical and historically interesting processes
by contrasting the conservation of energy in nature, with the change of values in our appreciation of
it.* These arguments too were common, as Rickert and Windelband had urged that value-interests
were necessary in history, and absent in physical science.” Such a contrast could then be used to draw
boundaries between different ways of inquiring nature.

But ‘energy’ was also used as an analogy for money. Money functioned in modern economy as
energy worked in the physical world. This was by no means a superficial analogy or metaphor. In his
analysis of modern culture, Simmel urged that the connection between money and energy was in fact
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very profound.® Indeed, throughout the nineteenth century, energy and work were central concepts in
both physics and industry.’

Finally, Simmel talked about ‘energy’ in a somewhat casual fashion when describing (mental)
states of the subject. What did it mean when he spoke of ‘mental’ or ‘intellectual’ energies?® In the
year that the Philosophy of Money appeared, Sigmund Freud published the Interpretation of Dreams in
which he used concepts as ‘mental energy’ in strikingly similar manner.® Were these attempts to
describe personal consciousness in a scientific way?

The presentation attempts to shed new light on the relationship between the natural and the moral
sciences in Germany around the turn of the twentieth century, by looking at Simmel’s use of the
concept of energy. Conversely I will also try to make more sense of Simmel’s philosophy by placing
his employment of the concept of energy in the context of contemporary philosophical discourse.
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