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In the previous chapters we have seen most interesting analyses of Pierre Janet’s contributions to what we may call clinical psychology or psychiatry. This is only logical as Janet was a therapist par excellence and provided us with many rich descriptions of clinical syndromes and attempted cures and advanced many and most interesting explanations for various mental illnesses. In my own contribution, however, I wish to take a somewhat different approach and pay attention to Janet the theorist, the designer of a general theory of the human mind.  For Janet, like any great theorist, be it Pavlov, Freud, or James, at a certain point transcended the confines of his own clinical findings and – on the basis of his vast knowledge of the scientific literature of that time – began working on a grand theory of normal human mental functioning. By the late 1920s this theory had reached its more or less final form: the so-called theory of conduct (Janet, 1928a; 1928b; 1929; 1930; 1932; 1935; 1936). Janet’s theory of conduct built on three interconnected themes that together provided what I have called a sociogenetic account of the origin and nature of human mind (Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000; chapter 3). In the next paragraphs I will discuss these three interconnected themes and show how Janet linked up with existing discussions in the available scientific literature but always gave his own curious twist to the positions advanced. Like any original researcher, Janet made ample use of ideas of other thinkers but synthesized these into a new system. The three themes were: (a) the idea that all mental actions are originally social; (b) the idea that all human mental processes are rooted in actions; and (c) the idea of the developmental nature of conduct.

The social origin of mental actions

In retrospect, it seems almost logical that Janet would arrive at the idea of the social origin of the human mind. After all, he had always been dealing with an extreme form of social influence from the very beginning of his career: hypnosis. In addition, issues of social influence were hotly debated in both the scientific press and the popular literature. Many laypersons and several experts, notably Liégeois (1889;1892) believed it possible that innocent persons would commit crimes or display improper behavior under the influence of evil hypnotizers, for example. The resulting ethical and legal issues were discussed in great detail (cf. Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000; chapter 2) and these discussions formed the social background of Janet’s own thinking. Drawing upon the works of Baldwin, James, Le Bon, Royce, Tarde, and others, Janet developed the idea that it is social others (Baldwin’s socius) who play a constitutive role in the genesis of personality.


Janet stated the idea of the social origin of mind in a number of ways. First, in the form of a so-called law of psychological development. Take, for example, the following paragraph from his book on memory (Janet, 1928a).

We have arrived at conclusions that seem to me to be largely true and useful, although they somewhat diminish what is called the dignity of thought: Inner thought is a way of talking to oneself, a way to inform oneself. All forms of social conduct performed vis-à-vis others have their private repercussions. All things we do vis-à-vis others, we do them vis-à-vis ourselves; we treat ourselves as another. (Janet, 1928a, p. 22)


This theme recurred in Janet’s book on personality and in his books on intelligence and language (Janet, 1929; 1935; 1936). Referring to Royce and James he stated that:

Our personality is above all a social product… The persons among we live give us a certain social function and force us to fulfill it. They attribute a particular character to us and often educate us in order that we preserve this character. Finally, and most importantly, they give us a unique name, compel us to keep it, to distinguish ourselves from other persons who have other names, to connect to this name the actions and intentions that have their point of departure in our organism and connect to the name of others the actions and intentions that depend on their organism, in the story that we construct of both them and ourselves. (Janet, 1936, pp. 55-56)


In other passages and in other books Janet made similar statements. These deserve careful analysis because they contain several elements that are of fundamental theoretical importance for a theory of human mental functioning. 

First, Janet essentially claimed that persons actively build or construct their personality on the basis of the opportunities afforded by the social interaction with the social others. Janet was intimately aware of the work of Baldwin, Tarde, and Guillaume who had described in great detail how children imitate their social others in an active and selective way. Others may attribute particular character traits to us but it is we ourselves who can actively accept or resist such labels.


Second, Janet often suggested that the social comes first and is followed by the individual. He stated, for instance, that “it is after having constructed the personage of our fellow-man that we construct our personage for ourselves in the same way” (Janet, 1929, p. 334). What he meant was that we first apply labels to the social other and only afterwards learn to apply these to ourselves.


Third, Janet clearly implied that higher mental processes such as memory are first carried out externally and only subsequently become available as internal, private mental functions. In Janet’s own words: “all social psychological laws have two aspects: an exterior part concerning other people, an interior part concerning ourselves. Almost always… the second form is posterior to the first one” (ibid., p. 521).


In sum, children are surrounded by social others who give them certain roles and apply certain labels to them. The children actively learn to apply these labels first to others and subsequently to themselves. To the extent that these labels are first applied to others and only subsequently to the self it can be said that they exist first externally and only later internally. This is a view that intuitively seems very appealing: what others think of us does seem very important for our self-image and self-knowledge does seem to develop late in ontogeny. Also, we do know that it is only when children grow older that they can sustain an inner world that is not revealed in the outer world (e.g., they learn to hide their feelings or to lie). It is also a view that in a more general form was popularized by the Russian psychologist Vygotsky. In this chapter, I cannot present Vygotsky’s theory nor explain in detail the similarities and differences with Janet’s ideas (cf. Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000; Van der Veer, 1994; Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1988; 1999) but it is revealing to quote one key passage from one of Vygotsky’s most important works.

In general we might say that the relations between higher mental functions were once genuine relations between people. I relate to myself just like people relate to me. Just like verbal thinking represents the internalization of speech, just like reflection is the internalization of argument, in exactly the same way the mental function of the word, according to Janet, can only be explained by taking into consideration a system broader than man himself. The original psychological function of the word is a social function, and if we wish to trace how the word functions in the person’s behavior we must examine how it previously functioned in the social behavior of people… every function in the cultural development of the child appears on the stage twice, in two planes: first the social, then the psychological; first between people as an interpsychological category, then within the child as an intrapsychological category. (Vygotsky, 1931/1983, pp. 142/145).


Meanwhile, we may ask what evidence Janet actually had for his claim that mental processes are rooted in social interaction or whether he simply relied on the writings of Baldwin, Royce, and others. I think it is fair to say that Janet relied mostly on bold theoretical speculation and clinical evidence. Take the example of human memory. The function of memory is to give coherence to our experiences. According to Janet we construct such coherence by relating the experiences in the form of a story, a story to be told to others. For example, if someone hits you in the street and then quickly disappears, you immediately begin creating various accounts of that shocking event (Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000, pp. 42-43) until you hit upon a version that satisfies you. You will also adjust your account to the person of the listener. Our understanding and recollection of events are framed as narratives both for the social others and ourselves. Janet mentioned that he had often noticed how patients adapt their account of past events to the person of the listener and that this is also true for the stories patients tell to their doctors. Memory is a social event, a conduct of the patient toward the physician who is interrogating her. Discussing the case of a patient called Irène, Janet concluded that she would repeat to herself the things she had said to Janet, that she would rehearse Janet’s questions, and concluded that all the time her mental functioning would be thoroughly social. In his words: “Although she may be alone, it is still a social conduct” (Janet, 1928a, p. 213). 


Janet speculated that the origin of this social story-telling lies in our childhood. Children begin memorizing events in order to be able to tell them to their parents. This social need is distinctly human and distinguishes our memory from animal memory. Janet also invented a would-be cultural origin of the social need for memory in the form of his story of the sentinel (ibid., p. 233). According to this story, in the distant past of mankind human beings had to protect themselves against predators or enemies by appointing some persons to act as sentinels. Now, when a predator or enemy arrived these persons couldn’t shout a warning as this would have meant a sure death. What they did was to memorize what they saw and silently run to their fellow-men to communicate the immanent danger.


Generalizing, we may say that according to Janet even the most private psychological functions, such as memory, are first and foremost social. They evolved out of the need to communicate with others. They first exist between people as social, interpsychological actions and afterwards within people as private, intrapsychological processes.

The origin of mental processes in action

The theme of the origin of mental processes in action is amply discussed in Janet’s book on memory (Janet, 1928a). Janet argued that higher mental functions such as memory, emotions, and language are intimately connected to action. Memory is a postponed action. Emotions are actions or action regulators. Language was originally a command to perform some action. By actions Janet understood observable body movements and he tried to connect as many as possible mental processes to such objectively observable processes. In using this approach he sided with other French thinkers such as Charcot who had likewise emphasized the need for a so-called objective psychology next to a psychology based on introspection. On the other hand, Janet dismissed the somewhat similar American movement of behaviorism as being utterly irrelevant for higher, specifically human mental processes (Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000). 


Characteristic of Janet’s stance was his treatment of the action-based nature of language. Once again, his reasoning was a combination of bold theoretical speculation (illustrated with mythical stories of his own making) and a peculiar interpretation of clinical findings. Why was language, or rather speech, originally based on commands? Janet suggested that actions consist of three parts: the initiation, the continuation, and the completion. In normal actions these parts are all performed by the subject. But not so in the case of commands. Commands actually consist of but one third of the complete action, the first part, the part of the initiation. Janet had noticed that the first part of an action was the most difficult one for many of his patients: they had immense difficulties to get going. Such beginnings were often accompanied by gestures, movements, and even cries. Janet speculated that human orders developed out of such initial cries. Somehow people learned to divide their labor: one person, the chief, would give the initial cry and others would complete the other two-thirds of the action. Janet claimed that this state of affairs is typical of commands and of all social actions: the actions are shared between various persons who each perform only part of them (Janet, 1929, pp. 182-189). 


Janet went on to speculate that human speech has grown out of these primordial commands and he posited that speech still has a command-like character. The peculiar power of speech is of significance in all higher behavior and forms the most important source of social stimulation for the person. One can only speculate to what extent in his thinking Janet was led by his ample experience with the peculiar power of the hypnotist’s speech in hypnotic sessions. 


Janet’s principle that human mental processes have their origin in observable actions was also based on a firm metatheoretical, epistemological conviction. He believed it was incorrect to presuppose an inner world of intellectual life and to derive human actions from it. On the contrary, he claimed that, developmentally speaking, it makes more sense to state that 

thought is not, as Descartes thought, the point of departure for intellectual life. Thought did not exist in the beginning; it existed in the end. It was a late development. (Janet, 1929, p. 404)


Thus Janet essentially claimed that we learn by acting upon the environment and that in this sense there is a chronology between actions and intellect. That was a provocative claim that would inspire later developmental thinkers such as Leontiev, Piaget, Vygotsky, and Wallon (Van der Veer, 1996; Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991; 1994). In his turn, Janet (1936, p. 151) paid tribute to the works of Bergson whom he hailed as “one of the greatest initiators of the psychology of action”.


In fine, Janet advocated an action-oriented approach that had strong roots in his epistemological viewpoints and was strengthened by his analyses of clinical cases. He also speculated about the origins of social actions in human history.

The developmental nature of conduct
By the late 1920s, when Janet was completing his grand theory of mind, it had become quite normal in psychology to regard any adult behavior as the result of a long ontogenetic development. Also, it had become quite common-place to try to understand the true nature of adult behavior of European humans by examining its parallels, origins, and distortions in other domains of development.


Thus, to understand the essence of adult behavior one took recourse to the study of:

(a) ontogenetic development, that is, the way the behavior developed during the life-course of the person;

(b) phylogenetic development, that is, one may trace the origins of specific behaviors in related, supposedly more primitive species (such as the chimpansee), or in the history of our human-like ancestors such as Neanderthal man, and so on;

(c) cultural development, that is, in order to understand the essence of specific behaviors we may look at ancient civilizations or at contemporary so-called primitive civilizations. The latter would then be considered as specimen of arrested development;

(d) pathogenic development, that is, to get a more full-blown picture of certain behaviors it is best to look at such behaviors when they go awry, when morbid development lays bare their true components.

It was widely believed that these different domains of development could be meaningfully compared and that structural and functional similarities could teach us much about adult human behavior. For example, some researchers believed that ontogenetic development in some form repeats phylogenetic development. Others claimed that certain pathological syndromes pointed to phylogenetically older behaviors. Still others believed that cultural development echoes phylogenetic development. And so on and so forth. In the context of this chapter, I cannot trace the roots of this type of thinking in any sufficient detail. Let me just mention that this type of developmental thinking goes back to the writings of Spencer and Darwin and that by the late 19th century all serious psychologists had to come to terms with the relevant issues. Take, for example, Janet’s American contemporaries Stanley Hall and William James. Hall defended what he called a ‘genetic psychology’ and made wild claims about the phylogenetic origins of human behavior. He regarded children’s preferences for certain types of play, such as tree-climbing and archery, as remnants of a remote past in the history of mankind. Hall’s contemporary and rival, James, was clearly much more critical. Although he accepted the heuristic value of what he called the ‘comparative method’, he also voiced the following reservations:

So it has come to pass that instincts of animals are ransacked to throw light on our own, and that the reasoning faculties of bees and ants, the minds of savages, infants, madmen, idiots, the deaf and blind, criminals, and eccentrics, are all invoked in support of this or that special theory about some part of our own mental life. The history of sciences, moral and political institutions, and languages, as types of mental product, are pressed into the same service…There are great sources of error in the comparative method. The interpretation of the ‘psychoses’ of animals, savages, and infants is necessarily wild work, in which the personal equation of the investigator has things very much its own way. A savage will be reported to have no moral or religious feeling if his actions shock the observer unduly. A child will be assumed without self-consciousness because he talks of himself in the third person, etc., etc. No rules can be laid down in advance. Comparative observations, to be definite, must usually be made to test some pre-existing hypothesis; and the only thing then is to use as much sagacity as you posses, and to be as candid as you can. (James, 1890/1983, p. 193)


These wise words did not prevent Janet’s contemporaries from using the genetic or comparative method nor from making the mistakes that James had feared. I will just give a few examples from the works of outstanding psychologists of the time. Talking about group psychology, Freud saw “an unmistakable picture of regression of mental activity to an earlier stage such as we are not surprised to find among savages or children” (Jahoda, 1999, p. 138). Piaget (1924, pp. 264-265) claimed that children are like savages in that they, except for practical activities, are impervious to experience. Vygotsky, together with Luria published a book called Studies in the history of behavior: Ape, primitive man, child (Vygotsky & Luria, 1930). In that book they compared the behavior of children with that of contemporary nonwestern people and chimpanzees relying on the work of Lévy-Bruhl (1910; 1922; 1949; 1966), Thurnwald (1922; 1928; 1938; cf. Melk-Koch, 1989), and others for the analysis of nonwestern cultures (cf. Evans-Pritchard, 1934; Leroy, 1927; Van der Veer, 2003) and on the work of Köhler (1921) and others for the analysis of the behavior of chimpanzees. Elsewhere, I have concluded that Vygotsky and his associates were guilty of a mild form of ethnocentrism (Van der Veer, 1996a; 1996b; Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991).

Finally, Werner in his magnum epos called Einfürung in die Entwicklungpsychologie and in other publications made ample comparisons between the supposedly advanced thinking of western people and the backward thinking of savages. Thus, he spoke about our western “advanced spiritual existence”, “heightened mental habitus”, and “spiritual superiority” (Werner, 1924, pp. 3/4), and about western “advanced cultural man” (Werner, 1926/1933, p. 99), whom he contrasted with the “lower races” (ibid., p. 42) and the “poorest types of pygmoid tribes” (Werner, 1931, p. 86). In a recent chapter, I have critically analyzed this type of thinking (Van der Veer, 2005; cf. Jahoda, 1999).


Thus, we may conclude that for Janet’s contemporaries it was almost a standard procedure to analyze adult human behavior on the basis of comparisons with other developmental domains, despite the critical remarks made by James and others. But what about Janet himself? Let me begin by stating that Janet’s account of human mental processing was thoroughly developmental. He considered mental processes to have evolved over thousands of years and saw no end to that process.

The mistake of traditional psychology was to present… psychological forms of conduct as definitive facts… which had always existed and would always exist. (Janet, 1928, p. 160) 


In his own developmental thinking, Janet – like many of his contemporaries – took recourse to the comparison of findings from the four developmental domains discussed above. It was the domain of pathology that was best known to him, of course. Here he stood firmly in the tradition of French psychology that said that the morbid derangements of the mind may serve as instruments of dissection and are the results of “experiments prepared by nature” (Ribot quoted by Janet, 1917, p. 277). These derangements to some extent follow an inverse developmental path. In this respect, Janet quoted Ribot approvingly: 

Dissolution takes place in an order inverse to that of evolution, it goes from the complex to the simple: the older acquisitions are the simplest ones, they have every reason to be the most stable (Ribot in Janet, 1917, p. 277) 

As a concrete example of this phenomenon Janet discussed the then available literature on aphasia which seemed to suggest that patients regress from a level of abstract thinking to the level of concrete thinking characteristic of children (e.g. Cassirer, 1929; Delacroix, 1927; Head, 1921). In his early work, Janet also regarded some mental illnesses as ‘arrested development’, a view that was criticized by Binet and Simon (1919) as being vague and unsatisfactory.

As to ontogeny, I think it is fair to say that Janet relied on the findings of his contemporary thinkers such as Piaget and Wallon. To the extent that these researchers saw similarities between the thinking of children and savages, Janet accepted these.

Comparisons with the findings from animal research we find in Janet’s work as well. In connection with the invention of tools and tool use
, Janet amply discussed the then available findings of Köhler (1921) and his followers (e.g. Brainard, 1930; Guillaume & Meyerson, 1930a; 1930b). He was well aware of the existing animal research and in addition invented stories of his own making to explain the origin of specific behaviors. The latter have been condemned by Prévost (1973, p. 62) as being no more than fables in the style of La Fontaine. 

Finally, and connected to the speculations on the basis of animal research, we find Janet discussing the origins of certain behaviors in human cultural history. With his contemporaries he believed that the present behavior of nonwestern people was relevant in that context, although he sometimes expressed his reservations as well (Janet, 1926, pp. 31-35). Janet (1935, p. 25) considered that ‘primitive people’ formed the living documents testifying of the cultural development of the human species. But he also claimed that one may discern so-called lifeless documents of human mental evolution in the form of specific culturally evolved behaviors such as the conduct of the apple basket. Janet’s analysis of this type of conduct formed a typical example of his way of teaching complex matters in simple terms. In his view, gathering (rather than eating them right-away) apples in a basket was an elementary intelligent act that involved foresight and an idea of reversibility that is beyond small children and must have evolved in human history.

In sum, we can conclude that Janet basically shared the developmental approach of his time and that his explanations suffered from some of its drawbacks. What he added of his own, I think, was a vast knowledge of pathology, a brilliant style, and interesting speculations.

Conclusions

In this chapter I have discussed in some detail what I believe are the three key themes of Janet’s general theory of the mind. These are the theme that all higher mental actions originate in social interaction, the theme that all higher mental actions originate in observable actions, and the theme that all higher mental actions can be understood solely by tracing their development in various developmental domains. Janet used this approach to construct his theory about the hierarchic structure of the mind that I discussed elsewhere (Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000). It is my believe that these three themes are still of great value for present-day psychology. It is true that one can make critical remarks about the comparisons of present-day western children with nonwestern adults and so on. But such comparisons were quite common at the time and they are not essential for Janet’s theory, I think. One can uphold that a developmental approach is fundamental without taking recourse to such comparisons. The fruitfulness of Janet’s approach can also be argued by referring to the fact that several of the most brilliant minds of developmental psychology, notably Piaget and Vygotsky, have adopted and elaborated essential parts of Janet’s thinking. A greater tribute to the work of the French thinker is hardly possible. The work of Pierre Janet belongs to the classics of psychology and will outlast the fads and fashions of our time.  
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� Lev Vygotsky discussed the same literature on the same topic. The notion of tool-use became a fundamental issue in his thinking (Van der Veer, 1996a; 1996b)
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