An enquiry into the probability and rationality of Mr. Hunter's theory of life,
being the subject of two anatomical lectures delivered before the Royal
College of Surgeons, of London / by John Abernethy.

Contributors

Abernethy, John, 1764-1831.
Royal College of Surgeons of England.
Royal College of Physicians of London

Publication/Creation

London : Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, and Brown, 1814.

Persistent URL

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/gkuhebze

Provider

Royal College of Physicians

License and attribution

This material has been provided by This material has been provided by Royal
College of Physicians, London. The original may be consulted at Royal
College of Physicians, London. where the originals may be consulted.

This work has been identified as being free of known restrictions under
copyright law, including all related and neighbouring rights and is being made
available under the Creative Commons, Public Domain Mark.

You can copy, modify, distribute and perform the work, even for commercial
purposes, without asking permission.

Wellcome Collection
London NW1 2BE UK

E library@wellcomecollection.org
https://wellcomecollection.org



http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/mark/1.0/










{5





















































































e i

20
ing, as it were, in review, a series of
facts or propositions, and steadily con-
templating them so as to arrange, assort,
or compare them till we form some de-
duction respecting them. This power
seems to belong exclusively o man, and
is the basis of his reasoning faculty,
That mind is the strongest which can
contemplate the greatest number of facts
or prupasitiuns with accuracy; and his
judgments are generally the most correct,
who omits to review none of the facts
belonging to the subject under his con-
sideration. It was this power of mind that
so eminently distinguished Newton from
other men. It was this power that en-
abled him to arrange the whole of a
treatise in his thoughts, before he com-
mitted a single idea to paper. In the

exercise of this power, he was known
occasionally to have passed a night or day
entirely inattentive to surrounding objects.
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from my attending more to his facts and
opinions than to his mode of explaining
them, that 1T have been led to form so
high an estimate of his intellectual p(;wers.
I. can draw no other inferences from the
facts than those which he has drawn,
and therefore am I a convert to his opinions.

I proceed now to consider the struc-
ture and functions of those fibres which
constitute the museles, in order to in-
troduce the discussion of the probability
and rationality of Mr. Hunter's Theory.
as a cause of irritability. Muscular fibres
are soft and readily lacerable in the
dead body, and even during life when
they are in a state of inaction. They
are composed of that insoluble substance
which we meet with in the blood, and

which, from its disposition to concrete in
a fibrous form, is called the fibrous part
of that fluid. The threads and flakes
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cular fibres were connected by - cross
threads of common cellular substance.

Mr. Carlisle, in whose talents and ac-
curacy we are all disposed to place con-
fidence, in the Croonian Lecture, printed
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g ~in the Philosophical Transactions for 1805,
) says, that he can distinctly see an ultimate
: muscular fibre, which he describes “as a

solid cylinder, the covering of which is
. reticular membrane, and the contained
i part a pulpy substance irregularly granu-
! lated.”

He has also described the termination
of nerves in muscles. Muscles are libe-
rally supplied both with blood vessels and
“nerves, but nothing peculiar is perceived
in' their distribution. We make them
very red by injecting them, and we see
numerous nerves entering their substance
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at the part for the supply of which they
are designed. They then'split into nu-
merous  branches which communicate with'
each other, and again subdivide and re-
join, their communications appearing to
multiply as  they become more minute;
so that every part of ‘the body has a kind
of net work of nerves, which is minute in
proportion to the susceptlbﬂnty and sen-
‘ﬂblllt}? it pnsaeshes {4

- This -general' and imperfect sketch of
the anatomy of the nervous system, re-
lates’ nnly to what may be - discovered
by our unassisted sight. If by means of
the ‘microscope we endeavour to observe
the ultimate nervous fibres, persons in
~general ‘are as much at a loss as when
by the same means they attempt to trace
the ultimate muscular fibres. = .

Those fibres which we can split off
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though the nervous fibrils in each packet
appear distinct, and may ba separated from
cach other in the manner already described,
yet they have nevertheless transverse com-
munications with each other,  Each
nervous fibre has been supposed to be
covered by investing membranes similar
to those of the brain; but this opinion is
founded on an analogy with what is observed
n the optic nerve, rather than on ac-
tual observation with respect to others,
That they have investing membranes is
clear, and we are told that we may dis-
solve the medullary or nervous matter
by an alkali, and leave these investing

membranes ; or on the other hand, that we

may dissolve . the investing . membranes
by mitric acid, and leave  the medullary

Having thus spoken of the chief cir-
cumstances relating to 'the anatomy of

hﬂ-_. .
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ture, Thus we seem to be acquainted
with  the properties of the aggregate
forms of that substance which is cogni-
zable to the eye and touch, and which
we then call matter; we seem to be as-
sured of the existence, and to know some-
thing of the properties, of a subtile sub-
stance which pervades all nature; and if
we are allowed to know any thing, we
surely may be admitted to know the
properties of our own minds.

How diversified are our perceptions,
how admirably are they adapted to our
wants and gratifications! for all beauty
of prospect, all melody of sound, all va-
riety of odour, must by the eye of reason
be perceived to result from the inasses
or molecules of surrounding matter, being
in various states of motion or of rest;
of which circumstances we have notice
by the actions they induce in our ner-
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occasion merely direct your attention to
the consideration of one other subject,
which is, the opinions we may be war-
ranted in forming, respecting the con-
nection of irritability and sensibility.

This subject has been the cause of
much controversy. Haller maintained
that irritability was a distinct property in-
herent in muscles ; to use his own words,
that they had a vis insita, independent
of the vis nervea; which opinion has of
late received additional corroboration from
some experiments of Mr. Brodie. Those
who object to this opinion, can, I think,
only oppose it on the following grounds.
They must contend either that the muscles
have a kind of perception of injury which
causes them to contract, even though
~ they are wunconnected with the brain;
or that the nerves are the organs which
prepare and  supply the muscles with
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are not warranted in supposing there is

any sensation such as 1 have defined,

Assuredly, motion does not necessarily
imply sensation; it takes place where
no one ever yet imagined there could
be sensation, If I put on the table a
bason containing a saturated solution of
salt, and threw into it a single crystal ;
the act of crystallization would begin
from the point touched, and rapidly and
regularly pervade the liquor till it as-
sumed a solid form. Yet I know I should
incur your ridicule, if I suggested the
idea that the stimulus of the salt had
primarily excited the action, or that its
extension was the effect of continuous
sympathy. Ifalso I threw a spark amongst
gun-powder, what would you think were
1t represent the explosion as a struggle
resentful of injury, or the noise as the

clamorous expression of pain?
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pain 18 not the cause of action, is I
think evident.  Nervous motions, in-
duced by ‘the will, cause our mus-
cles to act, but such motions oc-
casion no sensation in the obedient
muscles.  When, therefore, we employ the
terms in common use of a stimulus being
applied, and an action or disease excited,
we should remember that neither the in-
fliction of pain, nor absolute injury, 1s
essential to the production of such con-
sequences,

With respect to the second proposition,
mnto which I have resolved the objections
that may be made to Haller's opinion
of irritability being independent on sen-
sibility, I have only to remark, that the
effects of pressure made on nerves, as

well as other observations, have induced

the general belief that some fluid or
energy pervades the nerves for the supply
of the body. Pressure on a nerve be-

-
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for diseussion in the lecture-room. I shall,
therefore, merely mention by way of ex-
citing attention to some of the ph&nomena
alluded to, that it seems impossible to
account for those which Myr. Hunter con-
considered as the effeet of sympathies
between remote organs, or for those con-
sequences of idiosyncrasy which have been
mentioned, upon any other supposition
than that of a subtile substance, prone
to aect, or liable to fail in action, per-
vading the body, the affections of which
can with electrical celerity be propagated
thronghout the system.

"1 have further to shew that Mr. Hun-
ter’s Theory of Life is adequate to ex-
plain the cause of the prevention of pu-
trefaction, and the regulation of tem-
perature. If the vital principle of Mr.
ﬂunter be not electricity, at least we have.
reason to believe it is of a similar nature,
~and has the power of regulating electrical
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more satisfactorily solved by Mr. Hunter's
Theory of Life than by any other.

Impressed with the difficulties of the
task I have undertaken, of giving lectures
in the presence of men of superior know-
ledge and talents, respecting sﬁbject& on
which every one has formed his own opi-
nions, which of course he thinks correct:
though desirous of fulfilling the deéigll
of these lectures to the extent of my
ability, I feel unable to display the subjects
of them in any other way than that to
which I have been accustomed. 'I‘hinking.
as Mr. Hunter taught, with regard to
life and its functions, in health and disorder,
I must use his language as expressive
of the phenomena we observe. That an
attention to the sympathies of parts and
organs is necessary to our understanding
disorder and disease, I shall hereafter en-
deavour to shew. That Mr. Hunter
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losophical turn of mind which exempts
them from vulgar prejudices, and that ne
Theory appears to them satisfactory, neither
do they propose any for our adoption.

Thinking being inevitable, we ought,
as I said in the beginning, to be
solicitous to think correctly.  Opinions
are equally the natural result of thought,
and the cause of conduct. If errors of
thought terminated in opinions, they would
be of less consequence ; but a slight de-
viation from the line of rectitude in thought,
may lead to a most distant and disastrous
aberration from that line in action. I
own I cannot readily believe any one
who tells me, he has formed no opinion
on subjects which must have engaged
and interested his attention. Persons both
of sceptical and credulous characters form .
uPininnﬂ, and we have in general some
principal opinion, to which we connect
the rest, and to which we make them
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and where it sometimes indulges its vi-
sionary fancies. At the same time it em-
ploys itself in cultivating the surrounding
grounds, raising little articles for intellectual
traffic with its neighbours, or perhaps
some produce worthy to be deposited
amongst the general stores of human
knowledge. ]

Thus my mind rests at peace in thinking
on the subject of life, as it has been
taught by Mr. Hunter; and I am vi-
sionary enough to imagine, that if these
opinions should become so established as to
be generally admitted by philosophers, that
if they once saw reason to believe that life
was something of an invisible and active
nature superadded to organization; they
would then see equal reason to believe that
mind might be superadded to life, as lite 1s
to structure. They would then indeed still
farther perceive how mind and matter






















