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Book Reviews

S. Levati, D. Méndez, E. Pasini

Reviews of Wolfe and Symons (eds.), The History and Philosophy of Materialism,
Routledge 2025; Pisano, The Exile of Language: German-Jewish Philosophical
Challenges of Linguistic Autochthony, Brill zo25; Prkachin, Wired Together: The
Montreal Neurological Institute and the Origins of Neuroscience, University of
Chicago Press 2026; Cioni et al. (eds.), Il lungo Settecento tra Italia, Europa e
mondo. Studi per Antonella Alimento, Storia e letteratura 2024.

CHARLES T. WOLFE AND JOHN SYMONS, (eds.), The History and Philosophy

of Materialism. Rewriting the History of Philosophy 6. London: Rout-
ledge, 2025, pp. 500. ISBN: HC 9780367633509, € 315.00, eBook 9781003118879,
€64.99. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003118879.

This is a very rich volume that will remain a valuable reference resource on
the subject for a considerable period of time. But curiously, the book cover fea-
tures what seems the reminder of a famous case of fraud. Is there a subtler
connection with materialism than wheels and springs? Is materialism a machi-
nation, or is it the key to understanding certain machinations? I would say that
most of the contributions share the second stance: this is a volume that is mostly
sympathetic to its subject, although the authors are always able to upholding a
critical stance, both in theoretical and historiographic terms.

‘Materialist’ and ‘materialism’ are 17th-century polemical labels that, like
so many other such labels, were adopted as a banner by those they were in-
tended to disparage. Unlike ‘Impressionism’ or ‘Baroque’, however, ‘material-
ism’ is also suitable for retroactive application and cross-cultural enactment. Al-
though this body of excellent work nearly exclusively focuses on the European
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tradition and its offshoots, we can look for materialist thinkers, materialistic
doctrines and principles, and materialistic elements in the histories of ancient
European thought, Nahua ‘metaphysics’, traditional Chinese philosophy, and
Hindu theology just as well. Indeed, the two latter domains are treated in ded-
icated chapters of a section that brings together ancient philosophy, medieval
philosophy (including ‘medieval Islamic thought’), and non-Western philoso-
phy, the Indian version beginning a good century before Democritus and pre-
maturely disappearing, the Chinese predictably extending up to the end of the
20th century. These chapters are a bit disconnected from the rest of the work, or
better, the rest of the work is a bit disconnected from these chapters. The chapter
on the Nahua is fascinating, but it also showcases how certain categories such
as ‘materialism’ and ‘metaphysics’, can be taken for granted and imposed on a
cultural tradition that we only know about second- or third-hand and was quite
extraneous to such encasings, making it share the same destiny as Ogotemmeli
and Odera Oruka’s ‘sages’, while decisively weakening the meaning, at least, of
‘metaphysics’ and decidedly generalising the meaning of ‘materialism’.

Is materialism the same as materialist thought? Is materialism an identifiable
ens rationis with a proper history? Same problem as with all labels, we might
say. In this book, at times, ‘materialism’ might indeed seem to be a sort of uni-
versally recognisable complex or feature, like Neoplatonism or Dumezil’s func-
tions, which may be put to use in the same way that Copleston used to identify
‘abstract materialism’ in the Presocratics. Nonetheless, an undeniable charac-
teristic of materialism, more so than other bodies of philosophical doctrine, is
its tendency to diverge in toto et in qualibet parte. There are innumerable atom-
isms, countless naturalisms, and unnumbered materialisms, many of which are
incompatible with each other or claim to be so (consider historical materialists
and their notion of ‘vulgar’ materialism). The notion of materia easily changes.
A single philosopher like Althusser, see the chapter dedicated to him, can have
three different kinds of materialism all to himself. This variety can be counted
among the elements that give materialism reality, rather than thinning it down.
The editors’ Introduction recognises this openly: “contemporary scholarship be-
gins with the recognition that materialism is a concept primarily defined by its
critics. The chapters in this volume also highlight materialism’s discontinuous
development, waxing and waning across different eras as it was reinvented on
new grounds to serve new political and intellectual purposes” (p. 5).
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In the current circumstances, it seems futile to provide a summary of the
contributions in a book review, since this can easily be produced by any lazy
reviewer with the help of a digital version and an impersonal agent. Instead, I
am rather going to highlight the sections that caught my imagination and offer
an overview of the collection’s structure.

The first part, as said, is devoted to “Ancient, Non-Western and Medieval
Philosophy”. The ancient philosophers—materialism in this volume is mostly
a philosophical affair—are represented by an anti-materialist, Aristotle, who
is nevertheless unanimously credited with introducing the concept of ‘matter’
into philosophical discourse, and an undisputed materialist: Epicurus, the treat-
ment of whose naturalistic and atomistic materialism necessarily includes Lu-
cretius and his clinamen. The object of this very clear chapter also seems to
provide a sort of foundational stratum for the production and assessment of
any subsequent ‘materialism’, both as a model and a benchmark. The chapter
on Islamic thought is also extremely relevant to a work that so often summons
the Scylla and Charybdis of Lange’s History of Materialism and Bloch’s Aris-
totelische Linke—with a marked and welcome preference for the latter.

The remaining sections are also of a historical nature, and are arranged in
chronological order. “Renaissance and Early Modern Philosophy”, a quite in-
stitutional section, encompasses ‘Cosmological Materialism’, Gassendi, the in-
evitable Cavendish, a surprising Malebranche, Locke and thinking matter, and a
triad of bad guys (Cudworth, Clarke, Berkeley). “Enlightenment Materialisms”
follows, where we meet Collins, d’'Holbach’s “enchanted” materialism, the Ger-
man Enlightenment—where historians like the author of the chapter (Wunder-
lich) have unearthed in recent years a lot of forgotten and nearly invisible mate-
rialists. I am somewhat dismayed by the near total absence of Helvetius, but the
fact is that moral materialism and materialist theories of happiness are not cen-
tral to this body of research. This section is aptly concluded by a mid-historical,
mid-theoretic question, that is obviously in touch with the events of precisely
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this epoch and by certain opposed strands of its historiography: “Is Materialism
Atheistic?”.

Centuries have exactly their own length here, and are neither long nor short.
The following sections are thus devoted to the nineteenth and twentieth. Nine-
teenth-century philosophy comprises German materialism, Victor Cousin as
spiritualistic exorcist against materialism, then Darwinism and Positivism—
which one does not necessarily see in the same bag but were effectively put
into it by the philosophical masses—and a lucid chapter on how matter as a
theoretical concept disappeared from physics at the end of the century.

For the twentieth century, ‘Dialectical Materialism’ appears in the Soviet
version; Russian Marxism also offers a glimpse of a certain kind of material-
ist interpretation(s) of Spinoza; Gramsci is featured even less than Helvetius. A
mesmerising chapter on Freudo-Marxist Materialism, a thing that might seem
in a way created, not by fiat, but by writing (here not unconvincingly) on it, pre-
cedes the above-mentioned triunitary Althusser, Neurath’s physicalism, and an
enticing titled chapter on “The Materialist Sixties”.

The last section is, of course, the most problematic: the contemporary is al-
ways disappearing into the distance and is usually viewed through a peculiar
rear-view mirror, which should bear a warning that objects seen in it may ap-
pear larger than they are. It is indeed where one would expect more theory
and less history, and in fact its historicisation seems rather a homage to the
meta-historiographic character of the series in which the book appears. But a
blow of fresh air, after the heaviness and compactness of all this history, spires
mostly from the final chapter on “Matter: A Feminist Reading”. The very first
lines re-connect materia with mater, and from there proceed to revisit the whole
history that we have met from a fresher sputiamo su Aristotele perspective, if
I may say so, which prepares the introduction of a ‘new’ (pretty credibly new)
materialism.

The philosophy of materialism is less prominent than its history. Since ma-
terialism is treated as a philosophical position or a component of philosophies,
and since, as previously mentioned, we mostly meet philosophers here, it may
be considered as the philosophy of a philosophy. The issue is no less relevant
for that: a philosophy of materialism might be a second-degree philosophy, but
not au second degré. The question arises as to whether this would be a histori-
cal philosophy, or a philosophy of ‘materialism in its historical manifestations’,
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or a classificatory effort, or an analytical enterprise, in the terra terra sense
of providing analyses of materialism (as such, taken as a whole: not in the neo-
scholastic form of disputation on particular points of doctrine that characterises
the present professional version of analytical philosophy).

All this considered, it is in the section devoted to “Twentieth-Century Phi-
losophy” that one of the most intriguing discussions of materialism appears,
in a chapter that Wolfe devotes to ‘Intelligent Materialism’. This is not strictly
about beating stupid materialism in the skull and taking it down; nor is it spelt
in the same meaning as in ‘intelligent design’. The chapter begins asking: “Is
there a history of materialism? Can there be a history of materialism?” (323)
and moves to what I think to be the most relevant point in this volume: “un-
derstanding the philosophical import of the history of materialism” (324). As is
often the case, curators must ensure that their own perspectives are reflected
at least in their contributions, and this is often the only place where they are
able to make their mark. I would indeed recommend this essay to anyone who
wants to understand what, in the long run, is at stake in this book.

Enrico Pasini

LiBERA P1saNo, The Exile of Language: German-Jewish Philosophical Chal-
lenges of Linguistic Autochthony. Maimonides Library for Philosophy
and Religion 10. Leiden: Brill, 2025, pp. xxii+288. ISBN: PDF 9789004708327,
HB 9789004726765, € 139.00+VAT. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004708327.
The present book offers innovative insights into the problem of language in
early twentieth-century thought. Rather than presenting a purely philosophical
genealogy of linguistic skepticism, Libera Pisano reconstructs a German-Jewish
intellectual constellation whose reflections on language emerged from a shared
historical experience shaped by assimilation, translation, exile, and the crisis
of European modernity. Its main contribution lies in showing that, before the
later analytical development of the linguistic turn, a number of German-Jewish
intellectuals had already engaged with the problem of language in an effort to
achieve socio-political renewal, in what is known as the Sprachkrise.
In order to show the political implications of language and its social impor-
tance prior to the linguistic turn, the author analyses the approach to it by five
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German-Jewish intellectuals, namely: Fritg Mauthner', Gustav Landauer, Mar-
garete Susman, Franz Rosenzweig and Walter Benjamin. The Sprachkrise not
only engages with language in an analytical and philosophical manner, but also
highlights the inherent tensions of these authors, who, as Jews, participated in
a foreign language and culture. In this sense, the Sprachkrise condenses a ma-
jor European crisis, as it also implies discussions over community, nationalism,
identity and belonging.

The book is structured in five chapters, each dedicated to one thinker. The
selection of these authors is not a minor point, as they are all, with the excep-
tion of Walter Benjamin, relatively unknown thinkers. This stands as another
crucial reason to highlight this work, as it grounds further research in Jew-
ish thought and its importance for contemporary philosophy. The five thinkers
share a common background; not only that, as Michael Lowy? famously argued,
these figures belonged to a broader German-Jewish intelligentsia which, despite
its differences and particularities, would share a common assimilated heritage;
they all grew up in bourgeois Jewish families, which, if not converted, were all
marked by secularization. Most of them were educated within German cultural
traditions, while simultaneously occupying a position of relative marginality
within them. Their intellectual trajectories developed in the decades preceding
the First World War, a period marked by the decline of inherited certainties,
growing nationalist tensions, social unrest, and the search for new cultural and
political forms. In this context marked by the rethinking of tradition, constant
conflict, and the emergence of revolutions, the necessity of new social models
arises, and the critique of language appears as more than an epistemological
problem. In a tumultuous world, skepticism towards language unfolds, while
its capacity to represent truth and reality is called into question, reflecting a
broader crisis of meaning affecting European culture.

This predicament extended beyond philosophy into the literary culture of
German-speaking Central Europe, where figures such as Hugo von Hofmannsthal

' Frits Mauthner was born in Hofice, Bohemia. At the time, this territory was part of the Austrian
Empire (later Austria-Hungary). In spite of this, he always remained attached to Germany and the
German language.

* For a deeper perspective of the shared historical and cultural background of these intellectuals,
see: Lowy, Michael. Redemption and Utopia: Jewish Libertarian Thought in Central Europe: A Study
in Elective Affinity. Translated by Hope Heaney. London: Athlone, 1992.
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and Franz Kafka increasingly portrayed language as fragile, inadequate, and
threatened by silence itself. In this regard, one of the most famous literary ex-
amples is the Letter to Lord Chandos from Hugo von Hofmannsthal, which cul-
minates in silence." In this respect, Pisano’s study can also be read as a recon-
struction of a particular German-Jewish milieu within the wider cultural world
of Mitteleuropa, whose intellectual production profoundly shaped twentieth-
century philosophy, literature, and political thought.

In the philosophical arena, this radical doubt is developed by Mauthner in
his Beitrdge, which aims to liberate language from its instrumentalisation. Chal-
lenging language’s capacity to ground the foundations of society opens a void
for an alternative way of living. This is what the author calls the “epoché of
meaning”, the suspension of signification that leads to a rethinking of commu-
nity. As concepts lose their substance, everything is called into question; for
example, the foundation of a nation by means of a shared language. This corre-
sponds to what these authors would identify as the reification of language. At
the same time, paradoxically, all these thinkers, with the exception of Rosen-
zweig, did not master Hebrew and were deeply attached to the German lan-
guage, and were actively engaged in practices of translation. Translation, there-
fore, becomes more than a literary activity: it functions as a privileged model
for understanding language itself as movement, mediation, and transformation.
As suggested by Pisano, their own biographical contexts as mediated identities
would be the very reason to carry out the critique of language, as a way of
standing against essentialism.?

They would thus fight for the liberation of language because it represented,
for them as Jews and as foreigners, their Heimat. This movement is perfectly
represented in the use of Rose Ausldnder’s poem at the epigraph of the book:
Mein Vaterland ist tot / sie haben es begraben / im Feuer / Ich lebe / in meinem
Mutterland / Wort. The tension between the dead (tot) fatherland and the new
homeland, the word (Wort), captures the spirit of Heimatlosigkeit perfectly: as

! For a classic discussion of the literary dimensions of the Sprachkrise in Central European cul-
ture, see: Steiner, George. Language and Silence. Essays on Language, Literature and the Inhuman,
Atheneum, New York, 1986.

? Prior to the First World War, a nationalist reading of German Romanticism (Herder, Fichte,
Holderlin) emerged, opposing Kultur to Zivilisation, the latter associated with mechanisation and
commercialisation.
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foreigners in the world, there is only the word, the language. Thus, they would
oppose its reification; as strangers in Germany, they would reject a pure, es-
sentialist understanding of language, while still maintaining a profound attach-
ment to German as their Heimatsprache. One may suggest that they seek to
escape essentialist and nationalist tendencies while at the same time avoiding
a homogeneous cosmopolitanism.

The critique of language, along with the critique of autochthony, leads Pisano
to call this phenomenon a “diasporic philosophy of language”. As “bifurcated
souls”,' their way of living is not centered on a topos, but rather on chronos.
“Time” is the fundamental category for all these thinkers. As Pisano states, lan-
guage can represent the terra abscondita, a temporal Heimat, since, as Hein-
rich Heine first suggested, language has a migratory essence: it is portable. In
other words, language escapes the constraints of borders in order to represent
a philological Heimat, a temporal and portable one. All this is encapsulated in
the notion of a “diasporic philosophy of language”.

The point of departure, as mentioned, is Mauthner’s Beitrdge, which is, conse-
quently, analysed in chapter one. Born in 1849 into a Jewish family in Bohemia,
son of a textile manufacturer, and educated within a multilingual environment
—he spoke German and Czech and also learnt some Hebrew—, Mauthner occu-
pied a liminal position that would profoundly shape his reflections on language.
In this voluminous work, the German critic posits that every language is an
individual language (Individualsprachen), that is, nobody speaks the same lan-
guage. For Mauthner, language is no more than a convention that exists within
the realm of individual connections, that is, in communication. In other words,
there is no Ur-Sprache, but rather a wandering that defines itself through usage.

! See also: Mendes-Flohr, Paul. German Jews: A Dual Identity. New Haven and London: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1999. One can also point to another work: Mendes-Flohr, Paul, and Jehuda Reinharz,
eds. The Jew in the Modern World: A Documentary History. 3rd ed. New York: Oxford University
Press, 2011. See especially chapter twelfth.
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This realisation leads to two paradoxical outcomes. On the one hand, it results
in a form of mystical silence, so that he could be viewed as the modern Craty-
lus, just as Pisano suggests. In other words, since reality is in constant change,
it is a continuous flux and alteration —one cannot enter the same river twice-
one should embrace silence. On the other hand, Mauthner also recognized that
language plays a crucial role in communitarian bonds.

This represents one of the most interesting aspects of his work. While it
posits the impossibility of language to achieve truth or represent reality and
its tendency to distort the comprehension of the world, at the same time, by
revealing its dispersed and antinomic nature, it embodies the possibility of so-
cialism. From this perspective, one can understand what Landauer wrote to
Mauthner in a letter from 1911: “certainly, critique of language is inseparably
tied to what I call my anarchism and socialism”.! As something impure, lan-
guage challenges the notion of boundaries, challenges autochthony, and opens
the void for a rethinking. For this reason, Mauthner occupies a foundational
position within Pisano’s constellation. His critique of language would not only
influence subsequent reflections on skepticism and mysticism but would also
provide an important point of departure for Landauer’s attempt to transform
linguistic critique into a political project. Thus, extending its influence to the
rest of the constellation through the revolutionary thought of the anarchist.

Precisely along these lines, I would say that the key point of the Sprachkrise
is that even if it anticipated—or catalysed, as Pisano suggests—the linguistic
turn, these authors would not have been fully akin to the famous conclusion
of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus: Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, dariiber muss man
schweigen.” Their critique of language went beyond this statement and was di-
rected at filling the void opened by it, that is, at searching for a new language
rather than remaining within its logical-representational use. For them, the lib-
eration of language was aimed precisely at a return to what lies beyond the
rational. The Wittgenstein of the Tractatus relegated to silence everything that
lies beyond the limits of the world, thought, and language. That is what sepa-
rates the analytical development of the Sprachkritik from its starting point.

! Mendes-Flohr, Paul, and Anya Mali, eds. Gustav Landauer: Anarchist and Jew. In collaboration
with Hanna Delf von Wolzogen. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015, p. 118.
> The English translation is: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent”.
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This tension, sharply formulated by Mauthner, reappears in different and
radicalised forms in the other thinkers examined in the book. Although at first
glance corrupted and instrumentalised, language still represented a necessity
for Landauer, Susman, Rosenzweig and Benjamin. This remains the paradoxi-
cal outcome at which these thinkers arrived. Thus, the objective of the book is
not only to present an overview of linguistic skepticism but rather to show how
this can be used to create philosophical, political, and social alternatives, mainly
focused on themes such as exile and belonging. “To express the inexpressible”
could be stated as a common slogan for all of them, representing the novelty of
this approach to the critique of language.

The reader is therefore invited to explore Landauer’s attempt to translate lin-
guistic skepticism into a mystical-political project. A leading figure of German
anarchism, editor of Der Sozialist, and later participant in the Bavarian Revo-
lution of 1918-1919, Landauer understood the transformation of language as
inseparable from a rethinking of community beyond spatial and national de-
terminations. This entails the need for a new (revolutionary) poetry, Eine neue
Art des Sprechens® as described by Corinna Kaiser, which embodies the spirit
(Geist) and brings an end to language’s instrumentalisation. In short, it points
towards the discovery of a new language of the community yet to come.

The same applies to Susman, whose reflections on diaspora, naming, and her
philosophy of hearing articulate a performative understanding of language that
resists objectification and opens a space for a non-substantialist conception of
community, which, by evoking the eternal, embraces receptiveness to the unex-
pected. Not only that, but Pisano also highlights the broader intellectual context
of Susman’s work, situated at the intersection of Jewish thought, poetry, reli-
gious reflection, and early debates on women’s emancipation.

Moreover, Pisano offers a renewed reading of Rosenzweig’s magnum opus,
The Star of Redemption, in which language plays a crucial role as the medium
of Revelation, uniting God and humanity. Its interplay with time and alterity is
also examined, which leads to a critique of the autochthonous identity. In this
chapter, along with some remarks from Susman’s, the relation between trans-
lation, language, and sacred language is also explored -regarding the Bible’s

! See also: Kaiser, Corinna R. Gustav Landauer als Schriftsteller: Sprache, Schweigen, Musik.
Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2014.
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translation by Rosenzweig and Buber together-, situating the reader in a broader
debate around the Jewish cultural renewal.

Finally, the reader encounters Benjamin’s philosophy of language in connec-
tion with his broader theological-political framework. The interruption of lan-
guage as a medium for the transmission of content is articulated through what
Pisano describes as “exilic gestures”, such as translation and quotation, under-
stood as ways of disrupting fixed meanings and returning to language’s imme-
diacy, where the spirit communicates itself, that is, finds expression. In other
words, Benjamin points towards a conception of language as a pure medium.

To conclude, it is worth mentioning the condensation of this research in its
title: the exile of language. As the author says, it implies a double genitive. On
the one hand, in its objective sense, language has been displaced as a medium
to reach truth; it has been exiled. On the other hand, the subjective side is repre-
sented by the concrete experience of these German-Jewish thinkers, for whom
language acted as an active agent in their experience of exile, shaping the way
they lived as foreigners.

Daniel Méndez

YvVAN PrxAcHIN, Wired Together: The Montreal Neurological Institute

and the Origins of Neuroscience, Maimonides Library for Philosophy and
Religion 10. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2026, pp. 296. HC ISBN:
9780226845432, $ 115.00; ePub ISBN: 9780226845449 $34.99. https://doi.or
g/10.7208/chicago/9780226845449.001.0001.

From its inception, the field of neuroscience has been characterised by a
multi-disciplinary nature, with topical phases of strong interdisciplinarity. Its
history is most often associated with that of Francis O. Schmitt—already cred-
ited with the foundation of another flagship interdisciplinary effort, namely
biophysics. At MIT, he organised the "Mind-Brain” Group, where US and inter-
national scientists explore the neural underpinnings of behavior and mind.* On
the one hand, this book intends to challenge the MIT-centered narrative and

! George Adelman, “The Neurosciences Research Program at MIT and the Beginning of the Modern
Field of Neuroscience”, Journal of the History of the Neurosciences 19 no. 1 (2010): 15-23, https:
//doi.org/10.1080/09647040902720651.
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proffer an alternative account: “Neuroscience was created not by the person
who coined the word but by the people who invented its practices and insti-
tutions, made its significant discoveries and theories, and built its social net-
works” (p. 5). On the other hand, it offers—this being the primary lens through
which scholarly works are assessed in this Journal—a rare opportunity to ob-
serve interdisciplinarity in its very making, as well as its coagulation not only
into practices, instruments, institutions, but also into ideas, notions, metaphors,
and concepts.

The immediate subject of the volume is thus the history of the Montreal Neu-
rological Institute (MNI), founded in 1934 by the American-born neurosurgeon
Wilder G. Penfield (1891-1976). The less immediate subject, we may say, is the
“emerging sense of the value of interdisciplinary collaboration” (58) that char-
acterised this history. Molly Harrower (1906-1999), the first psychologist to be
appointed to the Institute (and a female one, who would also have to face the
ubiquitous all-male, cowboy-brain-doctor attitudes) commented after her first
meeting with Penfield: “His idea is for psychology to contribute to his ‘round
table’ of different approaches® (57). Initially they would not understand each
other well, but history tells us that “Harrower’s improvised examination style
brought a greater psychological sophistication to Penfield’s approach. Soon,
Penfield was soliciting her opinion on the more psychologi- cally rich phenom-
ena he observed in the operating room’ (62). Admittedly, this was goal-oriented:
“What ultimately wired together surgeons and psychologists at the MNI (...)
was Harrower’s use of psychological tests that could aid in diagnosis” (63); but
one of the results of this practical collaboration—when the surgeon stimulated
the brains of patients during operations, while the psychologists interrogated
them—was ultimately the first study of the functional specialization of brain
areas, when Penfield produced the first empirical maps—the famous homuncu-
lus—showing the location of various brain functions (motor, sensory, memory
and vision) based on observations made during surgical treatments of epilepsy.

‘Neuroscience’ was itself a concept, an abstraction rooted in a projectual no-
tion: born as an innovative interdisciplinary idea-both strong and vague, we
might say—which traversed disciplinary boundaries and practices. In the pro-
cess of its own development and the establishment of its distinct disciplinary
character, that concept would imply not only the further integration of con-
cepts from different disciplines, but also the overturning of existing concepts
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and conceptual conflicts in those disciplines, and even the building on the over-
turning that was already happening. This was the case with the progressive
unravelling of behaviourism, and the book provides a good example by outlin-
ing the Bildungsroman of Donald O. Hebb (1904-1985)-whose scientific career
spanned the shift from black-box behaviourism to the internal explanation of
behaviour and the attention to neural networks—since he was a “young psy-
chologist skeptical of Pavlov and behaviorism and interested in the nervous
system”, who would choose for his PhD the “eclectic space” of the University of
Chicago (119) The importance of scepticism and eclecticism for interdisciplinar-
ity and scientific progress cannot ever be overstated, Platonist philosophers of
science notwithstanding.

Enrico Pasini

Guipo CioN1, CARLO DAFFONCHIO, ARIS DELLA FONTANA AND GIULIO

TaLiNt (eds.), Il lungo Settecento tra Italia, Europa e mondo. Studi per
Antonella Alimento. Roma: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 2024, pp. 184. ISBN:
9788893599337, € 34.00.

Le volume représente ’aboutissement d’une tentative originale et réussie de
rendre hommage a une chercheuse au terme de son parcours académique. En
effet, a la place du traditionnel Festschrift, les éleves d’Antonella Alimento ont
eu la bonne idée d’organiser un séminaire qui lui soit dédié. La rencontre s’est
tenue a Pise les 23 et 24 mars 2023 en présence de la festoyée et de nombreux
amis et collégues qui ont souhaité lui rendre hommage par leur présence et leur
participation active aux discussions. Ces discussions ont permis d’enrichir da-
vantage les interventions des jeunes chercheurs en vue des actes qui paraissent
a présent dans la collection « Biblioteca del XVIII secolo ». L’ancrage éditorial
s’avére des plus appropriés au regard du profil intellectuel de la festoyée, qui a
consacré sa vie de chercheuse a I’étude du siécle des Lumieres, forte de I'ensei-
gnement de Mario Mirri qui I’a introduite a ce qui allait devenir le theme central
de sa réflexion historiographique, a savoir la circulation de modéles et de pro-
jets de réforme. A travers la recherche et 'examen de ces derniers, Alimento en
a exploré les protagonistes, c’est-a-dire ce «parti» de réformateurs composé
de philosophes, de théoriciens de I’économie et de fonctionnaires de I’adminis-
tration, reconstituant avec une grande rigueur et un grand art non seulement

Book Reviews 18:13



leurs élaborations intellectuelles, comme le voulait la tradition d’histoire des
idées proposée par Venturi et Diaz, mais aussi leurs réalisations concrétes et
leurs échecs, inscrivant leurs propositions réformatrices dans une lutte poli-
tique plus large dont elles furent une composante importante.

L’histoire des idées et des projets circulant dans 'Europe des Lumiéres ne
peut, pour Alimento, se passer des institutions et de la société, de I’économie et
de la politique : tels sont les poles autour desquels s’articulent les contributions
que ses éleves ont choisies de lui offrir.

La premiere des quatre sessions qui structurent le volume est consacrée a
I’éducation du prince a ’époque moderne. Arianna Mele y reconstitue la for-
mation de la reine de Suéde Christine, en examinant les paradigmes culturels
dans lesquels elle grandit. La reine se forma a 'ombre du mythe de trois grandes
figures qui I'inspirérent assurément : Cyrus le Grand, Jules César et Alexandre
le Grand, tous trois fondateurs de grands empires a vocation universelle ; Chris-
tine serait en particulier redevable a I'illustre Macédonien de cette religiosité
mimétique qui aurait caractérisé son action. Dans cette perspective, la conver-
sion de Christine apparaitrait comme un choix stratégique visant a obtenir la
couronne du royaume de Naples, avec le soutien de la France catholique de Ma-
zarin : « La souveraine se serait convertie au catholicisme, religion officielle de
la France, et serait arrivée en Italie sous ce prétexte » (p. 20). La prise de Naples
et 'avénement d’une nouvelle ére de pacification politique et religieuse a la-
quelle elle aspirait prenaient a ses yeux les traits d’un destin héroique, digne
d’Alexandre le Grand qu’elle affectionnait, dans lequel elle s’était identifiée des
sa prime formation et a la vie duquel elle aurait d’ailleurs consacré ses Ré-
flexions.

Dans la deuxiéme session, intitulée Etat et société. Négociation et contrile entre
Ancien Régime et Révolution, Guido Cioni, en étudiant le systéme de la ferme du
tabac dans le Grand-Duché de Toscane et dans la République de Venise entre le
XVII® et le XVIII® siécle, propose une réflexion plus large sur la formation de
I'Etat moderne. L’auteur s’approprie le concept de « contractor State », opposé
a celui, plus traditionnel, d’« fiscal-military State», en montrant comment les
Etats d’Ancien Régime, pour atteindre leurs objectifs fiscaux, ont eu recours a
la contribution effective des «agents du tabac », figures en lesquelles coexis-
taient le profil du fonctionnaire et celui de ’homme d’affaires, estompant ainsi
«’opposition entre la verticalité des appareils institutionnels et ’horizontali-
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té des réseaux marchands et sociaux» (p. 37). C’est précisément dans ’adop-
tion du systéme de la régie, qui s’était rapidement répandu dans tous les Etats
de la Péninsule et dans lequel les acteurs impliqués assumaient plusieurs réles
(fonctionnaires, marchands, entrepreneurs), que I’on peut saisir ce «détache-
ment substantiel du modéle d’augmentation progressive du pouvoir coercitif
de I'Etat dans la spheére de la perception des imp6ts » (p. 49).

Le théme du rapport entre Etat et société réapparait sous un angle différent
dans Pessai que Cesare Esposito a consacré a I’évolution de la perception du va-
gabondage par les autorités francaises entre le XVIII® et le XIXe siécle, se situant
ala croisée de I'histoire sociale et de I'histoire culturelle. Au cours des premiers
siecles de I’époque moderne, la législation francaise ne distinguait pas entre le
concept de vagabond et celui de mendiant, mais dés le début du XVIII® siecle
s’imposa par la loi la conception de la dangerosité du vagabond indépendam-
ment de sa condition de mendiant, consacrant ainsi une distinction substantielle
entre les deux figures, appelée a s’enraciner dans le temps : le vagabond fut dé-
fini comme un «individu fondamentalement dangereux méme lorsqu’il n’était
pas mendiant » (p. 57), dangereux tant pour 'ordre public, en raison des actes
criminels commis ou susceptibles d’étre commis, que pour I'ordre social, du fait
de son choix de ne pas travailler. C’est pourquoi 'on invoqua rapidement a son
encontre la seule solution possible, a savoir la répression. Avec I’époque révo-
lutionnaire, on assista a une nouvelle élaboration de I'image du vagabond, qui
prit les traits d’un individu « essentiellement parasitaire et dangereux en tant
que partisan d’une conduite hostile au contrat social et donc a 'ensemble de
la société » (p. 61), se transformant, aux yeux des autorités révolutionnaires, de
simple ennemi de la société en ennemi du nouvel ordre politique constitué. Du-
rant I’époque napoléonienne, les institutions s’attaquérent énergiquement au
probléme, tant sur le plan politico-institutionnel que juridique, avec la création
d’une part des dépdts de mendicité et d’autre part avec la définition juridique du
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délit de vagabondage. Sous les premiers régnes de la monarchie restaurée, la re-
présentation du vagabond se sédimenta autour de deux poles : la dimension cri-
minelle et la dimension politique, préfigurant une connivence potentielle entre
vagabonds et groupes insurrectionnels. S’affirma et s’enracina ainsi de plus en
plus solidement 'idée d’un monde propre aux vagabonds, inconciliable avec la
société « bourgeoise », une véritable contre-société fondée sur des regles et des
comportements découlant du vice, de 'indolence et, bien entendu, du crime.
La troisiéme session se concentre sur les Stratégies économiques et politiques
dans UEurope du XVIII® siécle, abordant des thémes propres au parcours scien-
tifique d’Alimento. Aris Della Fontana consacre son essai aux propositions que
les réformateurs vénitiens — hommes de lettres, journalistes, agronomes, scien-
tifiques, curés — formulérent a partir des années 1760 dans le sillage de la «lu-
miére agraire » qui éclairait le continent. Convaincus que «le ressort de I'in-
dustrie rustique » devait nécessairement passer par des incitations offertes aux
exploitants de la terre, la solution envisagée par la plupart fut d’intervenir sur
les contrats agraires : il était largement admis que seul un allongement décisif
des baux aurait créé les conditions permettant aux exploitants de trouver avan-
tage a investir temps et argent pour accroitre la rentabilité des terres, ce qui
était totalement impensable avec des baux courts, qui les incitaient au contraire
a des comportements purement « prédateurs ». Pour y parvenir, une campagne
de sensibilisation des propriétaires, si méritoire fit-elle, n’aurait pas suffi, et
dans le sillage de ce qui se passait en Angleterre et dans « d’autres nations éclai-
rées », de nombreux réformateurs, tels que Giovanni Francesco Scottoni, Fran-
cesco Grisellini ou Pietro Arduino, réclamérent I'intervention législative de la
République afin qu’elle impose une durée minimale — d’au moins une vingtaine
d’années — aux contrats agraires. Toutefois, le recours aux expériences étran-
geres et la réception de certaines doctrines agronomiques novatrices ne condui-
sirent pas, dans le cas vénitien, a ’adoption des doctrines physiocratiques qui
pronaient le recours a des entrepreneurs agricoles, auxquels confier de grandes
exploitations a gérer sur de longues périodes et selon des critéres capitalistes.
Ce modéle, soupgonné de visées spéculatives, continua d’étre supplanté par ce-
lui fondé sur le travail des petits exploitants directs, auxquels seraient attribuées
des parcelles de terrain limitées, proportionnelles a la main-d’ceuvre disponible.
Derriére cette réticence, il n’est pas difficile de déceler la crainte de dangereux
processus d’appauvrissement et de dépeuplement rural, avec les répercussions
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que cela entrainerait sur Uordre social — des périls que les réformateurs véni-
tiens n’étaient nullement disposés a courir.

L’essai de Carlo Daffonchio porte quant a lui sur les relations politiques et di-
plomatiques délicates et fragiles qui structurérent la vie politique du continent
au siécle des Lumieéres. L’auteur examine en particulier le sens changeant attri-
bué au concept de réciprocité dans les relations diplomatiques et commerciales
entre les Etats bourboniens d’Espagne et de France au cours de la septiéme dé-
cennie du siécle. Si, sur la base du troisiéme Pacte de famille, la réciprocité fut
expressément souhaitée et définie, I'interprétation donnée aux articles XXIV et
XXV fit bientdt de ce concept un objet de contestation, au point qu’il se trouva
réduit et écarté lors des négociations pour la Convention de 1768. La récipro-
cité au service de la diplomatie perdit alors la valeur que lui souhaitaient les
théoriciens comme fondement pour négocier « de maniere horizontale » les re-
lations politiques et économiques, pour se transformer en un instrument poly-
valent visant & « renforcer les hiérarchies existantes, les subvertir et établir un
compromis entre ces deux exigences. Le tout cependant toujours et en toutes
circonstances dans le cadre d’un systéme international organisé verticalement
autour des intéréts des puissances particulieres, dans I’attente constante de I’oc-
casion la plus propice pour affirmer ou consolider leur position au détriment
des autres Etats » (p. 115).

La quatriéme session est consacrée a la Circulation des hommes et réception des
projets de réforme entre Europe et Empires coloniaux qui, comme 'indique le titre,
élargit les horizons géographiques pour embrasser une dimension atlantique.

Dans cette perspective, Giulio Talini examine ’action des députés caribéens
au Bureau du commerce, organe qui, dans les décennies suivant la guerre de
Sept Ans, ouvrit ses portes a une représentation des colonies : dans le climat
politique qui suivit la conclusion du conflit, les autorités parisiennes entre-
prirent de repenser I’édifice impérial en place, reconnaissant et accueillant a
Paris une députation permanente des trois principaux centres des plantations
caribéennes — la Martinique, la Guadeloupe et Saint-Domingue. Cette députa-
tion parvint « a porter dans le débat politique et au sein des institutions, en les
négociant, certaines des principales revendications économiques et politiques
des grands blancs des Indes occidentales frangaises » (p. 140), servant d’inter-
médiaire entre les colons et le pouvoir central et permettant ainsi a I’expertise
économique des colons d’influer tant sur les choix de gouvernement de la mo-
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narchie bourbonienne que sur «la régulation du développement colonial » des
derniéres décennies du XVIII® siécle, avant la Révolution.

Enfin, Dannylo de Azevedo reconstitue la figure du médecin et naturaliste
padouan Domenico Agostino Vandelli et, plus particuliérement, sa contribution
a la réflexion économique, centrée sur la défense de agriculture comme sec-
teur stratégique du développement. L’auteur examine surtout les répercussions
économiques des recherches scientifiques de Vandelli, mettant en évidence com-
ment, pour ce dernier, les enquétes d’histoire naturelle et la connaissance sta-
tistique du territoire devaient trouver une application concréte dans des projets
de nature économique. Cette approche, expérimentée dés ses années d’études
et de recherche dans le nord de I'Ttalie, se manifeste pleinement au cours de
son long séjour portugais, entamé en 1764 et achevé en 1816, année de sa mort.
Durant ce long séjour, Vandelli se distingua dans la diffusion au Portugal et en
Europe des connaissances naturalistes et botaniques provenant du Brésil, ainsi
que par sa participation active a la nouvelle Académie royale des sciences de
Lisbonne, une expérience qui le stimula a approfondir davantage les retombées
économiques de I’étude de I'histoire naturelle et, en particulier, a «intensifier
ses réflexions sur le role stratégique de I’agriculture dans le développement de
I’économie portugaise» (p. 155), réflexions qui sont au coeur de nombreuses
«mémoires » publiées dans les actes de cette méme Académie.

Méme a travers ce rapide panorama, je crois que ressortent avec une cer-
taine clarté la qualité et la variété des thémes de recherche pratiqués par les
éléeves d’Antonella Alimento : certains s’inscrivent dans le sillage de ses inté-
réts, d’autres sondent des domaines nouveaux et différents, mais toujours a
partir des questions et des problémes qu’Alimento a soulevés et semés dans ses
nombreux écrits. C’est la aussi un signe de l'efficacité d’'un magistére pluridé-
cennal qui n’a pas voulu se reproduire a I'identique.

Stefano Levati
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Joseph Friedrich von Rachnis, Uber den Schachspieler des Herrn von Kempelen
und dessen Nachbildung, Leipzig: Breitkopf, 1789, plate 5 (cover image of Wolfe
and Symons (eds.), The History and Philosophy of Materialism, part.).
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