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Abstract 

The contemporary psychological history of the study of genius has largely focused on the 

Psychometric School, neglecting alternative histories such as the Italian Positivist School of 

Criminology. This has limited the understanding of genius to intellectual capacities as 

measured by intelligence tests. This Bachelor’s thesis aimed to analyse the works of two key 

figures within the above schools – Catherine Cox Miles (1926) and Cesare Lombroso (1896, 

1901), respectively – to infer their conceptualisations of genius. To understand who the 

authors considered a genius, a brief quantitative analysis of nationalities, occupations and 

religious associations was conducted, followed by an in-depth qualitative analysis of two 

biographies. I concluded that while the schools shared an underlying view of genius as a form 

of biological deviation from the norm, it diverged in interpretation: the psychometricians 

viewed it as a form of superiority whilst criminal anthropologists framed it as inherently 

pathological. These differences can be attributed to their intellectual origins: Cox was 

influenced by the eugenic tradition of Sir Francis Galton and followed the newly introduced 

quantifiable approach to intelligence, whereas Lombroso’s medical training led him to use 

clinical observation and visible traits. Accordingly, Cox’s language emphasises what can be 

quantifiably gleaned, while Lombroso asserts visual and symptomatic descriptions.  

Keywords: Qualitative, Genius, Catherine Cox Miles, Cesare Lombroso, Psychometric School, Italian 

Positivist School of Criminology  
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Understanding Genius: What the Works of Cox (1926) and Lombroso (1896, 1901) Tell 

Us About the Psychometric and Italian Positivist Criminological Schools  

In its original form in Ancient Rome, the term “genius” referred to a person, family or 

place born with a guardian deity or benefactor (Kaukab and Zubia, 2015). The first half of the 

Enlightenment era implicated genius with the notion of the superior abilities of an individual, 

whether inherent, developed, or a combination of both (Kaukab and Zubia, 2015). The second 

half of the era referred to the individual with the superior abilities, giving rise to the study of 

geniuses (Kaukab and Zubia, 2015; Kolegaeva & Strochenko, 2015).   

The empirical study of genius can be traced back to Sir Francis Galton’s biographical 

research in 1869, in which he concluded that genius was inherited. His later statistical work 

popularising the normal distribution two decades later earned him the title ‘Father of 

Psychometrics’ (Geisinger & Usher-Tate, 2016). Galton’s student James McKeen Cattell did 

further work on psychometric testing, providing the groundwork for his student Lewis 

Madison Terman (Pillsbury, 1947). His work on intelligence and intelligence quotients (IQ) in 

psychology led to his two most notable achievements: the introduction of the Stanford-Binet 

Intelligence Scales in 1916, and a longitudinal study on the development of gifted children 

published in a five-volume series known as the Genetic Studies of Genius (Pillsbury, 1947; 

Kaukab & Zubia, 2015). The second volume of the series, The Early Mental Traits of 300 

Geniuses, solely authored by Catherine Cox (then Miles), diverged from the study by 

retrospectively analysing the biographies of 300 eminent historical geniuses. By providing a 

retrospective model of intellectual development, Cox enriched the psychometric school’s 

conceptualisation of genius.   

While Galton and his school worked on the idea of hereditary genius, at the same time, 

Cesare Lombroso gave rise to the Italian Positivist School of Criminology. The latter school 

also held an interest in genius but focused more on the study of crime and the social and 
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biological factors related to it, employing methods such as empirical observation and visible 

(physical or psychological) signs of deviance (see Musmanno, 1925). Lombroso considered 

criminals to be a dramatic biological regression to an earlier phase of evolution, sharing 

physical characteristics typical of ‘primitive’ humans (Mazzarello, 2011). ‘Insanity’, as he 

called it, was a milder form of this regression that included a variety of deviations from a 

norm, including genius. For Lombroso, genius and insanity were co-existing states: such 

individuals possessed great intellectual abilities yet suffered from degeneration of somatic 

organs. As he explained, “the giants of thought expiate their intellectual force in degeneration 

and psychoses. It is thus that the signs of degeneration are found more frequently in men of 

genius than even in the insane” (Lombroso, 1896, p. vi).   

While not explicitly apparent, the psychometric and Italian schools empirically studied 

the idea of genius, using statistics and biology as a basis. Psychometricians used rigorous 

statistical methods to deduce their ideas of an intellectual norm, whilst criminal 

anthropologists used logical deductions instead. Due to Lombroso’s medical background and 

focus on the origins of a criminal's ‘abnormal’ psychology, emphasis was placed on 

systematically analysing visible and reported symptoms, with statistics used for measurement 

and calculating the proportion of certain types of criminals. Despite these different scientific 

approaches to the study of genius, some of the same figures, as can be seen in Cox (1926) and 

Lombroso (1896, 1901) works, are analysed between the schools e.g., Galileo Galilei, Charles 

Darwin, and Isaac Newton, suggesting that there is more to their understanding of genius. One 

would except no overlap in geniuses when there is a theoretical demarcation in understanding: 

one school focuses on intellectual capacities as measured by a test and another on how 

pathological an individual is. To me, this suggests a more ambiguous or closely related 

conceptualisation of genius better understood by analysing works from the respective schools. 

I will use three works to do so: Cox (1926) and Lombroso (1896, 1901). While both authors 
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focus on how the geniuses came to be, Cox (1926) focused on their intellectual development, 

using the Stanford-Binet test to measure their IQs. Lombroso, on the other hand, focused on 

contributing factors to the madness of geniuses, viewing them as states rather than something 

innate like Cox. How this in turn reflects the ideas of their respective schools will also help 

inform how genius was more broadly conceptualised. As such, my research question is: How 

is the concept of genius understood in the works of Cox (1926), representing the 

Psychometric School, and Lombroso (1896, 1901), representing the Italian Positivist 

Criminological Schools? I will answer this by first looking at the geniuses Cox and 

Lombroso examine in their works, followed by an examination of the similarities and 

differences within their biographies. How the different approaches of the two schools inform 

my analysis, as well as a modern take on Cox’s work, will be discussed before finally 

concluding what this tells us about the authors and schools understanding of genius.   

Before examining works of Cox (1926) and Lombroso (1896, 1901), it is helpful to 

first understand who they were and the nature of their work. Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909) 

was an Italian criminologist that studied medicine at the University of Pavia, Padua, and 

Vienna - receiving his degree from Pavia in 1858 (Serafini, 2025). He additionally completed 

surgical training at the University of Genoa in 1859. Throughout his career, he held several 

positions: professor of psychiatry in Pavia (1866) and Turin (1890), director of a psychiatric 

hospital (1871), chair of legal medicine at the University of Turin (1876), and prison 

physician (1886) (Ferracuti, 1996). He is most known for his theories on the biological root of 

criminals, first published in The Criminal Man (translated; 1876) (Serafini, 2025).  

Following Ferracuti (1996), Lombroso’s research is generally described as clinical and 

historical, based on factual data collection used to derive his biological theories of atavism 

and degeneration. However, how he arrived from the data to his theories is often unclear, with 

sparsely provided sources, and his observations and calculations disorganised. During his time 
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as the director of the Pesaro Mental Hospital, he had hospital attendees and patients help him. 

Patients wrote what Lombroso instructed them to - drawing figures and diagrams and 

conducting statistical work, demonstrating a medical style of research.   

In the later section ‘Briefly: Cox and Lombroso’s Selected Works’, I will describe 

how Cox’s psychometric approach differed significantly from Lombroso’s. Like him, Cox 

used factual data and statistics to draw conclusions about genius. However, she clearly 

documented her thought process and applied standardised methods, particularly the Stanford-

Binet test, and a historical methods known as historiometry (see Woods, 1911) to conduct her 

work.   

According to Sears (1986), Catharine Cox (1890-1984) was an American 

psychologist. Her initial interests lay in the arts, receiving her bachelor and master in 1911 

and 1913, respectively, from Stanford University. Her time in the Herbert Hoover’s 

Committee distributing food to children with her associates following the end of World War I 

had shifted her interests towards psychology. After returning to Stanford in 1920, she received 

her PhD in psychology under Terman in 1926, her most prominent work. During her life, Cox 

held several teaching positions: between 1914 and 1920, she taught German and physical 

education at the College of the Pacific. During her PhD at Stanford, she taught German at the 

German Department. Sometime after completing her PhD, she became the clinical professor 

of psychology in the Psychiatry department at Yale University. From 1926 to 1927 she held a 

chief psychologist position for two children’s hospitals, one hygiene clinic and one diagnostic 

centre. In 1927 she took a temporary break from this position to become Terman’s research 

associate, co-producing the Terman-Miles M-F test. From 1932 to 1953 she ran her own 

private clinical practice.   

The above biographies highlight the educational and professional differences between 

Cox and Lombroso, neglecting the broader similarities such as engagement with scientific and 
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historical work. Both authors are widely discussed for their contributions in secondary 

literature, but only within certain academic circles. Lombroso’s work has been extensively 

discussed in forensic contexts, particularly regarding his founding of the Italian Positivist 

School of Criminology, his theories of atavism and degeneration, and his principles for the 

treatment of criminals (Knepper, 2018). Similarly to Cox, mention of him can scarcely be 

found in historical books of psychology, maybe appearing in a footnote at best (see Fancher 

and Rutherford, 2017, page 102). More specifically, her 1926 dissertation is briefly mentioned 

in historical books of psychology when discussing Terman and his studies of genius (see 

Fancher and Rutherford, 2017, pages 510-511). Unfortunately, this tends to only be done by 

feminist historians, otherwise, Cox is excluded from the Terman narrative. Like Lombroso 

with forensics, Cox is discussed more within the research of gifted children, her contributions 

receiving a dedicated chapter at times (see Robinson and Jolly, 2013, chapter 8).   

Journals articles still focus on the contributions of the authors but expand to focus on 

particular elements. For example, instead of focusing on his legal contributions, literature 

touches on the perception of his works in particular countries (see Neil Davies, e.g., 2005 and 

2010, and Serafini, 2025), detailed examinations of his writings through different points in 

time (see Knepper, 2018), his impact on Italy (see Musumeci, 2018), and those that attempt to 

summarise his collective work under general themes. Unfortunately, such a wide scope of 

discussion is not given to Cox or her contributions as the spotlight remains on her dissertation 

and the role it played in Terman’s work (Robinson & Simonton, 2013). In particular, her 

volume has inspired work on the relationship between intelligence and extraordinary 

achievement, including additional analysis of the raw data she provides and new measures in 

different samples (Robinson & Simonton, 2013; see cited examples within the text). 

Although, additional literature can be found on the criticisms of her historiometric method, 

involving the re-analysis of her IQ scores using alternatives methods (see Simonton, 2009, as 
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cited in Robinson & Simonton, 2013). In this way, it can be seen how the distinct treatment of 

the authors within the literature has left little to no opportunity for simultaneous discussion on 

their works of genius.   

The only literature I could find that makes mention of Cox and Lombroso in tandem is 

Robinson and Jolly’s 2013 book chapter ‘Catherine Cox Miles and the Lives of Others (1890-

1984)’. This chapter is biographical, making mention of Cox’s 1936 paper with Lilian Wolfe 

that compares 50 selected geniuses from Cox’s 1926 dissertation with Lombroso’s 1896 work 

(Robinson & Simonton, 2017). While Cox and Wolfe (1936) aimed to assess Lombroso’s 

argument that geniuses were psychologically and physically unwell, they reached the opposite 

conclusion. Unfortunately, Robinson and Jolly (2013) are uncritical of the study, resulting in a 

missed opportunity to comprehend the conflict over genius between the psychometric and 

criminological schools of thought.  

How my Research was Conducted  

The analysis for this thesis was conducted in two parts: first quantitatively and then 

qualitatively. I gathered demographic information about the geniuses I selected from Cox and 

Lombroso’s works, then classified and quantified them, making note of any patterns. Then, I 

did an in-depth qualitative study on two geniuses' biographies, selected from the works of 

both authors, focusing on thinking styles and language in the biographies. Lastly, I discussed 

these biographies within the two authors works, highlighting how their different perspectives 

affect their interpretations and conclusions, and how this reflects on their respective schools.  

Analysis  

To answer my research question, I will analyse the following works: Lombroso’s 1896 

book ‘The Man of Genius’ (translated), and his 1901 book titled ‘The Determining of Genius’ 

(translated), and Cox’s 1926 dissertation ‘The Early Mental Traits of 300 Geniuses’. In the 
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next sub-section, I will provide a summary of these texts, and their methods, followed by a 

presentation of my research plan.   

Briefly: Cox and Lombroso’s Selected Works  

Lombroso (1896) argued that genius is a form of madness. He explored how the two 

states co-exist and interact with one another by examining physiological and psychological 

aspects of several historical figures known to have experienced mental illness during their 

lives. The first section of the book, titled ‘The Characteristics of Genius,’ introduces the topic. 

In the second section of the book, ‘The Causes of Genius,’ he explains the ‘psychological 

lens’ - i.e., how mental illness is the root cause of genius. In the last section of the book, he 

presents the ‘physiological lens,’ arguing that genius comes with signs of physical 

degeneration, such as underdeveloped or damaged internal organs, that are linked to 

psychosis.  

The arguments and evidence Lombroso (1896) presented sparked controversy, 

prompting a critical response from his student Guiseppe Sergi. In his 1899 publication, Sergi 

argued that while Lombroso described the nature of genius, its degenerative qualities, it did 

not explain the diversity of geniuses in different fields. In response, Lombroso published a 

follow-up in 1901, explaining that the intellectual focus of a genius arose from a combination 

of their individual tendencies and strong impressions during and around puberty. This 

addition broadened his original biological framework by highlighting psychological and 

developmental factors that shaped the intellectual expression of genius.   

Rather than seeking to explain the origins of genius, Cox (1926) examined the 

trajectory of cognitive development in these individuals. Cox published her quantitative 

historiometric work measuring the IQ of 300 geniuses selected from Cattell (1903) work on 

eminent men. Cattell (1903) measured eminence by the amount of space devoted to an 

individual in six standard reference works from the UK (2), France (2), America (1), and 
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Germany (1), only including those that appeared in at least three of the works. His sample 

subsequently consisted of 1,000 eminent figures ranked by eminence. Cox (1926) adjusted his 

selection criteria to have biographical information as complete as possible for reliable IQ 

estimates. Moreover, she only dealt with biographies of historical figures that were born 

between 1450 and 1850, figures who had achieved rather than inherited their eminent 

distinction, and the availability of detailed biographical information about a figure's early 

childhood and adolescence. This produced a sample of 300 geniuses split into two Groups - A 

and B. Group A (281) contained the main collection of geniuses, and Group B (19) contained 

lower ranked geniuses used for calibration. In addition to Cox, Terman and Maud Merrill 

individually calculated the IQ estimates for all 300 individuals using the Stanford-Binet test 

(1916), later using Group B to calibrate the three independent rater’s IQ estimates. All three 

had sufficient expertise in using the scales.   

How my Analysis was Conducted   

For my analysis, I selected some biographies from Cox and Lombroso’s above-

mentioned works. For Lombroso’s two works, all the figures mentioned in the ‘Genius at 

Puberty’ section in the 1901 work were selected (n = 21) and from his 1896 work, only 

geniuses mentioned in ‘Part I. The Characteristics of Genius Chapter IV. Genius and Insanity’ 

were used (n = 23). The cumulative sum of Lombroso’s sample was 44. In the case of Cox, 

only geniuses with an estimated IQ of at least 170 were considered for an adequate sample to 

analyse as all 300 geniuses would go beyond the scope of this thesis. The sample size drawn 

from her work was 108.  

I used Wikipedia and the Encyclopaedia Britannica to obtain the following 

biographical information for each genius: full name, nationality, occupations, and religious 

affiliation. The information was used to graph the amount and proportions of the nationalities 
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and religious affiliations present in the sample (N = 152; i.e., the sum of Cox and Lombroso’s 

samples) (see the next section “Who are Cox and Lombroso’s Geniuses?”).    

During the selection of geniuses, I filtered out those that appeared in both Cox’s and 

Lombroso’s samples and whose biographies were included in both authors’ works. I had to do 

this as Cox did not include the biographies of all 300 geniuses in her work. The overlapping 

biographies were subsequently analysed in depth (see the section “What are the Similarities 

and Differences Between Cox and Lombroso’s Biographical Assessments?”).  

Who are Cox and Lombroso’s Geniuses?   

First, I will briefly describe the nationalities and religious associations for Cox and 

Lombroso’s samples. These numbers will exclude geniuses from Lombroso’s sample that 

have already appeared in Cox’s sample. Lastly, this information will be combined with the 

counts for the occupational fields to infer the overall demographic of their geniuses.   

The distribution of nationalities within my cumulative selection of geniuses from Cox 

and Lombroso's works can be seen in Figure 1 below. France and the UK have the highest 

representation in the total sample, largely due to Cox’s selections (see Figure 1 and Figure 2). 

In contrast, Lombroso's sample mainly consists of Italian geniuses followed by France and the 

UK (see Figure 2). Italy has the fourth largest proportion of geniuses in Cox’s sample.1  

Figure 1  

Total Amount and Proportion of Geniuses from Each Nationality in Cox (1926) and 

Lombroso’s (1896, 1901) Samples (Excluding Repeated Geniuses)  

  

 
1 Based on the demographic information gathered from internet sources, nationalities, occupations, and religious 

affiliations were each made to contain sub-groups. Nationalities contained eight subgroups: France, the UK 

(England and Scotland), Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, the US, Spain, and Others (Switzerland, Danish 

German, Denmark, Franco-Italian, German British, Hungary, Austria, and Russia).  
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Figure 2  

Amount of Geniuses from Each Country in Cox (1926) and Lombroso’s (1896, 1901) Samples 

(Excluding Repeated Geniuses)  

  

As both figures demonstrate, the total sample consists mainly of European geniuses, 

with the exception of four Americans. I think this can be attributed to the sources and 
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historical knowledge each author held. Cox (1926) derived her sample from Cattell's study of 

eminent men in which he used five European encyclopaedias. While a European focus is 

therefore expected, the small number of Americans may seem surprising. As previously 

mentioned, Cox reduced Cattell’s list by selecting only geniuses born between 1450 and 1850 

and those with sufficiently complete biographies for statistically reliable work. Since the 

United States was founded in 1776, this left a 74-year window for recorded American 

geniuses to be included in her sample (“Declaration of Independence”, 2025). Given the US’s 

relatively recent development during this period, the small number of Americans meeting 

Cox’s inclusion criteria is unsurprising.   

Lombroso’s European focus is les directly explainable by his sources unlike Cox, as 

he did not disclose how he collected or selected his geniuses. However, his Italian nationality, 

European educational background and geographical location (Italy) likely influenced his 

choices. Being embedded in European academic and cultural networks, Lombroso was 

(likely) more familiar with European – particularly Italian – historical figures, which would 

explain the prominence in his sample.    

 Moreover, the differing aims of Cox and Lombroso's works may have shaped the types 

of geniuses they included. Cox focused on statistical reliability and required detailed, 

consistent biographical data – often unavailable for contemporary or non-European figures. In 

contrast, Lombroso was not concerned with statistical reliability or precision. Instead, he 

emphasised providing examples of geniuses known to have mental illnesses. This allowed 

him to not only use historical geniuses like Cox did, but also contemporaries such as Paolo 

Lioy.   

Language may also have played a role in shaping their selections. Cox and Lombroso 

both spoke English and German, and Lombroso additionally knew Italian and likely knew 

French as well, based on the sources cited in his 1896 work. These shared and individual 
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linguistic skills may have made European sources, and therefore European geniuses, more 

accessible to both authors, bolstering a European focus.     

Furthermore, this European focus lent itself to a certain demographic of geniuses: 

Caucasian, Christian, and intellectually advanced individuals, many of whom occupied highly 

intellectually valued professions. In terms of religion, 56% of the cumulative sample were 

Christian. This proportion breaks down in the individual samples: 60.2% of geniuses were 

Christian in Cox's sample, and 43% in Lombroso’s. In Cox's sample, Christianity is followed 

by the category “Other” (24%), whereas in Lombroso's, Christianity and “Other” each 

accounted for 43%.2   

A reversal trend can be seen between the two highest occupational fields: the human 

sciences and the arts/literature. In Cox’s sample, the human sciences had the highest 

proportion (42%), followed by the arts/literature (23%). For Lombroso’s sample the opposite 

is true: the arts/literature had the highest proportion (32%), followed by the human sciences 

(31%).3    

  Altogether, these findings demonstrate two things: (1) the value Cox and Lombroso 

placed on religion, intellectual capacities, and professional achievement in their conceptions 

of genius; and (2) the strong influence of historical knowledge and social context, including 

access to sources and language, on the selection and portrayal of geniuses in their works.  

What are the similarities and differences between Cox and Lombroso’s biographical 

assessments?  

Framing Genius: Lombroso’s Pathology and Cox’s Psychometrics  

 
2 Religious affiliations contained five subgroups: Christianity (Protestants, Catholics, Presbyterian, Evangelist 

and Orthodox), Anglican/Calvinist, Atheists, Deists, and Others (Non-Christians, Theism, Religion of Humanity, 

Agnostic, and unclear).  

 
3 Occupations were grouped into six general fields: arts/literature (containing the following subfields: artists, 

writers [theatre, literature], musicians, publishers, printers, and orators), the human sciences (politics, 

philosophy, philology, history), scientists, mathematicians, medicine, and miscellaneous (e.g., priest, farmer, 

dean, book collector). 
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While demographic and historical information has been shown to influence the 

selection of geniuses, the biographical assessments presented by Cox (1926) and Lombroso 

(1896, 1901) also highlight differences in how genius was interpreted and represented. Their 

biographies of John Stuart Mill and Albrecht von Haller – two figures who appear in both 

author’s samples– offer insight into the differences in their framing and language. According 

to their respective Britannica Encyclopaedia pages, Mill was an agnostic English philosopher 

and economist (“John Stuart Mill,” 2025), while Haller was a Christian Swiss biologist, 

experimental physiologist, anatomist, botanist, poet, and bibliographer (“Albrecht von 

Haller,” 2024).  

Both authors apply reductionist methods in their biographical approaches but through 

fundamentally different lenses. Cox focused on measurable intellectual capacities, guided by 

the structure and logic of the Stanford-Binet test. Lombroso, in contrast, drew on his training 

as a physician and psychiatrist to emphasise the medical and psychological issues associated 

with geniuses. This results in one-sided portrayals that reflect fundamentally different 

understandings of genius.   

In Lombroso’s biographies, genius is framed as a form of psychopathology, treating it 

as a psychiatric diagnosis. In Mill’s biography, the source of his genius is attributed to the 

influence of his father’s work The History of British India, while the symptoms are presented 

through his intellectual achievements in history and economics (Lombroso, 1901, p. 52). 

Haller’s genius, on the other hand, is presented through his own perceptions of mental 

disturbance, which he attributed to “the vileness of his soul and heretical works” (Lombroso, 

1896, p. 67). Through this framing, Lombroso pathologizes genius, positioning it as a 

psychological and biological disturbance.   

This perspective is further reinforced by how Lombroso provides medical information 

between the two biographies. In Mill’s biography, he identifies the onset of genius at the age 
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of 12, treating it as a childhood-onset symptom. In Haller’s biography, he focuses on self-

treatment methods as if reporting a clinical case: “He could only soothe his excessive terror 

by enormous doses of opium and by converse with priests” (Lombroso, 1896, p. 67). These 

inclusions support Lombroso’s argument that genius is not only exceptional ability, but a 

condition of psychological and biological imbalance in which self-medication is a form of 

management.   

Cox, in contrast, presents genius as an indicator of exceptional intellectual capacities 

that can be reconstructed using biographical information. Following the logic of the Stanford-

Binet test, she structured each biography into three main sections: (I) family standing, (II) 

development until age 17, and (III) development from 17 to 26; including the IQ after the last 

two sections. She splits the second section into seven sub-categories: (1) interests, (2) 

education, (3) school standing and progress, (4) friends and associates, (5) reading, (6) 

production and achievement, and (7) evidence of precocity. The first and third sections remain 

as one whole. Cox also includes supplementary information when available, such as mental or 

physical illness, not for diagnostic purposes, but to improve the reliability of her retrospective 

IQ estimates in the absence of live testing (Terman, 1916).  

Ultimately, the different ways in which Cox and Lombroso frame biographical 

information influences how the readers perceive Mill and Haller. Lombroso, drawing on his 

medical expertise, frames genius as a form of pathology – focusing on causes, symptoms, and 

self-treatments. Through this lens, Mill and Haller are perceived less as exceptional minds and 

instead marked with mental disturbances. Cox, on the other hand, frames genius as a form of 

quantifiable excellence. Her use of a standardised psychometric structure enables comparisons 

of intelligence across historical figures. In this framing, Mill and Haller appear intellectually 

exceptional rather than mentally ill individuals. Together, these contrasting perspectives 
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highlight how scientific and cultural frameworks shape not only the study of genius, but the 

way it is understood as well.     

Rhythm and Tone: Language in Cox and Lombroso’s Biographies  

While Cox (1926) and Lombroso (1896, 1901) adopt different frameworks for 

understanding genius, their biographical assessments share an overarching similarity: a hybrid 

academic style. Both write in a form typical of their time, blending scientific analysis with 

moral judgement. However, their contrasting frameworks cause these moral judgements to 

manifest differently in the biographies of Mill and Haller.   

Lombroso’s language is vivid and dramatic, heavily relying on metaphors and 

religious imagery to present genius and madness. This is particularly evident in his biography 

of Haller, where the symptoms of madness are described using phrases such as “persecuted by 

men,” “damned by God,” and “vileness of his soul” (Lombroso, 1896, p. 67). While more 

restrained, his biography of Mill is still dramatic, attributing his intellectual development to 

the psychological impact of analysing his father’s work, stating that it awakened his “genius 

and passion” for history and economics (Lombroso, 1901, p. 52. As such, Lombroso’s writing 

reads more like a sensationalised clinical case than a purely academic one.  

Cox’s language also follows a kind of rhythm – not through dramatic narrative, but 

through the structured format of her biographical method. To maintain this structure 

linguistically, she consistently uses test-like statements and a clinical tone, echoing the 

Stanford-Binet test’s focus on measurable intellectual capacities. For example, in Mill’s sub-

section ‘Education’ Cox writes: “He began to learn Greek at 3; and from then to his 9th year 

he studied Greek classics, making daily reports of his reading” (Cox, 1926, p. 707). However, 

this rhythm is occasionally interrupted by moral or interpretive remarks. In the ‘Interests’ sub-

section, she writes: “Because his attention was directed exclusively to abstractions, he was 

inattentive and unobservant in matters of daily life” (Cox, 1926, p. 707). This evaluative tone 
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subtly reframes his inattentiveness – typically a sign of low intellectual capacity – as a result 

of intellectual excess - a sort of noble flaw. The contrast between these two styles – clinical 

objectivity and moral evaluation - causes Cox’s language to appear jarring at times, revealing 

a friction between the rigid, test-like statements required by the Stanford-Binet test with that 

of the academic norms of her time.   

These differences in language are not only a consequence of the authors’ differing 

methods but also shape how the reader perceives Mill and Haller. Both Cox and Lombroso 

present Mill in a heroic light: Lombroso describes him as a “man of genius and passion”, 

while Cox less emotively conveys admiration through the following two descriptors: “[Mill’s] 

one concern was always the search for the fundamental truth” and “an outspoken champion of 

democracy” by the age of 15 (Lombroso, 1901, p. 52; Cox, 1926, p. 707). As previously 

mentioned, even Mill’s limitations are reframed in the form of higher cognition in Cox’s 

work.  

The portrayal of Haller by the two authors is more complex. Lombroso writes in the 

sensationalised manner previously mentioned, but this is softened by his perspective that 

genius and madness are two states rather than separate entities (Lombroso, 1896, p. 66). It 

instead offers a more holistic understanding of Haller’s intellectual and psychological 

experiences. Cox does something similar - she writes in quiet admiration of Haller’s efforts 

considering the early emotional deprivation he experienced in life. For example, “Albrecht 

was a frail child who suffered from rickets. Because of this defect he could not exercise much 

and so he early became fond of writing, drawing, reading, and quiet games. He found especial 

pleasure in long and intensive studies.” (Cox, 1926, p. 675). This lends her writing a subtle 

humanising element somewhat absent in Lombroso’s writing.   

As demonstrated, both authors adopt academic writing typical of their times with 

elements of drama that are more apparent in one than the other. These stylistic differences – 
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Lombroso's dramatic narrative and Cox’s structured rhythm – are not simply formal choices 

but deeply shaped by the contexts in which they wrote.   

This may in part be attributed to the different contexts Cox and Lombroso were 

working in: Lombroso, writing from a medical perspective and for a broader audience, uses 

vivid language to dramatize genius and madness. Cox, on the other hand, constrained by the 

requirements of the Stanford-Binet test and addressing a more academic readership, presents 

genius through structured observation and occasional moral evaluation. In both instances, the 

language utilised both mirrors and strengthens how each author delineated the biographies of 

Mill and Haller – not only as intellectuals, but as historical figures whose genius must be 

analysed through the perspectives of discipline, method, and audience as well.  

Discussion   

In this Bachelor Thesis, I examined the works of Cox (1926), and Lombroso (1896, 

1901) and demonstrated several key findings. In the first half of the analysis, two things were 

shown: first, that the selection of geniuses in each author’s works was shaped by demographic 

and historical factors – including gender, nationality, and disciplinary affiliation – and that 

both authors’ choices reflect deeper assumptions about who qualifies as a genius. In 

Lombroso’s case, this was also guided by his medico-historical interests, which led him to 

favour figures marked by pathology. Second, the way biographical information is framed 

significantly shapes how readers perceive the subject of genius. This was further explored in 

the second half of the analysis, in which I highlighted the similarities and differences in 

language, focusing on how Cox and Lombroso’s hybrid writing styles were guided by 

psychometric quantification and medical diagnostics to reinforce certain interpretations. 

Altogether, this suggests that language and method were not neutral tools, but active forces in 

framing genius as exceptional and biologically rooted. With this in mind, the discussion will 
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turn to how these portrayals reflect deeper assumptions about genius across both schools, and 

what this reveals about their lasting influence on how genius is understood today.   

Clashes Between Two Schools: Psychometry vs. Italian Positivist Criminology   

While Cox (1926) approached genius through a psychometric and psychological 

perspective, Lombroso (1896, 1901) viewed it through a psychiatric and medical-

criminological lens. Despite such differences, both authors predominantly featured European 

geniuses – mainly from the UK, Germany, Italy, and France - resulting in a European, white 

and male sample. These shared cultural and demographic choices led to overlapping subjects, 

most notably John Stuart Mill and Albrecht Von Haller.   

As suggested by the state of the art, historians of psychology have so far almost 

exclusively focused on the psychometric school stemming from Galton. This has resulted in 

an eclipse of alternative approaches to the study of genius, leaving little opportunity for an 

examination of historical discussions between the Psychometric and the Italian Positivist 

Criminological schools. However, Lombroso’s work on genius is famous world-wide both 

back then and now (although his work is more often cited by historians of medicine than 

psychology) (Mazzarello, 2011). His reputation was so large that even Cattell, Cox, and 

Terman were forced to mention him.   

Both Cox (1926) and Cattell (1903) criticised Lombroso’s use of anecdotes and 

unsystematic collection of evidence in his studies on genius. In Cox’s preface, Terman echoed 

these concerns, dismissing Lombroso’s approach as outdated regarding the more rigorous, 

objective, and statistical methods used by Cattell (see Cattell, 1903). Cox (1926) further 

challenged Lombroso’s tendency to conflate genius with pathology, arguing that by extending 

the definition of insanity to include any form of deviation, the term became analytically 

meaningless. Whilst all three psychometricians defined their own work as “objective” and 

statistically valid, they rejected Lombroso’s work for being speculative and unscientific.   
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However, I detect some tension here: the psychometricians argue that their work is 

“objective,” yet subjectivity underlines it as soon as we examine their work in detail. Let us, 

for example, examine Cox’s (1926) methodological approach. To come up with her IQ 

estimates, Cox constructed her own ‘standardised’ biographies consisting of information that 

had been consistently reported across at least three sources. Herself and two other raters had 

independently calculated IQ scores based on those biographies, subsequently calculating the 

inter-rater reliability. This procedure was supposed to ensure the “objectivity” of the IQ 

measurement of the historical figures (see explanation about the historiometrical method in 

part ‘Briefly: Cox and Lombroso’s Selected Works’).   

Nevertheless, this is compromised by two issues: (1) the biographical material itself 

can´t be considered “objective”. It reflects longstanding cultural narratives (sometimes even 

caricatures) about the childhood of certain famous figures, with no means of checking its 

adequacy or accuracy. (2) The shared cultural background of all three raters - white, educated, 

upper-class individuals from the same academic context - raises questions about systematic 

bias. If all the raters shared the same implicit assumptions, high reliability could emerge from 

the culturally homogenous subjectivity rather than accuracy. Moreover, a rater from another 

cultural context - such as Japan or Kenya - might interpret the same biographical information 

(even when employing the same Stanford-Binet test) differently, affecting the IQ estimates 

and their inter-rater reliability. In this way, it can be seen how quantitatively anchored 

psychometric evaluation can carry embedded cultural and epistemological biases, triggering 

precisely the same criticisms these figures voiced against Lombroso.   

By emphasising statistics and objectivity, early psychometricians sought to demarcate 

themselves from psychiatry and medicine, domains which had long been associated with 

genius and madness, long before Lombroso’s work popularised it. This distinction allowed 

figures like Cox, Cattell, and Terman to create a unique domain of study - intelligence testing. 
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Ironically, early psychometricians such as Galton and Cattell engaged in anthropometric 

practices like Lombroso, grounded in biological determinism and evolutionary theory.   

  When viewed from this lens, the perceived opposition between the psychometric and 

Italian positivist criminological schools begins to diminish. They both were inspired by 

Charles Darwin’s ideas of evolution: Galton saw genius as a form of higher evolution (the 

genius as the pinnacle of human evolution), while Lombroso considered genius to be the 

result of degeneration, or atavism. Despite this contradiction, both schools converge in 

treating genius as a form of biological deviation from the norm. This is further supported by 

some of the same geniuses appearing in their samples. As mentioned before, Cox (1926) and 

Lombroso (1896, 1901) both included figures such as John Stuart Mill and Albrecht Von 

Haller. Cattell (1903) included Benjamin Franklin, William Herschel, and Jonathan Swift, 

figures that can also be found in Lombroso’s works. There is even overlap between all three 

referring to Galileo Galilei, Auguste Comte, Torquato Tasso, and Isaac Newton. These 

overlaps highlight something that linear, disciplinary histories of genius overshadow, namely 

the underlying similarities in competing schools of thought. Thus, a more interdisciplinary 

history of genius such as presented in this thesis makes such an overlap visible. Now it is time 

to examine the underlying shared conception the two traditions were built on.   

Understanding Genius: The Past versus The Present  

Setting the tension between the Psychometric and the Italian Positivist Criminological 

schools aside, it is instructive to consider how the understanding of genius shifts when viewed 

through different psychological frameworks, specifically the Stanford-Binet test and 

contemporary developmental theories. Cox (1926) understood evidence of precocity through 

the developmental age norms established by the Stanford-Binet test. In the sub-section titled 

‘evidence of precocity,’ she cites examples from Mill and Haller’s childhood that, by the 

standards of the Stanford-Binet, significantly exceeded developmental expectations.   
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More specifically, the Stanford-Binet suggests that three- and four-year-old children 

should be able to accomplish simple cognitive tasks such as naming familiar objects, 

discriminating between simple objects, and counting to a certain number (Terman, 1916). 

Nine-year olds should be capable of more complex tasks such as mental arithmetic, weight 

arrangement, sentence construction, and rhyme identification (Terman, 1916). Against this 

developmental benchmark, Haller’s cognitive development far exceeded this. By the age of 

four, he was able to read and recite the Bible and author books containing financial accounts 

and lexical works (Cox, 1926, p. 676 - 677). At nine, he was known for his nuanced 

expressions of morality, e.g. “it aroused in him more pity to see a hen die than to be present at 

the execution of a criminal because the death of a wicked man is deserved and necessary” 

(Cox, 1926, p. 677). These moral and cognitive abilities placed Haller significantly above the 

norms outlined by the test. They were interpreted as evidence of genius within Cox’s 

framework.   

When examining the information about Haller’s abilities through a modern lens of 

developmental psychology such as Piaget’s theory of cognitive development (1936), the 

above quote regarding the hen and the criminal suggests moral cognition too advanced for this 

age. Either we start to doubt the biographical account, or we see Cox’s claim about Haller’s 

precocity reinforced. Considering Haller’s socio-cultural context further complicates this 

interpretation. Until the age of 13, he was tutored by an old pastor whom Cox described as 

“narrow and vain in his pedantry” (Cox, 1926, p. 675). We may suspect Haller to have heard 

the pastor say similar things and imitate him, rather than presenting independent moral 

judgement at that early age. Similarly, I view his early reading of the Bible to servants as less 

of a marker of advanced literacy and more of a case of role-play, imitating adult behaviour.  

Cox’s work with biographies demonstrates how the interpretation of precocious 

behaviour is affected by the theoretical lens that is used to assess it. Through the lens of the 
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Stanford-Binet test, it can easily be seen how these behaviours suggest highly advanced 

cognition for a child, reinforcing Cox’s classification of Haller as a genius. However, when 

viewed through the lens of modern developmental psychology, some of these behaviours can 

be understood as a form of adult imitation by children, rather than independent cognitive 

development indicative of innate precocity.  

The evaluative weight assigned to certain behaviours largely depends on the 

disciplinary background of the psychologist who is judging it. Psychometricians such as Cox, 

trained in early intelligence testing, may readily interpret these as indicators of advanced 

intellect. By contrast, developmental psychologists may be more cautious, taking socio-

cultural and environmental influences into account. One point of consensus between the 

different perspectives may be Haller’s early production of lexical content. That seems a 

behaviour difficult to explain without attributing some form of advanced cognitive capacity to 

the child. This illustrates how diverging frameworks can lead not only to contrasting 

conclusions but also to a consensus.  

Conclusion  

 To reiterate, this BT aimed to answer the following research question: How is the 

concept of genius understood in the work of Cox (1926), representing the Psychometric 

school, and Lombroso (1896, 1901), representing the Italian Positivist Criminological 

school? Based on my thesis, the research question can be answered by concluding that while 

Cox and Lombroso seemingly understood genius in a demarcated manner, overlaps in their 

understanding can be observed. The tension I consider the most palpable is the 

psychometricians insistence that their work was scientific, objective, and reliable – an attitude 

that contrasted Lombroso’s self-perception, even though he too believed his work met those 

standards. Figures like Cox, Cattell, and Terman viewed their use of statistics and logical 

reasoning as superior to Lombroso’s anecdotal style and lack of “standardisation”. Yet, as I 
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demonstrated in the discussion, both approaches were flawed: Cox’s biographies 

were influenced by cultural narratives embedded in her sources, as well as systematic bias in 

the IQ estimates assigned to historical figures. Likewise, Lombroso lacked contradicting 

arguments and evidence, selectively including geniuses reinforcing his “mad genius” 

hypothesis.   

Despite the schools’ methodological differences, both authors ultimately produced a 

remarkably similar demographic profile of genius. As shown in the section ‘Who are Cox and 

Lombroso’s Geniuses?’, their samples consisted of male, European (Caucasian), intellectual, 

and highly accomplished individuals. Their choices were shaped by disciplinary affiliations 

and linguistic constraints – Cox drew from Cattell’s list, itself based on European 

encyclopaedias, and limited her biographies to figures she could access through English or 

German sources. Lombroso, on the other hand, selected culturally familiar figures marked by 

pathology, reflecting his medico-criminal interests. Ultimately, both schools drew from 

Darwinian ideas of evolution to understand genius: psychometricians, following Sir Francis 

Galton, considered it to be a higher form of evolution. Lombroso, following his medical 

expertise, considered it to be a form of biological degeneration. These positions represent two 

sides of the same coin, each reinforcing the idea of genius as a deviation from a norm 

grounded in biology.   

While I drew broader conclusions about each school, my analysis focused on selected 

portions of Cox and Lombroso’s works – particularly two biographies in detail. As such, there 

may have been elements that went unnoticed or excluded in the material I analysed, but were 

important to the author’s understandings of genius, and potentially the schools. A more in-

depth analysis, comparing biographies of figures not shared between the authors, could 

highlight such missed information. Moreover, another researcher may examine other 

publications within the two schools and see if my conclusions still hold or require refinement.  
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Secondly, as all qualitative research, my own training influenced my ability to 

effectively analyse Cox and Lombroso’s works, as well as their respective schools. This 

Psychology Bachelor’s Programme, grounded in the psychometric tradition, trained me to 

recognise the assumptions and limitations of quantitative methodologies. Paradoxically, this 

made me more critical of the psychometricians claims to objectivity, especially given its 

historical efforts to distance itself from psychiatry and figures like Lombroso. In the context 

of this narrative, I was initially put off by Cox’s tone, particularly her idealised portrayals of 

John Stuart Mill and Albrecht von Haller. However, when I examined the content of her 

biographies in more detail, I came to respect her mention of Mill and Haller’s struggles 

despite the incongruency it caused in the tone of the biographies. I came to understand her 

conception of geniuses as greatly accomplished intellectuals with normal problems rather than 

heroes of the human race like Galton would have thought. Nevertheless, I still struggle with 

my personal feelings regarding her writing style, I prefer Lombroso’s transparency. 

Ultimately, I tried to distinguish my discomfort over Cox’s writing style from the analysis and 

focused on understanding her perspective when she wrote her biographies.   

Lastly, from my educational introduction to psychology in high school and more in-

depth education into research methods during this Bachelor’s programme, I became interested 

in more conceptual discussions in the subject and how ideas of objectivity can be limited. 

This notion became quite relevant in my thesis, as seen in the first section of the discussion 

(see ‘Clashes Between Two Schools: Psychometry vs. Italian Positivist Criminology’). The 

suppression of Lombroso’s ideas and his methods by psychologists despite the 

methodological parallels I discussed, highlights the frailty of disciplinary boundaries. I 

believe shedding light on such issues, as I’ve done in my thesis, may open up space for more 

integrative approaches. Just as neuroscience has combined psychology and psychiatry to 

better understand the brain, a synthesis of psychometric and pathological perspectives might 
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yield a more holistic conceptualisation of genius. While this would not resolve long-standing 

questions of measurement and bias, it would provide a more holistic framework than 

separated intellectual schools may offer.  
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