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Mariana Saad. Cabanis, comprendre l’homme pour changer le monde. Paris: Classiques
Garnier, 2016. 309 pp. (978-2-406-05803-8).

This book addresses the work of Pierre-Jean-Georges Cabanis, an influential
French physician and philosopher of the Revolutionary and Bonapartist periods
who proposed a comprehensive “science of man.” Distinguishing her approach
from that of historians like Martin Staum, Mariana Saad describes it as epistemo-
logical: she aims to show that Cabanis’s materialist philosophy shaped everything
from his views on the proper way to “read” disease and conceive of inner life, to his
vision of a harmonious society structured to ensure the well-being of its citizens.
She intertwines close readings of famous texts like the Rapports du physique et moral
de Uhomme (1802) with discussions of less studied works where Cabanis sketched
projects for reforming medical care, education, and social organization in general.

Saad begins with an overview of Cabanis’s vitalism, which entailed an “ener-
getic” conception of sensibility as a vital force that drove a complex play of forces
and counterforces within the human being. Chapter 2 considers his medical
semiotics, the aspect of his thought most closely aligned to the language theories
of the Idéologues (to whom he was personally tied). Chapter 3 addresses the causal
logic Cabanis applied to medicine, and surveys his theories on climate and tem-
perament as factors in health. Chapters 4 to 6 delve into Cabanis’s approach to
mental illness, his views on women, the political role he claimed for physicians
and for medicine in the remaking of public education, and his theory of “infi-
nite” perfectibility.

The three key points of Saad’s book are identified by Jackie Pigeaud in his
preface: Cabanis’s notion of sensibility without sensation; his idea of a physiologi-
cally rooted “inner self”; and the theory (later developed by Freud in his work on
melancholy) that thinking is grounded in a physical, viscerally located disorder
or distress. Cabanis did, indeed, play a key role in the theoretical elaboration of
these ideas. However, Saad tends to exaggerate his originality in elaborating them,
a problem she could have avoided by engaging more directly with the work of
scholars like Francois Azouvi, Jean Starobinski, and Caroline Jacot Grapa on the
“pre-history” of inner sensations and pre-Revolutionary models of psychophysi-
ology. Closer attention to the ways in which Cabanis’s ideas emerged from the
medical and philosophical thought of eighteenth-century Europe would also have
helped to contextualize other aspects of his thinking: for example, his model of
the exquisitely insightful physician-philosopher, his linking of crime to mental
disorder and social pathologies, and the inverted relationship he posited between
exceptional intellectual ability and bodily health. That last idea was a truism of
works on the diseases deemed peculiar to men of letters, a discursive genre that
popularized some of the case histories related by Cabanis: for example, Blaise
Pascal, whom doctors often cited to illustrate the link between genius and the
obsessive delirium characteristic of melancholy.

Saad uses the case of Pascal to argue that Cabanis does not deserve the label of
misogyny that other scholars have applied to his theories about women’s nature,
most particularly his views on women intellectuals, whom he depicted as “dena-
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tured.” She contends that Cabanis tied women to geniuses like Pascal by describing
both as examples of the pathogenic powers of a “lively and mobile” imagination
that affected the body’s visceral regions (p. 175). However, when Cabanis ascribed
a visceral location to nervous/mental disorder, he did so in highly gendered
terms—and did not replace the old “black bile” etiology with a sexual etiology for
both sexes. The melancholic man, in his estimation, suffered from digestive ail-
ments, whereas the ailments of oversensitive, overimaginative women arose from
their reproductive organs. Far from using viscerality to open up the possibility of
genius for women, Cabanis deployed it to make them ineligible for the “infinite”
perfectibility he envisioned for men of a certain type, in a certain climate, who
followed a particular regimen of moral/physical hygiene.

Despite those shortcomings, Saad’s book is a useful complement to existing
scholarship on Cabanis, like that of Staum and Elizabeth Williams. It also help-
fully compiles citations from a number of his writings, including many that have
not be republished since the nineteenth century.

Anne C. Vila
University of Wisconsin, Madison

Ian Burney and Neil Pemberton. Murder and the Making of English CSI. Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016. 248 pp. Ill. $24.95 (978-1-4214-2040-0).

Historians have produced a number of important works on specialized aspects
of forensic medicine such as finger printing and DNA analysis. Burney and Pem-
berton have seen the need for a broader account of the evolving nature of the
concepts and practices of forensic investigation. Although they insist that they are
not telling a linear story and highlight the interplay between different sets of prac-
tices, the book’s central message is that in English murder cases between the 1890s
and the 1950s a forensics of things ultimately eclipsed a forensics of bodies. What
does that mean? Hans Gross, an Austrian criminal magistrate whose 1893 forensic
textbook was translated into English in 1906, asserted that witnesses could lie or
be mistaken, but material evidence was factual, incorruptible, and disinterested.
Accordingly the pathologist’s duty was to isolate the crime scene and be especially
careful in collecting trace evidence such as hair fibers and blood splatters. In
France Edmond Locard similarly stressed the importance of the apparently trivial;
the skilled investigator could find in the microscopic debris left on a suspect’s
clothing an unimpeachable record of his or her movements and encounters. The
laboratory and the microscope symbolized this new approach to forensics, as did
the experts whom the continental states recognized and employed. England dif-
fered in continuing to rely on nonexperts well into the twentieth century.



