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An Irritating Book Review

This is a big book about a narrow subject. It is
emphatically not a “general history of the idea of ir-
ritation and irritability” (p. 279). Rather, Hubert
Steinke focuses on Albrecht von Haller’s concept of
irritability and sensibility and the reception of that
concept in latter half of the eighteenth century. I cer-
tainly don’t want to suggest that this is an unimpor-
tant or uninteresting subject. Haller is a fascinating
figure, and it is nice to have a substantial English-
language account of his anatomical and physiological
investigations. But this book is not for everyone.

For those of in need of a refresher, Albrecht von
Haller was Swiss. He was also one of those annoyingly
precocious prodigies (like John Stuart Mill) who knew
more languages than you do by the time he was five.
He studied with Boerhaave at Leiden and received
his degree in medicine before his twentieth birthday.
Haller then returned to practice as a physician in his
native Bern, where he developed an international rep-
utation as a botanist, anatomist and poet before ac-
cepting a call to the new University of Gottingen in
1736.

Steinke’s story really begins in Gottingen. After
reviewing theories of animal motion before 1750, he
moves on to a detailed analysis of Haller’s physiologi-
cal experiments in the Gottingen laboratory. For my
money, this is the strongest part of the book. Steinke
draws extensively on laboratory notebooks to recon-
struct experimental practice in Haller’s laboratory.
The notebooks he uses have never been studied, and
this section does indeed shed new light on what Haller
was actually doing; that information, in turn, changes
the way one interprets the conceptual framework that
grew out of Haller’s experimental practice. Given
Haller’s prominence in the history of medicine, it
may seem surprising that his Géttingen lab notebooks
have been ignored until now, but such neglect is a re-

flection of broad changes in the history of science and
medicine, which have increasingly turned their atten-
tion toward experimental practice. In Steinke’s case,
this approach has yielded some impressive results. He
is able to demonstrate, for example, that some of An-
drew Cunningham’s recent claims about eighteenth-
century physiology simply do not hold true in Haller’s
case. In fact, it appears that some of the features
scholars have considered typical of modern experi-
mental physiology (that is, nineteenth-century phys-
iology) were already present in Haller’s laboratory.

Steinke’s reconstruction of Haller’s experimental
practice reveals that something unique may have hap-
pened in his Gottingen lab around 1750. Unlike
most of his colleagues, Haller expected his students to
write their own dissertations; he even expected them
to perform their own experiments as part of those
dissertation theses, which was atypical. In general,
Steinke’s reconstruction suggests that Haller’s labo-
ratory was a very intense and unusual place. A small
group of committed students gathered there to per-
form experiments—often excruciatingly painful animal
vivisections. Given the hours spent, and the nature
of the experiments, it is not surprising that Haller’s
approach gave rise to a unique laboratory culture.
Steinke also suggests that Haller played favorites, and
that he was (unsurprisingly) authoritarian in his at-
titudes. More interestingly, the laboratory culture he
promoted in Géttingen created the basis for a larger
network of correspondents and acolytes throughout
Europe, which Steinke describes in great detail (chap-
ter 4).

In general, as Steinke himself points out, this book
is a methodological hybrid. He wants to retain the
strengths of a more traditional conceptual analysis
while integrating the insights and methods of the
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newer science studies, which tend to focus less on
the structure of concepts and more on experimen-
tal practice and social structures. It is a tempting
compromise, but it has its weaknesses. Among these
is a certain lack of coherence; it can be disorienting
to move from a detailed conceptual analysis in one
chapter to a detailed local account of experimental
practice in the next. The vexing question, of course,
is whether and how these two realms relate to one

another.

Nevertheless, this is a valuable study. It is metic-
ulously researched and, in general, clearly written. It
will provide a rich resource for specialists in the his-
tory of early modern medicine. But there are also
useful bits and pieces here for the non-specialist, like
the discussion of expertise and the public sphere in
the final chapter.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the list discussion logs at:

http://h-net.msu.edu/cgi-bin/logbrowse.pl.
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