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Abstract

The primary aim of the study is to trace and analyze the dialectical
process by which French psychological thought moved from Cartesian
mechanistic dualism and Enlightenment materialism to the positivist
and clinical-experimental paradigm of the 19th century. The object of
the article is the historical evolution of French psychology from the
17th to the late 19th century. The subject is the transformation of its
philosophical foundations into an independent scientific discipline. The
main research question is: How did French psychology manage to free
itself from metaphysical speculation and become a rigorous empirical
science despite originating in René Descartes’ strict mind-body
dualism? The central hypothesis is that this transformation was driven
not only by internal theoretical development but also by socio-political
factors (class struggles, bourgeois progress, the revolutions of 1848,
and the crisis of the Third Republic), which accelerated the rejection of
metaphysics in favor of laboratory and clinical methods. The study
employs historical-philosophical analysis, the comparative method
(French tradition vs. British empiricism and German experimental
psychology), and contextual socio-political interpretation of primary
sources (works of Descartes, Gassendi, Malebranche, Bayle,
d’Holbach, Ribot, Charcot, and others). The article demonstrates that
Descartes laid the psychophysical foundations (pineal gland as
interaction point, reflex theory, classification of six primary passions),
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which were subsequently criticized and materialized by Enlightenment
thinkers. Pierre Bayle secularized mental disorders by treating them as
natural ilinesses rather than divine punishment; d’Holbach explained
psychological distress as misinterpretation of material processes. In
the 19th century, Théodule Ribot institutionalized experimental
psychology, while Jean-Martin Charcot, through hypnosis and clinical
demonstration of trauma’s psychosomatic effects, finally bridged
philosophy and scientific clinic, significantly influencing Freud. The
decline of the original French tradition in the 20th century under Anglo-
American dominance further highlights the uniqueness of the earlier
philosophy-science interaction. The conclusions offer insights for
contemporary cognitive science, neurophilosophy, and trauma therapy.

Keywords: Philosophy, French Psychology, Cartesian Dualism,
Philosophy and Science Interaction, History of Psychology, Secularization
of Mental Disorders, Psychosomatics, Cognitive Science
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Xilasa

Tadgiqatin asas maqsadi fransiz psixoloji distincasinin Kartezyen
mexanistik dualizm ve Maarifcilik dévrinin materializmindan XIX asrin
pozitivist ve klinik-eksperimental paradigmasina kegidini tamin edan
dialektik prosesi izlomak va tehlil etmakdir. Magalanin obyekti XVII
asrdan XIX asrin sonlarinadak fransiz psixologiyasinin tarixi inkisafidir.
Predmeti ise onun falsafi asaslarinin mustaqil elmi disipline ¢evrilmasi
prosesidir. ©sas tadgiqat suall bele formullagdirilir: René Dekartin sort
agil-badan dualizminden qaynaglanmasina baxmayaraq, fransiz
psixologiyasi metafizik spekulyasiyalardan nece azad olaraq ciddi em-
pirik elma c¢evrile bilmisdir? Markazi hipotez ondan ibaratdir ki, bu
transformasiya yalniz daxili nazari inkisafin naticasi deyil, heam de so-
sial-siyasi amillarin (sinfi mibarizaler, burjuaziyanin teraqqisi, 1848-ci il
ingilablari ve Ucglincli Respublika bohrani) tesiri iloe bas vermis, bu
amiller metafizikanin tedricen kenarlasdirilaraqg laboratoriya va klinik
metodlarin UstinlUik gazanmasini suratlandirmisdir.

Tadgiqatda tarixi-falsafi tehlil metodu, migayisali yanasma (fransiz
ananasi ila Britaniya empirizmi ve Alman eksperimental psixologiyasi-
nin mlqayisasi), elace de asas manbalarin (Dekart, Qassendi, Malb-
ransg, Bayl, d’Holbax, Ribo, Sarko va basqalarinin aserlari) sosial-siyasi
kontekstual interpretasiyasi toetbig edilmigdir. Maqaleds gosterilir ki,
Dekart psixofiziki asaslar (epifiz vazinin qarsiligh tesir ndqtasi kimi
izahi, refleks nazariyyasi, alti asas ehtirasin tasnifati) formalagdirmisg,
lakin bu esaslar sonradan Maarifcilik mutafekkirleri terefinden tenqid
edilmig ve materialist ¢argiveda yeniden serh olunmusdur. Pierre Bayle
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ruhi pozuntulari ilahi caza kimi deyil, tabii xastalikler kimi izah etmakle
onlari sekulyarlasdirmis, d’Holbax ise psixoloji iztirablari maddi pro-
seslarin yanlg qavranilmasi ile slagslandirmisdir.

XIX esrda Teodul Ribo eksperimental psixologiyani institusional
saviyyade formalasdirmig, Jan-Martin Sarko ise hipnoz ve travmanin
psixosomatik tesirlerinin klinik nimayisi vasitesile felsafa ile elmi klinika
arasinda korpu yaratmig vae bununla da Zigmund Freyde muhum tasir
gOstermisdir. XX asrda anglo-amerikan elmi dominantliq fonunda oriji-
nal fransiz ananasinin tanazzulll, erkan dovrda falsafs ile elm arasin-
daki bu garsihgli slaganin na gader unikal oldugunu daha aydin sakil-
da Uze cixarir. Taedqigatin naticelari muasir kognitiv elmler, neyrofal-
sofe va travma terapiyasi ugin muhum nazeri va metodoloji naticalar
teqdim edir.

Acarsozler: Falsefs, Fransa psixologiyasi, Karteziyan dualizmi,
felsefe ve elmin qarsiliqll elaqsasi, psixologiya tarixi, psixi pozgunluqla-
rin sekulyarlasdiriimasi, psixosomatika, koqnitiv elm.

Jurnalimizda darc olunan meaqalslerin misllif hiiquqlari mialliflare
mexsusdur ve onlar CC-BY-NC lisenziyasi ilo her kase agiq sokilds
darc olunur.
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Pe3ome

MaBHas Lenb UccrnegoBaHus — NpocneanTb U NpoaHanus3npoBaTh
AnaneKkTM4eckMn nNpoLecc, B Xoae KOToporo opaHLy3ckasi NCMXosoru-
Yyeckas MbICNb nepeLusia OT KapTe3MaHCKOro MexaHUCTUYecKoro Aya-
nm3ma n matepmanuama lNpocsBeLieHmsa K NO3MTUBUCTCKON N KITMHUKO-
aKkcnepumeHTanbHon napagurme XIX seka. O6beKTOM CcTaTbh ABMSET-
cs uctopudeckas asonounsa paHuysckon ncuxonorun ¢ XVII oo koH-
ua XIX Beka; npegmeTom — TpaHcdopmaumsa e€ rnocogpckmx OCHOB
B CaMOCTOATENbHYI HayyHy aucumnnuHy. OCHOBHOW uccrenoBa-
TEeNbCKNn BONPOC hOpMyrMpyeTcsa Tak: Kakum obpa3om dopaHLy3CKOn
NCUXO0JSI0rMn yaanocb ocBoboaAnTLCA OT MeTaUandecknx Cnekynsumm
N cTaTb CTPOron 3MNUPUYECKOW HayKOW, HECMOTPA Ha CBOE Mpouc-
XOXOAEeHNe n3 CcTpororo gyanuama gywm u tena PeHe [ekapta? LleH-
TpanbHasa runotesa 3akrnyaeTcs B TOM, YTO 3Ta TpaHcdopmauus
Gbina obycrnoBneHa He TONbKO BHYTPEHHUM TEOPETUYECKUM pasBUTU-
€M, HO 1 coumanbHo-nonuTudeckumn daktopamm (knaccoeas 6opbba,
nporpecc 6ypxyasuu, pesontoummn 1848 roga, kpusmuc TpeTben pec-
nyGnvkun), KOTopble YCKOpUNN 0TKas OT MeTadusnkn B nonb3y nabopa-
TOPHbIX U KNMHMYECKUX MeToAoB. B nccnepgoBaHmMm ncnonb3yroTcs Uc-
TOPUKO-PMNOCOPCKNA aHanns3, CpaBHUTENbHbIN MeToA (conocTaBrne-
HWe cbpaHLUy3cKon Tpaamumm ¢ GpUTaHCKMM 3MMMPU3MOM N HEMELIKOM
3KCMEepUMEHTaNbHOMW MNCUXONOrMen) MU KOHTEKCTyarnbHas coumanbHO-
nonuTuyeckas MHTepnpeTaumsi NepBOUCTOYHUKOB (paboT [ekapTta,
Maccengun, ManbbpaHwa, benns, o’Anambepa, dugpo, Nonbbaxa, Pu-
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60, Wapko n gpyrux). B ctatbe nokasaHo, 4to [ekapT 3anoxun ncu-
Xounandeckme ocHoBaHUS (LUMLLKOBUAHASA Xefle3a Kak ToYka B3auMo-
AencTeus, Teopust pedriekca, Knaccuukauus LWeCcTu MNepBUYHbIX
cTpacTten), KoTopble BNOCNEACTBUM ObINM KPUTUKOBAHbI U MaTepuanu-
30BaHbl MbicnuTenamu lNpoceellenuns. MNbep Bennb cekynapuanposarn
rncuxmyeckne paccTponcTea, paccMaTpmBas UX Kak ectecTBeHHble 60-
ne3Hn, a He BoXeCTBEHHYO kapy; 4’Anambep v Ouapo B «OHUMKIIO-
neauny» cnocobcTBOBaNM HaTypanuMCTMYECKOMY B3rnsgy Ha YenoBeka;
Monb MNonbbax 0BbACHAN NCUXONOrMYEeCKUn ANCTPECC Kak HEBEPHYHO
WHTepnpeTaumio maTepuanbHbix npoueccoB. B XIX Beke Teogynb Pu-
00 WHCTUTYUMOHaNM3MpoBas 3SKCMepUMEHTarnbHY0 MCUXONOorui, a
YKaH-MapTeH Lapko Yyepes nsyyeHme runHo3a n KIMHUYECKYo OeMOH-
CTpaumio ncuxocomaTnyeckmx 3dEKTOB TpaBMbl OKOHYaTESbHO CO-
eanHNN PUNocoduIo ¢ Hay4dHOW KNMMHUKOW, CYLLLECTBEHHO NOBJIMSB Ha
®penga. YracaHne opurmHanbHOW opaHLy3CcKkon Tpaauumm B XX Beke
nog BAUAHWEM aHrno-aMepuKaHCKOro AOMUHUPOBAHNA OOMNOSHUTESb-
HO noAvYepkuBaeT YHUKaNbHOCTb PaHHEro B3aMmoaencTsus ounoco-
doumn n Hayku. BeiBogbl paboTbl NpeanaratoT NnepcrnekTuBbl A1 coBpe-
MEHHOMW KOrHUTUBHOW HayKn, Henpodurocoun n Tepanum TpaBmbl.

Knrodesble crnoea: @urocous, ppaHuy3ckasi [cuxosioaus,
Kapme3uaHckul Oyarnusm, e3aumodelicmeue chusocopuu U Hayku,
ucmopusi fcuxosoauu, cekyrnspu3dayusi rncuxu4deckux paccmpoucms,
rcuxocomamuka, KoeHuUmueHasi Hayka.

Aemopckue npasa Ha cmambu, OrybrUKO8aHHbIE 8 HaleM Xyp-
Harne, npuHadnexam asmopam u rybruKyromcs 8 omkpbImom docmy-
ne no nuyeH3uu CC-BY-NC.
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Introduction

The Dialectics of Mind and Matter—A Historical Odyssey

of French Psychology

The study of the human mind has always been a battleground of
ideas, where philosophy and science collide, merge, and transform
one another. Nowhere is this dynamic interplay more vividly illustrated
than in the evolution of French psychology, a discipline born from the
tension between metaphysical abstraction and empirical rigor. From
the mechanistic dualism of René Descartes to the clinical experiments
of Jean-Martin Charcot, French psychology emerged as a unique
synthesis of intellectual traditions, shaped by the material conditions of
its time and the ceaseless dialectic of theory and practice.

The 17th century marked a rupture in European thought, as feudal
scholasticism gave way to the rationalist ethos of the rising
bourgeoisie.

Descartes’ cogito ergo sum was more than a philosophical axiom;
it was a expression of emerging modern individualism, asserting the
primacy of reason in a world still shackled by religious dogma. But by
relegating passions to the unconscious, he inadvertently laid the
groundwork for their scientific study, a task that would fall to his
materialist successors.

The 18th century saw the rise of a new intellectual vanguard, one
that sought to liberate psychology from theological constraints. Pierre
Gassendi’s atomistic psychology, which traced consciousness to
sensory stimuli and pain, challenged Descartes’ dualism, while Nicolas
Malebranche attempted to salvage it by subordinating physiology to
divine will. Meanwhile, radicals like Paul Henri Thiry d’Holbach and
Pierre Bayle dismantled the spiritualist edifice altogether, recasting
mental phenomena as products of material interactions. Bayle, in
particular, treated psychological disorders as natural afflictions of the
soul, stripping them of divine punishment and paving the way for
secular therapeutics.

These debates were not merely academic; they reflected the
broader socio-political transformations of the 17th—18th centuries of
the Enlightenment. The materialists, aligned materialism with the
critique of religious and traditional authority, while figures like
Malebranche clung to the old order. Yet even as they diverged, their
collective efforts transformed psychology from a speculative endeavor
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into a nascent science, one increasingly attuned to the interplay of
body and mind.

By the late 19th century, France’s political upheavals the
revolutions of 1848, the collapse of the Second Empire, the birth of the
Third Republic demanded a psychology grounded in observable
reality. Théodule Ribot, France’s first champion of experimental
psychology, declared that the discipline must abandon metaphysics for
the laboratory.

The 20th century witnessed the gradual dissolution of French
psychology’s distinct identity. As Anglo-American behaviorism and
German experimentalism dominated the field, the Cartesian tradition
once the cornerstone of European thought was relegated to the
margins. Figures like Pierre Janet and Henri Wallon sought to preserve
its clinical and philosophical insights, but by the post-war era, French
psychology had largely surrendered to foreign paradigms.

Yet its legacy endures. Descartes’ reflex theory foreshadowed
modern cognitive science, while Charcot’s work on trauma resonates
in contemporary psychotherapy. The dialectical movement from
metaphysical speculation to clinical empiricism and back again offers a
blueprint for understanding the mind'’s irreducible complexity. French
psychology, in its rise and fall, exemplifies the eternal struggle to
reconcile thought with its material substrate, a struggle that remains as
urgent today as it was in Descartes’ time.

Practical Applications. This study is relevant to historians of
philosophy and science, modern psychologists, and educators.
Understanding how Descartes’ reflex theory and Charcot’'s hypnosis
shaped psychology enables:

1. Education: Integrating historical-philosophical context into
psychology curricula, illustrating the link between philosophy and
scientific methods. This fosters deeper understanding of concepts like
the unconscious or psychosomatics.

2. Clinical Practice: Reflecting on Charcot's approaches to
hypnosis and psychosomatic disorders may inspire therapists to
combine historical methods with modern technologies, such as for
trauma or hysterical disorders (van der Kolk, 2014).

3. Interdisciplinary Research: Findings can inform cognitive
science and neurophilosophy, exploring consciousness, body, and
stimuli, building on Cartesian traditions (Churchland, 1986, 23).



The French Psychological Path: Transforming Cartesian Dualism into Scientific Psychology 25

4. Science Policy: Analyzing social and political influences on
psychology’s development underscores the importance of supporting
fundamental research during national crises.

Methodology. The study employs historical-philosophical and
comparative approaches.

1. Historical Analysis: Examining key texts shaping French
psychology:

e Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) and Passions
of the Soul (1649) for dualism and reflex theory (Descartes,2008, 12;
Descartes, 1989, 19).

e Charcot’s Lecons sur les maladies du systémenerveux (1885—
1887) for the shift to empirical psychology (Charcot,1890, 45).

e Works by Gassendi, Malebranche, d’Holbach and Ribot.

2. Comparative Method: Comparing Descartes’ philosophical-
theoretical approach with Charcot’s clinical-experimental methods, and
French psychology with British empiricism (Locke, Berkeley) and
German positivism (Wundt).

3. Contextual Approach: Considering social and political conditions
influencing French psychology.

4. Interpretation: Analyzing philosophical concepts (dualism,
materialism, positivism) as foundations for scientific psychology,
emphasizing continuity and transformation.

Novelty:

1. Integrates philosophical and scientific aspects, emphasizing
their interdependence.

2. Views Descartes as a “proto-psychologist”, whose reflex theory
anticipated modern concepts (e.g., Pavlov’'s reflexes) (Pavlov,
1927,15). Descartes is referred to here as a “proto-psychological”
thinker only in the conditional and historically limited sense that he
formulated concepts and problems (reflex arc, classification of
passions, localisation of mind-body interaction) that later became
objects of physiological and clinical-experimental research in 19th-
century France. He did not conduct empirical investigations of mental
processes; his aim remained metaphysical and epistemological.

3. Positions Charcot as a bridge between philosophy and clinical
practice, expanding his role beyond neurology (Didi-Huberman,2004,
67).
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4. Highlights political crises and institutional shifts (e.g., from
universities to grandes écoles) in psychology’s development.

5. Frames French psychology as a model for philosophy-science
interaction, relevant to cognitive science and neurophilosophy.

I. Philosophical Origins of French Psychology:

From Descartes to Charcot

The history of human thought reveals a dynamic interplay between
philosophy and science, sometimes merging passionately, sometimes
diverging like warring lovers. French psychology, a curious offspring of
the Enlightenment and heir to medieval scholasticism, exemplifies how
philosophical reflection, born in quiet studies, becomes a scientific tool
and transformative practice. From René Descartes, who separated
soul and body, to Jean-Martin Charcot, whose hypnotic sessions at
Salpétriere unveiled the psyche’'s mysteries, this journey was
intellectual and deeply social, reflecting struggles of ideas and classes.

Descartes: Metaphysics as a Precursor to Science

In the 17th century, amid feudal Europe’s clinging traditions and
the rising bourgeoisie, René Descartes heralded a new worldview. His
Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) and Passions of the Soul
(1649) were not merely philosophical treatises but steps toward
understanding human nature scientifically (Descartes,2008,12;
Descartes,1989, 19). Descartes replaced Aristotle’s triadic soul:
vegetative, sensitive, rational, with a strict dualism: res cogitans
(thinking substance) and res extensa (extended substance)
(Descartes, 2008, 15). Descartes' dualism was fundamentally
epistemological: it aimed to establish the foundations of certain
knowledge (cogito ergo sum as indubitable) by distinguishing the
immaterial, thinking substance (res cogitans) from the extended,
material substance (res extensa). While he applied mechanistic
explanations to the body and passions, his primary goal was not a
mechanical psychology but a metaphysical guarantee of cognition
against skepticism. He viewed humans as machines governed by
reflexes, with the pineal gland bridging spirit and body (Descartes,
1989, 23). Yet, his ideas reflected his era’s constraints, reconciling
discoveries with Catholic orthodoxy, citing Anselm of Canterbury and
Gaunilo.



The French Psychological Path: Transforming Cartesian Dualism into Scientific Psychology 27

Descartes, a product of feudal society, served the emerging
bourgeoisie’s demand for rationality. His “cogito ergo sum” was a
manifesto  of individualism, vital for capitalist progress
(Descartes,2008, 17). However, by prioritizing reflective thought, he
relegated passions to the unconscious, awaiting later exploration
(Descartes, 1989, 25).

Although Descartes’ account of the reflex was purely deductive
and mechanistic, it provided the conceptual schema that French
physiologists of the 19th century (Pierre Flourens, Claude Bernard,
and later Théodule Ribot) subjected to experimental testing. This
pattern — philosophical hypothesis — physiological critique —
laboratory or clinical verification — represents the distinctive French
route from speculation to science, in contrast to the German emphasis
on psychophysics or the British reliance on introspection.

Enlightenment: Materialism vs. Metaphysics

This opposition was not binary; the Enlightenment featured
intermediate positions such as empiricism (Locke's influence via
Voltaire), sensualism (Condillac's emphasis on sensation as the origin
of ideas), occasionalism (Malebranche's divine causation of mind-body
interactions), and vitalism (La Mettrie's extension of mechanism to
living organisms). These nuances enriched the philosophical
landscape, bridging rationalism and materialism while challenging
theological determinism.

Pierre Gassendi’s atomistic theory challenged Descartes, arguing
the soul is driven by pain, the primary emotion triggering
consciousness. Nicolas Malebranche reconciled Cartesianism with
divine will, viewing physiology as a divine instrument (Malebranche,
1997, 34).

Pierre Bayle, an atheist, freed psychology from religious
constraints, focusing on human ailments like anxiety and sexuality.
Paul Henri Thiry d'Holbach, a materialist, linked psychological
disorders to misinterpretations of nature and self (d’Holbach, 2001,
45).

These thinkers reflected class struggles: Gassendi and
d’Holbach’s materialism aligned with bourgeois aims to dismantle
feudal prejudices, while Malebranche upheld the old order (d’Holbach,
2001, 47). They prepared the ground for the 19th-century scientific
revolution.
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Charcot: From Philosophy to Clinic

By the late 19th century, during the Second Empire and Third
Republic, France sought answers in science amid wars and crises.
Théodule Ribot, embracing positivism, declared psychology
experimental, founding Revue Philosophique in 1876 (Ribot,1889, 1).
Jean-Martin Charcot, at Salpétriére, transformed psychology into
clinical reality. His hypnosis studies, notably with patient Augustine
Gleizes, linked physical trauma to mental disorders, bridging Cartesian
dualism and modern neurology (Charcot, 1890, 45; Didi-Huberman,
2004, 67).

Charcot’s disputes with the Nancy School (Hippolyte Bernheim,
Ambroise Liébeault) highlighted scientific dialectics: some saw
hypnosis as accessing unconscious will, others as addressing
anatomical issues (Bernheim, 1884, 23). Social conditions shaped
science, with psychology serving bourgeois control (Plekhanov,1908,
56).

Dialectic of Philosophy and Science

French psychology’s evolution, from Descartes to Charcot, reflects
ideas’ material embodiment. Descartes’ dualism spurred mechanism,
later animating Ribot and Charcot (Descartes, 1989, 19; Ribot, 1889,
1). Enlightenment materialists paved the way for empiricism, and
Charcot grounded psychology in humanity (d’Holbach, 2001, 45;
Charcot,1890, 45). Philosophy birthed science but ceded to
laboratories and clinics.

In the 20th century, French psychology “died,” succumbing to
British evolutionism and American voluntarism. Yet, dialectics suggest
new syntheses may emerge, possibly through Lacan and Foucault,
viewed through natural history’s contradictions.

Il. The Liberation of Reason: From Theological Constraints

to Secular Inquiry in French Thought (16th—18th Centuries)

Medieval reflections on the human soul in France belonged to
scholastic philosophia de anima and remained inseparable from
theology. The University of Paris (founded c. 1150-1200) was one of
Europe’s leading centres for such speculation, but psychology as an
autonomous or experimental discipline did not yet exist. The distinctive
French tradition of psychophysical and epistemological inquiry
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emerges only from the late Renaissance onward, when thinkers began
systematically to challenge the theological monopoly over explanations
of mind, behaviour, and suffering.

Although the ideas examined below do not constitute “scientific
psychology” in the 19th-century sense (Fechner, Wundt, Ribot), they
represent the decisive intellectual preconditions for its later
emergence. Giordano Bruno, Pierre Gassendi, René Descartes,
Nicolas Malebranche, Pierre Bayle, George Berkeley (via Voltaire's
mediation), Voltaire himself, and Paul-Henri Thiry d’Holbach
collectively transformed the soul from a theological entity into an object
of secular philosophical investigation.

Giordano Bruno (1548-1600), though ltalian, profoundly influenced
French philosophical culture through his pantheistic monism. He
conceived souls as indestructible atoms within an infinite animated
universe and insisted that reason must ethically dominate animal
instincts as the path to human excellence (Bruno, 1998, 112, 134-135,
155, 167, 182, 201). Primarily ontological and ethical in character,
Bruno’s ideas nevertheless undermined medieval dualisms and
anticipated later French attempts to naturalise the soul.

Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655) introduced atomistic sensationalism
and revived Epicurean psychology in France. Against both
scholasticism and Cartesian rationalism, he argued that all knowledge
and consciousness arise from sensory atoms impinging on a subtle
corporeal soul, and that pain is the primary stimulus of mental life
(Gassendi, 1659, 34). Gassendi thus offered the first sustained French
alternative to innate ideas and theological causation.

René Descartes (1596-1650) formulated the most influential
version of substance dualism in French philosophy: the absolute
separation of res cogitans (immaterial thinking substance) from res
extensa (material extended substance). His primary goal was
epistemological and metaphysical to secure indubitable knowledge
while remaining compatible with Catholic doctrine (Descartes, 2008,
17, 20, 54; Descartes, 1989, 19, 23-27). The mechanistic account of
bodily movement and passions (Description of the Human Body, 1648;
Passions of the Soul, 1649), the pineal gland as the seat of interaction,
and the classification of six primary passions (wonder, love, hatred,
desire, joy, sadness) have often been retrospectively interpreted as
precursors of physiological psychology an interpretation that later
influenced Pavlov’'s reflex theory (Pavlov, 1927, 15). Descartes
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himself, however, conducted no empirical research; his “reflex” model
was purely deductive, and passions appeared as automatic bodily
responses only partially accessible to reflective consciousness.

Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715), as a critical yet faithful
Cartesian, replaced interactionist dualism with occasionalism: all
genuine causation, including mind—body relations, belongs exclusively
to God (Malebranche, 1997, 34, 89, 132). Malebranche thereby
preserved theological oversight while exploring psychophysical
problems with unprecedented precision.

Pierre Bayle (1647-1706) achieved the decisive breakthrough
toward secularisation. In his Historical and Critical Dictionary he
treated melancholy, excessive passions, moral deviance, sexual
disorders, and sleeplessness as natural afflictions of the soul rather
than divine punishments or marks of original sin (Bayle, 1991, 157,
214). By rejecting the traditional “corpus of divine chastisements”,
Bayle removed mental pathology from religious jurisdiction and laid
conceptual groundwork for later clinical approaches.

George Berkeley (1685-1753), although British—Irish, became a
major interlocutor in French debates thanks to Voltaire’s enthusiastic
translation and commentary (Lettres philosophiques, 1734). Berkeley’s
immaterialist idealism — “to be is to be perceived” — denied the
existence of matter independent of perception and served as a
powerful counterweight to the rising tide of French materialism
(Berkeley, 2008, 42, 56, 61, 73, 89). Voltaire, while ultimately rejecting
Berkeley’s conclusions, popularised his critique of materialism and
thereby sharpened the French discussion of perception and reality.

Voltaire himself (1694-1778), through his relentless campaign
against religious superstition and dogmatic metaphysics, further
accelerated the secularisation of psychological questions. By
disseminating Locke’s empiricism and mocking Leibnizian optimism,
he helped create the intellectual climate in which materialist
explanations of mind could flourish.

Paul-Henri Thiry d’Holbach (1723-1789) brought the process to
completion. In The System of Nature he presented the human mind as
nothing but the brain’s functions produced by material organisation and
motion, and mental distress as the consequence of erroneous
interpretations of nature and society (d’Holbach, 2001, 45, 93, 145).
With d’Holbach, theological causation vanished entirely from French
explanations of cognition and behaviour.
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This chronological sequence reveals a clear dialectical progression
within the French tradition:

% Thesis: Descartes’ dualistic separation of mind and body
under theological compatibility.

% Antithesis: Malebranche’s occasionalist reinforcement of
divine mediation and Bayle’s secular critique of religious
explanations of affliction.

% Synthesis: d'Holbach’s uncompromising materialism,
decisively supported by Voltaire’s anti-clerical propaganda and
Berkeley’s idealist challenge (mediated through Voltaire).

Bruno’s earlier monism and Gassendi’s persistent sensationalism
supplied the empirical and monistic counter-pressures throughout the
period.

Thus, between the late 16th and late 18th centuries, French
philosophical thought gradually freed explanations of human mentality
from the “chains” of feudal-theological interpretations. What began as
speculation compatible with Catholic doctrine (Descartes) ended as a
fully secular, materialist ontology of mind (d’Holbach) — thereby
creating the indispensable intellectual preconditions for the emergence
of psychology as an autonomous scientific discipline in the 19th
century.

lll. Materialism vs. Mysticism. From Physiological Materialism

to Clinical and Experimental Psychology: The Late

19th-Century Synthesis and Its Transformations (1870-1914)

The mid-19th century legacy of Condillac, La Mettrie, Cabanis and
the Ideologues provided French psychology with a robust
physiological-materialist foundation. By the 1870s—1880s this tradition
converged with two new methodological imperatives: laboratory
experimentation and systematic clinical observation of pathological
states. The result was not an abandonment of materialism, but its
sophisticated refinement and diversification into two complementary
branches that together constituted the distinctive French contribution to
scientific psychology.

Etienne Bonnot de Condillac (1714-1780) transformed Locke’s
empiricism into a rigorous French sensationism. In his Traité des
sensations (1754) he argued that all mental operations: including
memory, judgment, and will are nothing but “transformed sensations.”
By imagining a statue that gradually acquires senses, Condillac
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demonstrated that the mind is entirely constituted by sensory
experience, thereby eliminating any need for innate ideas or an
immaterial soul (Condillac, 1919, 12—-89).

Julien Offray de La Mettrie (1709-1751) went further in L’'Homme-
machine (1747). Drawing on Cartesian mechanism but rejecting
dualism, he declared the human being a self-moving machine
governed by the same physical laws as animals. Mental states, for La
Mettrie, are direct products of brain organisation; differences in
temperament and intelligence depend exclusively on physiological
constitution (La Mettrie, 2023, 34-67). His provocative thesis provoked
scandal but decisively shifted French thought toward a monistic
physiology of mind.

Pierre-Jean-Georges Cabanis (1757-1808), physician and
member of the ldeologues circle, provided the most systematic
formulation of this medico-philosophical materialism. In Rapports du
physique et du moral de 'lhomme (1802) he asserted that thought is a
secretion of the brain just as bile is a secretion of the liver. Sensitivity,
habit, and temperament are functions of the nervous system; moral
and intellectual differences between individuals, sexes, and ages are
reducible to physiological conditions (Cabanis, 1815, 112-145, 234-
256). Cabanis explicitly aimed to establish a “science of man”
grounded in observation and anatomy, a direct precursor of 19th-
century scientific psychology.

The Ideologues (Destutt de Tracy, Maine de Biran, later Pierre
Laromiguiére), building on Condillac and Cabanis, sought to create a
genuine “science of ideas” (idéologie). Although Maine de Biran (1766-
1824) reintroduced an active principle of effort and will against
mechanistic reductionism (Maine de Biran, 1942, 78-92), the dominant
tendency of the group remained sensationist and physiological. Their
work constituted the immediate philosophical bridge between
Enlightenment materialism and the positivist psychology of Théodule
Ribot and Hippolyte Taine.

Alexandre Koyré argued scientific and philosophical thought are
unified, constantly interacting (Koyré, 1957, 12). Political and social
crises drove France to seek behavioral patterns, formalizing
psychology from 1870-1879 during the Second Empire and Third
Republic (Ribot,1889, 1).

Théodule Ribot (1839-1916) inaugurated the experimental-
positivist current. In La Psychologie anglaise contemporaine (1870)
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and especially La Psychologie allemande contemporaine (1879) he
explicitly advocated the replacement of metaphysical psychology with
a positive science based on physiology, pathology, and heredity.
Founding the first French chair of experimental and comparative
psychology at the College de France (1888) and the journal Revue
philosophique (1876), Ribot institutionalised the laboratory approach.
His works on memory, attention, and personality disorders (Les
Maladies de la mémoire, 1881; Les Maladies de la volonté, 1883; Les
Maladies de la personnalité, 1885) demonstrated that complex mental
functions could be studied through pathological dissociation, a method
that remained materialist in spirit while being rigorously empirical.
(Ribot, 1889, 1-3).

Parallel to Ribot, Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893) and the
Salpétriere School developed a clinical-experimental paradigm centred
on hysteria and hypnosis. Charcot’s famous Tuesday Lessons (1887—
1889) and his nosological classification of grande hystérie transformed
hysteria from a vague “uterine” disorder into a neuro-psychic condition
amenable to clinical demonstration and physiological explanation.
Although Charcot retained a somaticist framework (hereditary
degeneration + cerebral lesion), his public hypnotic demonstrations
revealed the extraordinary power of suggestion and psychological
factors, a fact that would later be exploited and criticised by the rival
Nancy School. Jean-Martin Charcot, at Salpétriere, studied hysteria
and mental disorders. His work with Augustine Gleizes used hypnosis
to address trauma-induced disorders (Charcot, 1890, 45; Didi-
Huberman, 2004,67). Jean-Martin Charcot is unequivocally considered
the "father of French neurology" and psychotherapeutic approaches
(Charcot,1889, 45). He collaborated closely with Belgian physician
Joseph Delbceuf (1831-1896). While Charcot focused on
psychosomatic manifestations of disease, Delboeuf investigated optical
illusions and suggestion (Delbceuf,1886).

Sigmund Freud studied under both masters, adopting from
Charcot the theory of impulsivity as unrealized sexual energy (later
conceptualized as "libido" with Josef Breuer), and from Delbceuf the
hypnotic method for accessing automatic processes mental strata
(Freud,1895).
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Delbceuf's Three Laws of Attention:

1. Concentration: Accumulation of mental forces directed toward
goal completion.

2. Tension (fatigue): State of peak mental activity followed by
degradation.

3. Degradation (assimilation): Fatigue-induced cessation of
psychosomatic activity (Delbceuf,1886)

The Nancy School of Hypnosis, founded by Ambroise Liébeault
(1823-1904) and Jules Liégeois (1833-1908), opposed Charcot's
Parisian theories. Their 1884 work De la suggestion dans
I'étathypnotique et dans [I'état de veillechallenged Charcot's
anatomical-clinical correlation model.

Paul Broca proved speech disorders (aphasias) demonstrated
psychoneurological phenomena without physical manifestations
(Broca,1861).

Pierre Janet introduced the concept of the subconscious
(subconscient) (Janet,1976, 412)

The First International Psychological Congress was established in
1889 by Charcot and Théodule Ribot (Ribot,1889)

French psychology abandoned its materialist foundations (Charcot,
Delbceuf, Bernheim) for German physiology and American voluntarism
(Ellenberger, 1981). The 21st century continues this epistemological
dependence, marking what some consider the "death" of the distinctive
French psychological tradition (Castel, 2007, 289).

The period 1870-1914 did not witness the “death” of French
psychological materialism, but rather its transformation and bifurcation
into two dominant and mature scientific paradigms.

1. Laboratory-experimental psychology (Ribot, Binet, later Piaget);

2. Clinical-dynamic psychology of the subconscious (Janet, later
Lacan and French psychoanalysis).

Both paradigms remained rooted in the physiological tradition of
Cabanis and Broca while integrating the psychological discoveries of
the hypnosis schools. The subsequent 20th-century dominance of
German-American experimentalism and Anglo-American behaviourism
should therefore be understood not as the extinction of the French
tradition, but as its partial internationalisation and reconfiguration under
new institutional conditions.

Thus, far from constituting a rupture, the late 19th-century French
synthesis of materialism and clinical observation represents the most
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original and enduring contribution of the French school to modern
scientific psychology, a contribution whose traces remain visible in
contemporary trauma studies, dissociation theory, and the psychology
of suggestion.

IV. Dialectic of Soul and Science: Triumph and Decline

The period 1870—-1968 constitutes the classical epoch of French
psychology the time when France produced a unique synthesis of
empirical science, clinical observation, philosophical reflection, and
social critique that has not been replicated elsewhere. Rather than a
linear progression or a story of “decline”, this century-long
development is best understood as a permanent tension between
three major poles:

1. Positivist-experimental psychology (Ribot — Binet — Piéron —
Piaget);

2. Clinical-dynamic psychology (Charcot — Janet — Lacan);

3. Philosophical and critical psychology (Bergson — Merleau-
Ponty — Sartre — Foucault — Deleuze/Guattari).

These poles continually interacted, criticised, and enriched one
another, producing an extraordinarily fertile intellectual field.

Pierre-Henri Castel’s 2007 article reviewed History of Psychology
in France (Castel, 2007, 197). Castel, following Georges Canguilhem,
critiqued mechanistic psychology (Canguilhem,1955, 45). French
psychology spanned 1870-1968, driven by Ribot, Charcot, Bernheim,
and Pierre Janet (Ribot,1889,1-6; Charcot,1890, 45; Janet,1903, 56).

Georges Politzer and Henri Wallon advanced prenatal and child
psychology (Politzer, 1970, 34; Wallon,1995). Alfred Binet and Gabriel
Tarde developed individualistic psychology. Henri Piéron and
Guillaume Duchenne structured scientific psychology (Piéron, 1923,67;
Duchenne,1862, 34).

The history of French psychology from 1870 to 1968 marks a
significant evolution in the discipline, transitioning from philosophical
speculation to empirical science. This period witnessed the
establishment of psychology as an academic field in France,
influenced by various intellectual movements and key figures.

1. The Positivist-Experimental Tradition
Théodule-Armand Ribot (1839-1916) is recognized as the founder
of scientific psychology in France. In 1876, he established the Revue
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Philosophique, providing a platform for the emerging psychological
science. Ribot's works, such as La Psychologie Anglaise
Contemporaine (1870) and L'Hérédité Psychologique (1873),
introduced Darwinian and Spencerian evolutionary ideas to French
psychology, emphasizing the physiological basis of mental life and
advocating for psychology as a natural science (Castel, 2007, 45).

Alfred Binet (1857-1911), influenced by Ribot and Charcot, focused
on experimental psychology and intelligence testing. In collaboration with
Théodore Simon, he developed the Binet-Simon Intelligence Scale in
1905, aiming to identify children needing special educational assistance.
This test was later adapted into the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale,
becoming a cornerstone in psychometric testing (Binet & Simon,
1904,166-168). Henri Piéron (1881-1964) transformed this approach into
applied and physiological psychology. Binet’s intelligence scale (Binet &
Simon, 1905) and Piéron’s psychophysiology laboratories created the
infrastructure of modern French experimental psychology. Piéron's
played a crucial role in institutionalizing psychology in France,
contributing to the development of experimental methods and
psychological education (Castel, 2007, 197).

Hyppolyte Taine (1828-1893), a French historian and philosopher,
contributed to the understanding of collective psychological phenomena.
His work De ['Intelligence (1870) emphasized the influence of race, milieu,
and moment on human behavior, laying groundwork for subsequent
studies in social and collective psychology (Pieron, 1923, 12).

2. The Clinical-Dynamic Tradition

Jean Piaget (1896-1980), working within this tradition yet radically
expanding it, demonstrated that intelligence is an active construction of
cognitive schemas through interaction with the environment, a position
that retained the French emphasis on genesis and development
against static Anglo-American testing paradigms (Piaget, 1977). Jean
Piaget: "Humans construct knowledge by establishing cognitive
schemas" (Piaget,1977, 67)

Juliette Favez-Boutonnier's (1903-1994) "Laws of the Couch"
(Tarde-inspired  approach  where interpsychology periodically
addresses the subject through logical forms wunrelated to the
unconscious or "echoes" of conscious acts): Language, gestures,
facial expressions as "windows" to the inner world - where emotions
are fictional manifestations, while incoherence, obsessions, manias
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and fears constitute our true selves. Psychoanalysis begins and ends
on the couch (Favez-Boutonnier, 1956, 147).

3. The Philosophical-Critical Tradition

Henri Bergson (1859-1941) challenged mechanistic psychology
with the concepts of durée réelle and élan vital, influencing both
Piaget’s genetic epistemology and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of
perception, who introduced concepts of duration and intuition into
psychological discourse, challenging mechanistic views of the mind
(Bergson,1925, 67).

Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1945, 1961) and Jean-Paul Sartre (1943,
1949) integrated Husserlian phenomenology with Gestalt theory and
psychoanalysis, producing an existential-phenomenological psychology
of embodied subjectivity that remains one of the most original French
contributions to 20th-century thought (Sartre,1949, 112).

Michel Foucault (1961, 2006) and Félix Guattari (with Gilles
Deleuze) extended this critical lineage into the post-1968 period.
Guattari’'s concepts of desiring-machines, schizoanalysis, and rhizome
(behavior (Foucault, 2006, 512-514; Lacan, 2006, 237-268; Deleuze &
Guattari, 1972, 1980, 1987) were not marginal philosophical
metaphors but direct interventions in psychiatric practice at La Borde
clinic. They offered a radical materialist psychiatry that replaced the
Oedipal individual with collective assemblages of enunciation and non-
hierarchical networks of desire thereby prolonging, rather than
abandoning, the French tradition of criticising mechanistic and
normative models of the psyche.

Henri Wallon’s (1995) psycho-genetic theory of child development
through emotional and social stages and Georges Politzer's (1970)
concrete psychology of drama further enriched this critical current by
insisting on the irreducibly historical and social character of mental life.
He argued: "Intellectual development involves not just the brain but
emotions transmitted through sensory channels" (Wallon,1995, 89).

One of the faithful to Freudian methodology was Raymond de
Saussure (1894-1971) - a Swiss psychologist and the first chairman of
the European Psychoanalytical Federation, the son of the famous
linguist-positivist Ferdinand Saussure (1857-1913). R. Saussure
predicted in 1942 that Adolf Hitler was obliged to commit suicide due to
his paranoid schizophrenia (Bod et al., 2014, 90-91).
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Felix Guattari (1930-1992) was a French philosopher,
psychoanalyst, and political activist, best known for his work in
collaboration with philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995). Guattari
further deepened Foucauldianism. Guattari opposed classical
Freudianism and introduced the concept of "schizoanalysis".
Schizoanalysis aims to deconstruct fixed identities and free desire from
the control of social and symbolic structures.

Felix Guattari discovered that humans are social beings (minority
thinking), and that collective thinking often forms between different
individuals, which he called "desiring machines." The desiring machine is
a mechanical-biological approach that proves that desire is not something
individual, but autonomously functioning, like a machine, and connecting
with other flows (subjects) and forces to satisfy its urges.

Félix Guattari's Concepts:

1. Schizoanalysis: "Aims to deconstruct fixed identities and
liberate desire from social structures" (Guattari& Deleuze, 1987, 45)

2. Desiring Machines: "Autonomous  desire-production
systems connecting across subjects" (Guattari& Deleuze, 1987, 89)

3. Rhizome: Non-hierarchical networks characterized by:

% Connectivity (any point connectable)
Heterogeneity

Multiplicity
% Indeterminacy (Deleuze &Guattari, 1987, 112-115).

Thus, the period 1870-1968 represents not the end, but the
apogee and lasting legacy of the distinctive French contribution to
psychological science, a contribution characterised by the refusal to
separate empirical research, clinical practice, and philosophical
critique (Castel, 2007, 197-289). Jean Piaget and Noam Chomsky’s
1975-1978 debate marked this shift (Piaget,1977, 34).

In summary, the development of psychology in France from 1870
to 1968 reflects a dynamic interplay between empirical research and
philosophical inquiry, leading to a rich and diverse psychological
tradition that continues to influence contemporary thought.
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Conclusion

The historical development of psychology in France is unique in
world science because only in France did the Cartesian mind—body
problem remain a living national issue that demanded scientific, not
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merely philosophical, resolution. While British empiricism (Locke,
1975; Berkeley, 2008) dissolved the substantial soul into sequences of
impressions and German transcendental and experimental traditions
(Kant, Herbart, Wundt, 1904) reformulated psychology within idealist or
strictly laboratory frameworks, France persistently sought either to
“save” or empirically overcome Descartes. This centuries-long
confrontation culminated in Charcot’s clinical demonstrations (Charcot,
1890), which showed that the mysteries of the soul could be staged,
induced, and therapeutically manipulated in the clinic (Didi-Huberman,
2004).

French psychiatry emerged independently, forged through
immense struggle against social challenges. French psychological
thought long adopted ancient concepts via Italian scholars and Greek
refugees from Byzantium. Over time, it became deeply intertwined with
Austro-German methodologies for studying and treating the human
psyche (both mental and somatic dimensions). Today, French theories
remain overshadowed by Austro-American academic dominance (both
typologically and comparatively).

For the purposes of the present study, the entire historical process
may be analytically divided into the following five stages (author’s
periodisation):

Table 1. Author’s Periodisation of French Psychology

Stage Chronological Characteristics
limits
Ancient (Greco- Reception of philosophia de anima through
1 Roman) heritage to medieval scholasticism and Renaissance
1641 humanism

Metaphysical and epistemological
elaboration of psychophysical problems
(Descartes — d’Holbach — Condillac —

Early (pre-scientific)
2 psychology 1641 —

1870779 Cabanis)
Semi-scientific Convergence of physiological materialism
(transitional) with clinical demonstration and early

psychology 1879 — laboratory work (Ribot, Charcot, Bernheim,
1920 Janet, Binet)
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Stage Chronological Characteristics

limits
Institutionalisation and maximum pluralism:
experimental (Piéron, Piaget), clinical-
dynamic (Janet — Lacan),
phenomenological-existential (Merleau-

Mature scientific
4  psychology 1920 —

1968 Ponty, Sartre), critical (Foucault, Deleuze—
Guattari)
Era of international Partial integration into global Anglo-
5 reconfiguration American paradigms while preserving
(post-1978) distinctive clinical and critical currents

The evolution of French psychology cannot be disentangled from
its historical milieu.

French psychology emerged from the epistemological ferment of
the 17th century, where René Descartes’ mind-body dualism first
conceptualized the psyche as a mechanistic yet irreducible counterpart
to physicality. This Cartesian legacy interrogating consciousness as
both res cogitans and embodied phenomenon became France’s
unique contribution to early psychophysical inquiry.

The Ancien Régime’s feudal constraints, the bourgeois revolutions of
1789-1848, and the Third Republic’s crises shaped its development.

The interdisciplinary legacy of French psychology also informs
neurophilosophy and cognitive science. The trajectory from Descartes’
metaphysical speculations to Jean-Martin Charcot’s clinical empiricism
epitomizes a Hegelian synthesis: philosophy, having midwifed
psychological science, yielded primacy to laboratory observation and
nosology. Where Descartes asked "What is thought?", Charcot
demanded "How does hysteria manifest?"—marking the discipline’s
maturation into positivism. Descartes' “reflex theory” foreshadows
automatic processes in cognitive psychology (Kahneman,2013, 45),
and Charcot's hypnosis influences modern trauma treatments (van der
Kolk, 2014). Descartes' mechanistic model of animal-machine
responses anticipated, but did not equate to, later physiological reflex
theories (by Pavlov).

Comparing French psychology with German experimentalism and
British empiricism reveals both its unique contributions and its
limitations, enriching our understanding of its historical and modern
significance. Wilhelm Wundt's establishment of the first experimental
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psychology laboratory in Leipzig in 1879 marked a shift toward
empirical rigor, emphasizing introspection and controlled experiments
to study consciousness (Wundt, 1904, 12). Unlike the French tradition,
which evolved from philosophical dualism and clinical observation,
Wundt's approach was systematically scientific, focusing on
measurable mental processes such as reaction times and sensory
perception (Wundt, 1904, 14). While Descartes and Charcot integrated
metaphysical and clinical insights (Descartes, 1989, 19; Charcot,1890,
45), Wundt’s rejection of metaphysical speculation aligned German
psychology with positivism, influencing modern experimental methods
in cognitive psychology (Kim, 2022).

Table 2. Comparative Epistemological Profiles of the Three Major
19th-Century National Traditions

German | giish tradition
Criterion French tradition [tradition (Wundt -
. (Locke—Mill line)
line)
Startmg Cartesian mind— Kantian .Emplr!mst
philosophical . transcendental | dissolution of
body dualism . ;
problem subject substantial soul
Clinical- Controlled
Primary : laboratory Associationist
pathological + |. . )
method of . introspection + analysis of
e hypnotic . )
objectification . reaction-time ideas
demonstration
measurement
Hospital clinic University Philosophical
Institutional (Salpétriere) + psychological societies +
base Collége de laboratory later university
France (Leipzig 1879) departments
Trauma, Sensory
Strongest dissociation, processes, Learning, habit,
domain suggestion, attention, behaviour
psychotherapy reaction time




42 Din Arasdwrmalar: Jurnali 8 (2), 2025

German | pitich tradition
Criterion French tradition tradition (Wundt -
i (Locke—Mill line)
ine)
Behaviourism,
20th-century Psychoanalyss, Experimental c.ognltlve.
trauma studies, e science (via
global ” cognitive ) .
: critical information-
influence psychology .
psychology processing
metaphor)
Representative Charcot 1890; Wundt 1904; Locke 1975;
psources Janet 1889; Kdlpe, Mill 1843;
Lacan 2006 Ebbinghaus Watson 1913

However, French psychology’s strength lay in its clinical
applicability, particularly through Charcot’s work, which bridged
philosophy and practice. Wundt’'s laboratory-based approach, while
foundational for experimental psychology, was less directly applicable
to clinical settings, as it prioritized abstract mental processes over real-
world disorders (Kim,2022). Charcot’'s hypnosis, by contrast,
addressed tangible psychological conditions like hysteria, laying
groundwork for psychotherapy (Charcot,1890, 47). This clinical focus
gave French psychology an edge in shaping early psychoanalytic
traditions, as evidenced by Freud’s adoption of Charcot’s impulsivity
theories (Freud, 1895).

British empiricism, exemplified by John Locke and George
Berkeley, offers another point of comparison. Locke’s tabula rasa
theory, which posited that the mind is a blank slate shaped by sensory
experience (Locke, 1975, 67), contrasted with Descartes’ emphasis on
innate ideas and dualism (Descartes, 2008, 20). While Descartes
viewed the mind as an active agent structuring experience via reflexes,
Locke’'s passive model aligned with behaviorist traditions that
dominated 20th-century Anglo-American psychology (Watson, 1913,
23). Berkeley’s idealism, which argued that perception constitutes
reality (Berkeley, 2008, 89), paralleled French materialists like
d’Holbach, who linked distress and mental imbalances to erroneous
interpretations of nature and self (d’Holbach,2001, 45). However,
French psychology’s integration of materialism with clinical practice, as
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seen in Charcot’'s work, provided a more practical framework for
addressing mental health compared to Berkeley’s abstract philosophy
(Didi-Huberman,2004, 69).

The decline of French psychology’s distinctiveness in the 20th
century, as it succumbed to Anglo-American voluntarism and German
experimentalism (Castel, 2007, 197), reflects a broader tension
between philosophical depth and empirical standardization. While
Wundt's methods became the global standard for experimental
psychology, French psychology’s philosophical roots offered a richer
context for understanding the mind-body relationship, as seen in
modern embodied cognition theories. Similarly, the British empiricist
focus on sensory experience influenced behaviorism but lacked the
clinical immediacy of Charcot’'s methods, which continue to inform
trauma therapy (van der Kolk, 2014).

The French achievement lies not in having resisted globalisation,
but in having enriched global psychology with methodological pluralism
and critical depth that no single national school has equalled. The
clinical-experimental synthesis of 1870-1914 and the philosophical
renewal of 1920-1968 continue to provide indispensable resources for
contemporary trauma studies, embodied and enactive cognition,
critical psychology, and relational psychoanalysis.

Table 3. Continuity of the French Research Programme: From
17th-Century Metaphysics to 21st-Century Applications

20th—21st-century
global scientific
application

17th-century 18th—19th-century
Cartesian concept French transformation

La Mettrie — Cabanis Automaticity and
o dual-process
— Charcot’s “neuro-
models

motor reflex (Kahneman 2011)

Reflex (animal-
machine)

Dissociative
. Ribot’s pathological disorders and
Passions of the soul : .
method of personality personality

pathology
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20th—21st-century

17th-century 18th—19th-century lobal scientific
Cartesian concept French transformation 9 o
application
Psychophysical Janet’'s pgychologlcal Traum_a a_md
. ) : tension and dissociation
interaction (pineal ) f
land) subcoqsmous ixed research (van der
9 ideas Kolk 2014)
Modern evidence-
Suggestion / idea- Bernheim-Delbceuf — based hypnosis
force Freud — Lacan and suggestion
therapy
Contemporary
. . Deleuze—Guattari’s relational and
Desiring-production ; . ”
schizoanalysis critical
psychotherapy

Thus, the French path from Descartes’ pineal gland to Charcot’s
hysterical attack and Deleuze—Guattari’s desiring-machines constitutes
one of the most coherent and fertile research programmes in the entire
history of the discipline, a programme whose epistemological and
methodological lessons remain fully operative today.
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