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Chamfort,Doctorof Morals: The Maxim andthe Medical
Aphorismin Late EighteenthCentury France

DAVID McCALLAM

Theincreasingprestigeof medicineasa scienceaccompaniedy thesocial
riseof thedoctor,in eighteenth-century Franéewell-documented.” Whatl
would like to arguehere, however,is that thereexists a correspondence
betweenthe establishmentf medicineasan independenfield of studyin
eighteenthcentury Franceand theincreasinguse and influence of an
autonomoudorm of medical discoursenamely theaphorismijn this period.
This is not somuch a questiondf the languageusedby the morerenowned
doctorsof theday but of a formof discoursedeeplyimbuedand associated
with medical practice. (lis nonetheless$rue thatcertain famoughysicians
combined medical and literary roles. Forinstance, Théophile Bordeu
intervenessignificantly in Diderot's Le Réve d'Alembert, and Vicq d’Azyr,
Marie-Antoinette's doctonvaselectedto the Académie Francaise in 1788, in
asortof socialconsecratiorof medical discourseimplicitly incorporatinghis
medical figure and figures intothe sociolinguistic normsoaf ‘le bon usage’
promoted by the Académie itself.) Yet whatinterestame particularly hereis
the insinuation of the medical aphorismitself into other fields of late
eighteenth-centurydiscourse notably those df literature and politics, the
traditionaldomains of the maxim.

To explorethis phenomenorin moredetail we need firsto understand
justwhatthe term aphorisme meantin late eighteenthcenturyFrance. The
Dictionnaire de I'Académie Frangaise (1762) gives the following definition:
‘Aphorisme, Propositionqui renferme en peu demots unemaxime generale.
Les Aphorismes d’Hippocrates. Lesaphorismes denédecine sontfondés sur
I'experienc€.” Two importantpointsaremadein this definition:the term is
tracedbackto Hippocrategatrait consistently foundin otherdictionariesof
thetime) andit is associatedvith empirical medical practicéln fact. these
two things go handin hand.Hippocratesauthorof the classicalmedical
work entitled Aphorisms, was adoptedasa figureheadby many of the more
empirically minded doctorsof the late eighteentltentury,in oppositionto
the increasinglydiscredited Galenipathologyof the '"humours'.As such,
Hippocratesis identified with a scientific practice (empiricismwhich,
already in its contemporary English incarnation, claimed as its founder
anotherinfluential practitionerof the aphoristicform: Francis Bacon.
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As early asl60s in his Advancement of Learning, Baconhadadvocatedhe
useof ‘aphorisms’, asopposedo what he called thescholasticmethod', in
writing scientific treatisesHe notesof theaphorism:

It trieth the writer, whetherhe be superficial or solid: for aphorismsgxcept
they should be ridiculous, cannot be made butof the pith and heart of
sciences;for discourseof illustration is cut off; discoursedf connexionand
orderis cutoff; descriptionsof practiceare cutoff. Sothereremaineth nothing
to fill the aphorismsbut somegood quantity of observation.*

Hencethe Academie'sdefinition draws concurrentlyon Hippocratesand
English empiricism to establishthe characteof the aphorismfor its late
eighteenthcentury readersMore significantly, for the purposesof my
argument, thélcademie's lexicomoeson to allow 'Aphorismes déMorale,
Aphorismes déroit, dePolitique' (i.81). This appeardo confirm thatby the
latter partof the eighteenthcentury, writing aphorismswas no longer
restricted to purely medical practice but had extendeidto other. more
contentious areadf discourse.

However,the Academie'sextensionof the aphorism'sprescriptivefield
wasfar from beingsanctionedy all lexicographersf thetime.J-F. Féraud,
writing in his Dictionnaire critique de la langue Francaise (1787-1788), notes
that 'Pourla Morale et la Politique,on dit maximes plutét qu'aphorismes, et
celui-ci ne peutse direqu'ense moquant,ou dansun style burlesqueou
marotique’.” Yet Feraudis rebuttedavant la lettre, so to speakand with
customaryobustnessby theeponymouseroof Diderot'sJacques le fataliste,
who declares:'J'ai remarqué une choseassez singuliére; c'estqu’il n'y a
gueére de maxime de moraledonton nefit un aphorisme de médecine, et
réciproguement peud'aphorismedemedecinalont on ndit unemaxime de
morale.”® Although Jacquestill qualifies maximsand aphorismsby their
moral or medical provenance his inversion of the terms reinforcesthe
impression that maxims and aphorisms themselves were increasingly
indifferently interchangedtowards the end of the eighteenth centuryn
France.

And it is this interchangeabilitythat| believe tobeimportanthere.More
specifically.Jacques'semarks would seemto suggesthat the medical form
of the aphorismimpacts abovall on the'moral' - thatis, literary-political -
maxim of the period.To examinethis pointin greaterdetail,| shall focuson
thesententiae of oneof the mostremarkable moralistsof thelate eighteenth
century, the playwright, journalist and revolutionary, Sebastien-Roch
Nicolas Chamfort, whose masterpiec@faximes et pensées, caracteres et
anecdotes, was published posthumouslyin 179s5. T shall contend that
Chamfort'stest revealsat oncethe subtle,yet far-reachingjnfluence that
the medicalaphorismexertson theliterary maxim of thetime and,perhaps
moresignificantly,also points tothe political implicationsof this influence.

From the Academie'sown definition of anaphorismwhatis clearis that
the aphoristic formoffers a restrictedorder of truth different from those



handed dowrby Church preceptand Statelaw or, indeed,by the moralist
tradition of theseventeentltentury.lt is one 'fondeesurI'experience(both
experienceand experiment):and this grounding of its truth-claims in
empirical evidenceas what | shall call the aphorism's'truth function': its
connotation of the truthfulness of empirical medical observation and
practice,especiallywhen this is transferredto mattersmoral and political.
beyondits customarysphereof expertise.

Yet, initially at least, Chamfort's maximappearto owe more to the
literary values of an earlier age than to the eighteenth century's
preoccupationwith empirical (medicaljruths.Forinstancehe writes:

Vivre est une maladiedont le sommeilnous soulage toutesles seizeheures.
C’est UnN palliatif. La mort eStle remede(rr3)”

L'amourestcommeles maladies epidemiques. Plos les craint, plusony est
exposé. (348)

Otez['amourproprede ]'amour, il reste trop peude choseUne fois purgede
vanité, c'est un convalescendffaibli, qui peuta peinesetrainer.(358)

Thesemaxims onlove anddeathmake useof a setof stockin-trademedical
figures (illnessand remedy.love assickness, purging makes weak) which
neversignify morethan their purely figurativerolesallow; they illustrate a
general pointthey are notindicesof an alternativesocio-historical'truth'.
The last two especially recall La Rochefoucauld,echoing his favourite
themes:man'slack of self-mastery,his unavowed subordinationto his
passionsto his 'amourpropre’.In termsof their form, too, they reproduce
the predominancef abstractnouns, theverbetre andverbsin theinfinitive
found in La Rochefoucauld'work.® In all threeinstancesmedical figures
serve onlyto embellish, never torevise or particularise theirgeneral
statements.

Anotherof Chamfort'ssententiae usesa similar medicalligure and appears
to offer thesamedeferencdo thevalues of theseventeenth-centumoralist
tradition. It reads:'Il y a certains defauts quiéservent de quelquesvices
epidemiguescomme on voit. dansun temps depeste les maladesdefievre
quarteéchapper ala contagion'(x17). However. itscaseis more interesting.
and ultimately reveals &hift in the balanceof authority underpinningts
sententiousremarks. For, on closerinspection,we see that the opening
statementi la La Rochefoucaulds alreadyinfluenced(onemight even say
contaminatedby thelatermedical figurevhich purportonly to illustrate its
general proposition. Already the 'vices' in question are qualified as
‘epidemiques’, aghough the medical analogy following on from this
statementhad predeterminedhe charactenof its argument.The medical
'truth function'is notonly presenin this maxim butit exerts a transforming
influenceon the 'moral' messagen which it participates.Derived fromthe
observatiorof theimmunity of victimsof quarternaryfever totheplaguethe
'truth' of medical practiceservesto revise the natureof the relationship



postulated betweemne'sfaultsandone'svices,which themoralisttradition
might haveretainedin the general formulationIl y a certains défauts qui
préservent de quelquewices.™®

Moreover, this medical 'truth function' itself becomesthe subject of
anotherof Chamfort'sreflections. Notonly doeshederivethe ‘truth'of his
maxims from the aphorism’'sempirical, conditional investigationsut he
presentghe anatomisastheworking modelfor the'philosophe'that is, the
moralistof his day:

Quand on veut devenirphilosophe.il ne fautpas serebuter des premieres
découvertes allligeantes qu'onfait dansla connaissanceeshommes. Il faut.
pour les connaitre, triompher du mécontentement qu'ils donnent, comme
'anatomiste triomphe dela nature,dessesorganes et de son degodt. pour
devenirhabile dans son art(86)

The figure of the anatomistriumphing over the physicaland intellectual
feelings of revulsion arousedin him by the truths he hasincovered
introducesatthesametime adifferentsourceof truthfulness into Chamfort's
moregeneraktatement'Quand on veutdevenir philosophél nefaut pase
rebuter des premieres découvertes affligeantes qu'on fait’). It is an
anatomicaltruth function' which againdistinguishe<Chamfort's observa
tion from thoseof the more abstractglassicalmaxim writing tradition*"

Thus Chamfort'ssententiae becomethe meetingplaceof an increasingly
challenged and overly abstract moralist tradition (maxim) and an
increasinglypowerful, medicallyinformed, prescriptiveprose(aphorism).’"
What allows Chamifort to ally thesetwo discoursess the presuppositionof
somecommon groundetweenthem.That commongroundis reasonTwo
of Chamfort'smaxims attesto a very direct identificationof reason with
medicine,both as a practice andsa profession:

La pensée consoledetout etremédie a tout. Si quelquefois elleous fait du mal,
demandez-lule remede du mal qu’elle vous afait. etelle vousle donnera. (29)

Notre raison nous rend quelquelois aussimalheureux quenos passionset on
peut dire de 'homme, quand il est dansce cas, que c'est un malade
empoisonné parson medecin.(46)

The latter maxim, in particular, suggeststhat Chamfort's conceptionof
reason,jdentified herewith a maladroitdoctor,is a reasonwhich is both
practical and fallible. Not only doesthis qualification associateeasonyet
morecloselywith anempirical medicinghat ministersin aphorisms, it also
signifiesthat Chamfortstandsas amoral judge of medicalreasonitself, and
thusol medicine asnartor science. In thisinstancemedicineis no longer
anexternal sourcef truthfulnesgo which themoralistmight appeaby way
of usingmedicalfiguresin his work. Here medicapracticeitself passesnto
the care of the moralist. By appropriatingthe form in which medicine
reasons- the aphorism- Chamfortis then ableto reasonon medicine itself
throughits own language.



So having secure@ medical'truth function'for his work by his various
evocationsof medicalfigures,he hasnow to becomea doctorhimself, to go
beyondthe stageof writing aboutmedicinein orderto beginpractisingit, no
longer usingheaphorismfor medical descriptionbutfor moral prescription.
Let usthenconsiderthefollowing two maxims in thidight:

Celui-1a fait plus, pourun hydropique, qui le guérit de sasoif, queceluiqui lui
donne un lonneaude vin. Appliquez celaauxrichessegizr)

Diminuez les maux du peuple, VOUS diminuez Sa férocité, comme VOUS
guerissez ses maladies adecbouillon.(523)

In thefirst, astatementf generalmedicalimport aboutdropsybecomes a
particularpolitical injunction abouttheiniquities of wealth;in otherwords,
a medicalprescription becomesssocio-politicalone.ll1thesecondsocialills
inciting the insurgenpeople tdeverish violencareto becuredlike physical
illnessesby the applicationof unspecified politicakops.

Whatalso becomeslearfrom maxims 121 ands523 is that, by invoking a
medical 'truth function' in his maxims,Chamfortalso accommodatesis
moralpolitical subjectmatterinto a modified form of sententiae. In other
words, adoptingthe medical aphorism'struths' also requiresadaptinghis
maxims to the medicalaphorism'sform. To understandvhat theaphorism
bringsto theclassicalmaximin termsof form, we mustfirst definethe form
of the classicalmaximitself. PhilippeMoret, in his recentwork, Tradition et
modernite’ de I'aphorisne, describesthe classical maxim of seventeenth-
century France according to three criteria: ‘brievete, discontinuité,
gnomicité’.’> Gnomicity meansthe fraught. problematical relatiorof such
sententioudorms to the 'truth' - somethingl havealreadyconsideredin
respect of the medical aphorism. The remainingriteria, brevity and
discontinuity, are both relative terms and presupposea more definite
functional, il not formal, quality of the maxim: its autonomy, orself
sufficiency, of meaning (somethingguaranteedneither by brevity nor
discontinuityalone).lt is this autonomywhich then definesthe classical
maximin its generic form.

Following Quintilian, Moret characterisethe autonoinyof the maximby
what hetermsits brevitas. Thisis a quality whichis notsimply synonymous
with 'concision'but has moreto do with a sensef syntactical'fullness'and
semanticdensity: Brevitas ne veut pasforcementdire abbreviatio, etle terme
ne s'opposepasa la rotonditas. qui définit unequalitede plenitude: bierau
contraire.'? In otherwords,it is this fullness of form which allows sententiae,
such agheclassicalmaxim,anautonomywith regardto their context.

Yet i we returnagainto the dictionary definition of an aphorisime in late
eighteenth-century Franceye find that it is described precisely as
'Propositionqui renferme en peu de rnots une maxime générale’. And this
senseof abridgementor concentrationof the maxim form found in the
Academie'slexicon is reiteratedin other dictionariesdf the time. The
Dictionnaire de Trévoux reproducesalmost word for word, the Acadeinie's



definition. while the Encyclopedie is evenmore to the point (echoingin the
processwhat | have said of the aphorism'smedical 'truth function'):
'APHORISMES .en Droit et enMedecine sontde courtesmaximes. dontla
verite est fondesurl'experienceet surla reflexion. et quien peude mots
comprennenbeaucoup de sens.”™ 'Renfermeen peu demots’. 'en peude
mots comprennent’, 'sortde courtes maximesBasedon what Moret wrote
o the maxim'sformal brevitas. its self-sufficient density of meaning, it
appearsthat the medical aphorism goesone better: it makes this formal
brevitas into a functional abbreviatio. It foregroundsnot only its density of
meaningbut alsoa concertedrevity of phraselt is an abridgedmaxim. a
maxim whoseown propensityto summariseor condensean argumenis
taken a stage furtherto the point wherethe resultingstatementgainsan
evengreaterautonomyover itscontext.

Returningto Chamfort's maximsz21 ands23. we canseethatboth these
maxim-aphorism$ring somethingelseto the classicalsententioudorm of
the previouscentury.Both maximscondensetheir meaningby using the
vous form of addresdglirectly - *Appliguez’, ‘Diminuez’ - as adirective,if not
an imperative.This form is almostwholly unknown in writers of classical
maxims,suchasLa RochefoucauldandVauvenargues.” Againit appeardo
beinspiredby medicalpractice, imitatinghe preceptdhanded dowo junior
physiciansby their seniors, inthe tradition of thosewritten by Hippocrates
himself."® Once again,such a modification of the classicalmaxim's form
representsits quality of brevitas operating as abbreviatio. its density of
meaning compactedstill further, producing ayet more autonomous, and
therefore disruptiveform of sententiae.

In Chamfort'swork at least,it seemsthat the medical aphorismof late
eighteenth-century Franadfectsthemaximformin twosignificantways:it
confersuponit a medicatempirical 'truth function',allowing his maximsto
drawon an alternative conditional orderdf truth;equally,it condenses or
concentratesthe form of the classical maxim, intensifying the formal
autonomy (brevitas) of the discoursemaking it operateas abbreviatio. a
greater semantidensityin a frequently reduced syntacticahit or seriesof
interloclting units.

So what then are the political implications of these modifications to
Chamfort'ssententiae? Maxim 526in his Maximes et pensees perhapdoints to
anumberaof answerso this questionlt reads:

L'Assemblée nationalede 1789 a donné au peuple francais une constitution
plusforte quelui. I1 f[aut qu'ellesehate d’élever la nationa cettehauteur.par
une bonne education publique. Les legislateurs doivent faire comme ces
médecins habilesqui. traitant un maladeépuisé. font passer les restaurants
'aide desstomachiques.

Once again Chamfort strengthensa general (political) proposition by
marryingit to a particular(medical) practicef the time. Thusits general
truth valueis reinforcedby what [ havecalled a medical'truth function'.



Moreover, in thisnaxim, the medical practicen questionis furtheraffirmed
as 'habile’'- ironically, a term of approvalof the doctor'skilfulness here
which is, however,a synonym for deceitin classical moralist prose.””
Maxim 526 also couchesits political injunctions in a medicalform of
expression. prescribirggcourseof actionto its political 'patients'!1l fautque
[I'Assemblée nationale]’, 'Les législateurs doivent faire [...]'. And i the
aphoristic qualities evidentn maxim 526 do not seem to abridge or
condensethis particular maxim syntactically, there is nonethelessa
foreshortening inthe semanticsof its proposition.Thus Chamfort'suse of
thedeadmetaphorof the political 'constitution'is resuscitatedso to speak.
by its newly acquiredmedicalcontext.As in maxim 117, the medicalfigure
which seems only to illustratethegenerakrgument of the maxim effectively
shapesits whole meaningithe extendedanalogyto a particular medical
practicewhich closesthe maxim revisesthesenseof thegeneralproposition
precedingit.”®

Thus therevolutionary constitutiorof 1791 is reinvestedin Chamfort's
maxim with physiologicalaswell aspolitical significance. Areinvestmentf
meaningwhichis notwithout importancesinceit transformsthe Nation not
only into a living organism but implies its susceptibility to disease
(conspiracy from within) and potential mortality (the need for self-
preservationagainst enemies from without). It also contributesto the
ambiguity of the term Constitution, which. as Keith Michael Balcer has
shown, representne of the major dynamicsof revolutionary change,
especiallyfrom 1791-1793.%

More significantly, perhaps Chamfort's adoptiorand adaptationol the
medicalaphorismof his day also makes it a specific vehiclefor discursive
changetoo. By its transmissiondf highly partisan political sentiment.
coupledwith its directappealto the reader,Chamfort'suse of the medical
aphorismallows him to furnisha mediantermbetween the classicalmoral
maxim and the revolutionary political slogan. This developmentof the
[unctionof his sententiae is everybit aspracticalasit is theoretical Forit was
Chamlort who famouslygaveSieyés theincisive title andseriesof rhetorical
guestiongrefacinghisinflammatory brochureof 1759: Qu’est-ce que le Tiers
Etat?*® More pertinently still, as JohnRenwick has shownChamfort was
directly involvedin writing republicanandrevolutionarypropagandan late
1792.%" It wasalsoat this timethat,accordingto RoedererChamfortcoined
the revolutionary sloganGuerreaux chateaux! paix aux chaumieres!to
accompanythe Frenchtroopsinto Belgium inlate 1792 and early 1793.>*

So | would concludeby arguingthat Chamfort'sinnovative useof the
maximowesmuchto the medicalaphorismof histime.Morespecifically, his
direct and partisan maxim-aphorismgive the lie to the more common
literary notion of 'aphorismwhenappliedto Chamfort'sententiouprose:a
notion which definesit as being'a gameof boxeswithin boxeswhich can
neverbefinishedor won.[...] Soit is with Chamfortthatthe maximbecomes
agameof languageplayedfor its own salcethatthe poetictakes precedence



overthereferentialandmetalingual’, as'un systemepuremeniangagier'.”?
Theseareanachronistiédentificationsof Chamfort'ssententiae with the use
of the aphorismin twentieth-centuryliterature. (In fact, it would be much
more appropriateto considerLichtenberg and Joubertas pioneersof this
ironic, self-referentialconceptionof the aphorism.)

Instead, would tentatively suggeghat Chamfort's moraknd political
exploitationof the medicalaphorismpointsinstead towardhe more overt
formsof political propagandaf thenineteenth centuryheuseof sloganshy
both conservative andsocialist politicaltheorists(De Maistre, Saint-Sirnon,
Proudhon)and its incorporationinto the narrativeof politically weighted
novels, especiallfhoseof Stendhal and Balzac. both confirmed readersof
Chamfort™ Paradoxically,then, theempirical 'truth function' and the
compactionof meaningand phrasebroughtto the classicalmaxim by the
medicalaphorismleadnotto closure(asin classicalrhetoric)or to linguistic
introspection(asin twentiethcentury aphorismsut to an openingup of
theform, allowing precisely foiits survival,indeedits flourishing at the heart
of the political manifestoandthe novel,thedominantforms of Frenchprose
of theearly to mid-nineteenticentury.
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