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 Introduction 

 Starting in medias res, the question arises: why do we 
need psychopathological conceptions of subconscious 
states or processes? The laconic answer to this question 
is: to explain some psychopathological phenomena. The 
most frequent of these are dissociative disorders. These 
are complex behaviour patterns the patients are appar-
ently showing without consciousness or at least without 
being able to remember having shown them. Immedi-
ately another question arises: why so much ado about 
subconscious states or processes which are not accessible 
to consciousness by definition and, even worse, whose 
ontological status is completely unclear? However, even 
if they are not accessible to consciousness by definition, 
an indirect descriptive approach is nevertheless possible, 
as will be shown in this treatise.

  What does such a descriptive approach mean? As Büh-
ler  [1]  pointed out, psychiatry is based on at least two ap-
proaches: a conceptual and an empirical or operational 
one. Both approaches have to be taken into consideration 
in every scientific endeavour because, on the one hand, 
conceptualizations or concepts without empirical com-
plement are ‘empty’, and, on the other hand, empirical 
findings without conceptualizations or concepts are ‘con-
fused’. Conceptualizations or concepts are assessed ac-
cording to their ability to be empirically completed, and 
empirical findings are assessed according to their foun-
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dation on conceptual architectonics. These conceptual 
architectonics are built up by descriptive psychology
or – in the present context – by descriptive psychopathol-
ogy. Concerning descriptive psychology in general or de-
scriptive psychopathology in particular, Brentano  [2–4]  
has to be mentioned. He distinguishes descriptive psy-
chology or psychognosy from genetic psychology. Psy-
chognosy is the science of the description of psychic com-
ponents, constituents, or parts of which all psychic phe-
nomena are composed. On the other hand, genetic 
psychology tries to find out the laws according to which 
the psychic phenomena are formed. Genetic psychology, 
Brentano opines, is based on the methods of natural sci-
ences, especially on physiology, and therefore he also 
calls it physiological psychology (see Bühler  [5] ).

  In investigations of dissociative disorders, empirical 
methods are mixed with descriptive ones. How to con-
ceive unconscious or subconscious phenomena – for ex-
ample, either restrictively or extensively – is unmistak-
ably based on a descriptive approach, even if only indi-
rectly, because, on the one hand, these phenomena are 
related to consciousness to a certain extent, but, on the 
other hand, they are by definition not accessible to con-
sciousness and have to be indirectly inferred.

  Pierre Janet’s conception of the unconscious – he uses 
the term subconscious phenomena (‘phénomènes sub-
conscients’) – is a rather restrictive one. With reference 
to Leibniz’s remarks on little perceptions (‘petites percep-
tions’) in the  New Essays on Human Understanding (Nou-
veaux essais sur l’entendement humain)  Janet [ 6 , p. 178] 
writes:

  ‘A bit of attention suffices to let us notice certain actions that 
we, without knowing them, carried out when we were distracted. 
Little perceptions exist in sleep and also in complicated dreams, 
for which we are scarcely able to account ourselves. Such phenom-
ena were called unconscious, i.e. existing without any conscious-
ness. This description is only correct if one takes the term ‘con-
sciousness’ in an absolute sense and if one uses it to denote the 
clearest consciousness of personality (‘l’idée de personnalité’). 
But it seems more correct for us to call them subconscious phe-
nomena in which the elementary consciousness exists but not an 
explicit consciousness of the personality’ [translation by au-
thors].

  On the basis of his investigations on somnambulism 
and on hypnotized as well as hysterical or traumatized 
patients, Janet conceived subconsciousness as a disturbed 
consciousness. He [ 7 , p. 88] states: ‘Consciousness is ex-
actly what we add to our actions in order to arrange them 
and to reorganise the whole organism when it has been 
disturbed by an event caused by the outside world’ [trans-
lation by authors]. Subconsciousness seems to be a symp-

tom of a weakened consciousness when traumatic experi-
ences cause dissociations of contents in memory  [8, 9] .

  In his later genetic psychology of tendencies and per-
sonality, Janet’s main interest also stuck to the investiga-
tion of the activities of consciousness. The personality 
checks, as it were, by means of awareness and attention 
what goes on in or around oneself and appropriates or 
rejects it. Janet [ 6 , p. 181] declares: ‘Personality [...] is a 
synthesis of feelings and ideas [...]. In personality an as-
similation of new feelings takes place in every moment of 
life’ [translation by authors]. But Janet’s conception of 
subconsciousness was not uncontroversial. On the one 
hand, comparing Janet’s conception of subconsciousness 
or unconsciousness with that of Freud, Ey  [10]  detects in 
Janet a devaluation of subconsciousness and an overvalu-
ation of the formal structures of consciousness. On the 
other hand, de Verbizier  [11]  appreciates Janet’s version of 
the structure and integration of subconsciousness in his, 
Janet’s, general psychological theory of personality and 
action. In fact, Janet’s conception of subconsciousness 
provides differentiations that, before as well as after him, 
are closely connected to subjects of traditional experi-
mental psychology as well as modern cognitive psychol-
ogy, with its increasingly neurobiological orientation. 
Unfortunately, Janet’s relevant contributions to dissocia-
tive clinical phenomena were often not mentioned at all 
or only cursorily. The subject dealt with here has already 
been discussed by Schwartz  [12] , but not comprehensive-
ly and deeply enough, as well as by Prévost  [13] , however, 
comprehensively only in its historiographic aspects, but 
less in a systematic respect. This is why we stress the sys-
tematic and conceptual approach here.

  After an outline of the historical and clinical point of 
departure for Janet’s assumption of subconscious pro-
cesses, Janet’s notions of ‘psychological synthesis’ and 
‘field of consciousness’ are explained. After that, subcon-
scious fixed ideas and double personality are discussed in 
the context of his conception of dissociative subcon-
sciousness. Then, Herbart’s view of the mechanism of 
consciousness is worth mentioning. Finally, with refer-
ence to Janet’s psychology of the tendencies, dissociative, 
dispositional, and threshold-related modes of subcon-
sciousness are distinguished, as well as phenomena of 
habit formation (automatization) and psychological au-
tomatism.

  Janet’s conception of the subconscious is fully under-
standable only against the background of his conception 
of consciousness. That is why this conception is outlined 
first.
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  The Conception of Consciousness in Pierre Janet 

 Janet calls ‘consciousness’ the totality of all particu-
lar experiences of living beings of their mental states or 
processes, but he rejects a sensualistic conception of 
consciousness in the sense of a passive epiphenomenon 
of the entirety of sensations or feelings. He prefers the 
view that in consciousness, a continuous synthesis or 
assimilation occurs in order to construct new and more 
generalized ideas out of arising sensations, feelings, or 
other ideas  [6] . This consciousness contains a great 
number of psychological operations and reactions by 
the person concerning his or her own mental acts and 
actions. For this purpose, Janet  [14]  uses the term ‘field 
of consciousness’, a translation of Wilhelm Wundt’s ex-
pression ‘Bewusstseinsfeld’. Janet [ 15 , p. 7] explains: ‘We 
have proposed to call ‘‘field of consciousness’’ or ‘‘great-
est extension of consciousness’’ the greatest number of 
simple or relatively simple phenomena that in every mo-
ment can be associated and simultaneously be united 
with a particular person. Conceived in this way the field 
of consciousness is very variable’ [translation by au-
thors].

  The formation of the field of consciousness presup-
poses an ability to bring mental phenomena together, and 
this ability for synthesis is the prerequisite of the develop-
ment of a unified field of consciousness. It unites ideas, 
sensations as well as feelings and combines them with the 
great number of preceding and current ideas, sensations, 
and feelings. It is this ability of unification that Janet 
wants to cover with the notion ‘ability to form a synthe-
sis’. This synthesis is an important psychological func-
tion for assimilation of elementary psychological phe-
nomena (for example, sensations, feelings, motor pictures 
and pictures of memories) to a particular person. So, be-
sides conscious states or processes simpliciter (maybe 
comparable to Leibniz’s ‘petites perceptions’, i.e. little 
perceptions), there exists a synthesis of them constituting 
the field of consciousness of a person. Only such psycho-
logical states and processes that belong to personal con-
sciousness can consciously be expressed in language. 
There is a core and a margin within the field of conscious-
ness. The former implies attention and awareness. The 
field of consciousness as well as the field of perception 
can vary. For example, suggestible persons, that is those 
easy to hypnotize, have a restricted field of consciousness 
according to Janet.

  Pathopsychology of Traumatic Disorders 

 Janet’s starting point for his assumption of subcon-
scious states or processes is the (traumatic) impact of 
strong affects (‘émotions’) deeply moving the personality 
due to particular serious life events. Psychological disor-
ders result if the personality is not able to adapt to events 
happening suddenly or to repeated moving affects, and 
this therefore causes an exhaustion of the whole organ-
ism. So, individual thoughts may get out of control and 
may change the whole synthetic structure of conscious-
ness (‘synthèse’). They then become fixed ideas  [16] . Fixed 
ideas are psychological states and processes that autono-
mously and in a natural way develop in the psyche outside 
the will as well as the personal consciousness of the sub-
jects, whereas in suggestions during hypnosis they ex-
perimentally do so. This disentanglement (‘désagréga-
tion’) of ideas from a wider context is very unusual in 
healthy psychological conditions. On the contrary, fixed 
ideas are frequently the result of a psychological trauma 
 [8, 17] . Indeed, they may – to a certain extent – be known 
to the particular subjects, but often they are so isolated 
from the rest of the subject’s ideas that they must be called 
subconscious. Unlike normal ideas, fixed ideas develop 
unhindered which Janet puts down to their being disen-
tangled from the system of other ideas that carry out a 
control function. In a premorbidly disposed person, trau-
matic experiences often play the role of a trigger that re-
sults in a weakening of the ability of assimilation and of 
psychological synthesis. For Janet, psychological synthe-
sis is an essential characteristic of consciousness and 
both, consciousness and psychological synthesis, are ba-
sic presuppositions in his conception of the subcon-
scious.

  Differentiation of Subconsciousness 

 Generally speaking, Janet  [18]  has a very critical atti-
tude towards unconscious or subconscious psychological 
states or processes. He only accepts these if their supposi-
tion is absolutely necessary. A quotation may elucidate 
his view [ 18 , p. 250]: ‘If somebody lets himself be carried 
away to put too many things into the subconscious, then 
because in every neuropathic symptom one had to find at 
all costs a traumatic reminiscence or a more or less de-
formed reminiscence of an emotionally moving event’ 
[translation by authors]. This remark is directed against 
Freud, whom he accuses of an obvious exaggeration be-
cause he, Freud, relates all neuroses to memories of mov-
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ing and badly overcome sexual adventures  [19] . Janet also 
considers it dangerous always to put emotionally moving 
memories into the subconsciousness of the sick persons 
if one cannot find any traces in consciousness itself. Ac-
cording to Janet, a subconsciousness whose contents can 
never be found should absolutely be avoided.

  Janet conceives the methods for studying and investi-
gating unconscious states or processes as very limited. 
They are mainly: hypnoanalysis, analysis of the contents 
of dissociative attacks, of manifest dream contents, fan-
tasy contents, not reflected (i.e. automatic) psychological 
acts, and automatic writing or speech. According to Ja-
net, automatic writing is a symptom of subconscious psy-
chological states or processes similar to conscious ones 
just as the spoken word is evidence for conscious states or 
processes. Day dreaming (‘rêveries’) is also supposed to 
give a hint of subconscious psychological states or pro-
cesses. In this regard, Janet [ 20 , p. 173] writes: ‘However, 
there is a form of psychological automatism that is virtu-
ally more important than anything else, and that is the 
tendency to [day] dream incessantly’ [translation and ad-
dition by authors]. Day dreaming is a more or less mo-
notonous process that remains unchanged over a longer 
period of time and may not be altered by external influ-
ences unless it is excessively disturbed. It consists of au-
tomatically processed psychological phenomena based 
on absentmindedness. If for some reason the synthetic 
activity of consciousness decreases, then automatic day 
dreams develop in an exaggerated way.

  However, according to Janet, automatic writing is 
more than a method of detecting subconscious states or 
processes. It is also evidence for the existence of intelli-
gence while performing subconscious acts. For instance, 
Janet uses hypnosis to induce his patients to carry out 
mental operations that involve complicated thought pro-
cesses, such as adding, subtracting and carrying out com-
plicated multiplications, and to inform the tester about 
the results of these operations through automatic writ-
ing, without remembering these results later on. Here, the 
problem of psychological separation or dissociation aris-
es, and the question is why some ideas or complexes of 
ideas remain subconscious while others do not. The an-
swer may be found in the notion of ‘boundary or thresh-
old of (the unified field of) consciousness’ as well as that 
of ‘negation of consciousness’. Both notions refer to dif-
ferent conceptions: the first to the subconscious, the sec-
ond to the unconscious. The difference between both no-
tions is as follows: outside or beyond the ‘boundary or 
threshold of (the unified field of) consciousness’ there ex-
ist conscious phenomena, but these are not noticed 

through awareness. The ontological status of the phe-
nomena on both sides of the boundary or threshold is the 
same, whereas through ‘negation of consciousness’ the 
category ‘being conscious’ is not applicable at all. The ne-
gation of consciousness does not assert pure nothingness, 
which by definition has to be unknown or unknowable 
(de incognito non est disputandum), but something cat-
egorically different from consciousness only. If one in 
principle acknowledges the possibility of a change in cat-
egories so that unconscious states or processes may be-
come conscious ones, their ontological status is that of a 
disposition to consciousness. But then a problem arises: 
what is the difference between a disposition to conscious-
ness, especially dispositions to complex conscious pro-
cesses, and a disposition simpliciter, for example, the sol-
ubility of sugar? However, this problem is beyond the 
scope of the present study and is not discussed here.

  Concerning the first conception, the subconscious, 
the synthesis of ideas or complexes of ideas contributes 
towards making them cross the boundary from subcon-
sciousness to consciousness. However, besides synthesis 
of consciousness, mental separation or dissociation also 
presupposes the notion of ‘psychological automatism’. 
Therefore, in order to adequately understand subcon-
sciousness, it is necessary to distinguish at least the fol-
lowing three different approaches: (1) dissociative, i.e. 
boundary- or threshold-related subconsciousness, and 
subliminal consciousness; (2) habit formation, adapta-
tion, or psychological automatism; (3) dispositional con-
sciousness, and (4) unconsciousness.

  Dissociative or Boundary-Related Subconsciousness 
 Leibniz, as well as Condillac, had already mentioned 

the notion of subconsciousness; Leibniz  [21]  coined the 
term ‘little perception’ (‘petite perception’) standing for a 
perception that is too weak to become fully conscious but 
nevertheless is – ontologically speaking – a real percep-
tion. One can also speak here of a sensation or feeling 
outside the unified field of consciousness. The rushing of 
the sea, the rustling of the leaves, and the murmur of the 
rain were the basis of his considerations. The rushing of 
the sea, the rustling of the leaves, and the murmur of the 
rain are put together from movements of more or less 
small waves, of individual leaves, or of individual rain-
drops. An individual wave, an individual leaf, or an indi-
vidual drop does not make any audible noise. But the en-
tirety of the waves, the leaves, or the raindrops makes up 
an actual perception and consequently a conscious phe-
nomenon. The audible entirety consists, however, of a 
great number of small phenomena that are not fully con-
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scious themselves. If the entirety makes up the percep-
tion of a noise, then this is put together from components, 
and the noise of the components, according to Leibniz, 
must also occur in the mind, even if it is not consciously 
perceived. Leibniz calls this unconscious perception a 
‘little perception’ or an unconscious ‘little perception’.

  But Leibniz’s arguments do not rule out the possibility 
of a mere mechanical threshold, for example of the bio-
logical apparatus of hearing that has to be passed in order 
that the noise of independent reality may consciously be 
perceived. In this case, the supposition of a ‘mental 
threshold of consciousness’ in contradistinction to a ma-
terial or physical one is not necessary to explain the im-
pact of the effect of the summation of individually not 
perceived noises on perception. Janet argues in this way: 
the waves, the leaves, and the raindrops cause mechanical 
oscillations of the air that influence the hearing appara-
tus and thus cause a noise. If the oscillations decrease suf-
ficiently then they, in fact, continue to exist, but they are 
too weak to overcome the mechanical resistances of the 
hearing apparatus. Therefore, no noise can be perceived 
although the oscillations keep on existing. According to 
Janet, the threshold does not, however, subsist in con-
sciousness itself, but it is the result of a mechanical resis-
tance. Therefore, according to Janet, Leibniz’s arguments 
cannot prove the existence of a threshold of conscious-
ness below which subconscious psychological states or 
processes may occur.

  According to Fechner  [22] , the target of Janet’s objec-
tions becomes more obvious. Fechner  [22]  followed 
thoughts similar to those of Leibniz. His assumptions rest 
on observations of subliminal perceptions while sleeping, 
in absentmindedness, dreaming, contemplation, or ec-
stasy. Going beyond Leibniz’s considerations, and based 
on his investigations concerning the threshold of percep-
tion in the sense of a threshold between consciousness 
and an independent reality, Fechner explicitly assumes a 
‘mental threshold of consciousness’, i.e. a threshold be-
tween consciousness and subconsciousness conceived
by him as a real and ontologically independent ‘psycho-
physical activity’. The crucial difference between both 
conceptions is the answer to the following questions:
does a real and ontologically independent subconscious 
‘psycho-physical activity’, whatever this may mean, exist 
or not? And: can a mere mental threshold rightly be sup-
posed independent of the boundary or threshold of the 
unified field of consciousness?

  Leaving the answer aside, we shall restrict ourselves to 
psychopathological phenomena in the narrower sense. In 
the treatment of his patients, Janet found out that impor-

tant traumatic memories were not always known to them 
and they could not deliberately name these, even if they 
attempted to do so. Therefore, in his therapies, he searched 
for such concealed memories which the patients must 
have to a certain degree without knowing it. With regard 
to the field of consciousness, such psychological states or 
processes were called subconscious by Janet since they 
cannot consciously be experienced. They are somehow 
situated outside the unified field of consciousness. Janet 
[ 23 , p. 202] makes it clear: ‘We know [...] that our con-
sciousness does not register all psychological phenomena 
happening in us and that there are many states and pro-
cesses in our mind that we do not know’ (translation by 
authors). In a different article, he [ 24 , p. 239] explains: 
‘One understands by an unconscious act an act that has 
all features of a psychological state or process except that 
it is not known by the person carrying it out, not even at 
the moment in which it is carried out’ [translation by au-
thors].

  The marked intelligent execution of unconscious acts 
prompted Janet to distinguish between the notions of un-
consciousness and subconsciousness. He [ 25 , p. 433] as-
serts: ‘We were forced to admit [...] that there was a char-
acteristic intelligence that remained in the mind of the 
persons without their knowledge, as it were, outside their 
consciousness and their personality’ [translation by au-
thors]. Thus, it is not a question of simple dispositions to 
psychological states or processes, i.e. of possibilities of 
psychological states or processes in latency, but of actual 
psychological operations. Psychological operations differ 
from simple psychic dispositions. According to Janet’s as-
sumption, these operations take place in a kind of addi-
tional disconnected consciousness. He calls psychologi-
cal states or processes that demonstrably are only possible 
due to intelligent and linguistic performances not uncon-
scious but subconscious. Posthypnotic suggestions which 
cannot be understood without the assumption of a sub-
consciousness also belong to these. The patients’ absolute 
ignorance of psychological operations during their exe-
cution prevents Janet from calling these conscious. Yet 
subconscious operations are of a simpler nature than 
conscious ones in that they are of a more primitive intel-
ligence or mentality than the conscious operations. Thus, 
according to Janet, a subconscious psychological act has 
all the features of a conscious act, except that it is not 
known by the particular person at the moment at which 
it is carried out. From that, Janet distinguishes a con-
scious psychological act which is indeed conscious but 
immediately forgotten after its execution. In this case, 
memory and not consciousness is disturbed.
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  Subconscious Fixed Ideas 
 Janet believes that fixed ideas are essential for subcon-

scious psychological states or processes. Subconscious 
fixed ideas show all the features of conscious ones, that 
is, they are a subcategory of these, except that they are not 
part of a person but are independent psychological com-
plexes below or outside the unified field of consciousness. 
In fact, they are accompanied by a particular kind of con-
sciousness and make it possible to actualize specific 
memories, that is, states of consciousness and memories 
of their own that give them their specific psychological 
existence. Additionally, subconscious ideas are distin-
guished from conscious ones by the fact that they are not 
subject to any conscious control and, therefore, do not al-
low behaviour to adapt optimally to reality. Janet [ 18 , p. 
214] assumes the following: 

  ‘These ideas seem to become dangerous because, belonging to 
a different complex [of ideas] to which conscious will does not 
have any access, they slip out of personal consciousness. The in-
fluence of such ideas depends on their isolated existence; they 
become stronger and stronger; they are like a kind of parasite, 
they take hold of the system of ideas and cannot be restricted in 
their development by any efforts of the subjects because, since 
they exist in a second consciousness, they are not known by the 
first’ [translation and addition by authors].

  Thus, Janet distinguishes a quasi non-personal con-
sciousness, or consciousness in a broader sense, from the 
synthetically unified field of consciousness which, strict-
ly speaking, gives rise to a personal consciousness. Here, 
Janet adopts an assumption from Maine de Biran about 
conscious psychological phenomena that do not belong 
to a personal consciousness and as such do not belong to 
a personal ego. Such sensations or feelings existing out-
side personal consciousness are real and known in a spe-
cific way, but they are only disentangled from the whole 
of the psychological phenomena, the synthesis of which 
characterizes the authentic person. According to Janet, 
the person or the personality is a complex psychological 
phenomenon. It comprises memories, for example, mem-
ories of last actions, the understanding of one’s own situ-
ation, of one’s own abilities, of one’s body and even of 
one’s own person. This personal consciousness can be 
disturbed while the non-personal one remains unaffect-
ed. So, a psychological state or process can be conscious 
without, at first, belonging to personal consciousness. If 
the ability to synthesize decreases, personal conscious-
ness is no longer able to simultaneously integrate all con-
scious states or processes. However, they are not sup-
pressed in this case, they do not cease to continue. They 
continue to exist as part of a more or less unified different 

field of consciousness, as it were, in a different psycho-
logical synthesis. Therefore, the unknown or subcon-
scious psychological states or processes are separated 
from the normal ego. They may, but need not, be united 
in a new synthesis and may, but need not, constitute an 
independent person. The conception of double conscious-
ness is related with this assumption. It will be discussed 
in more detail now.

  Dedoubling of Personality 
 The posthypnotic suggestions that are carried out by 

hypnotized persons in an intelligent way, seemingly with-
out knowledge or consciousness, the analysis of uncon-
scious acts, and the automatic writing of mediumistic 
persons show the possibility of a dedoubling of conscious-
ness. The dedoubling of consciousness or of personality 
(‘dédoublement de la personnalité’) is the result of a 
weakness of psychological synthesis. Janet relates the 
complete form of double personality with psychological 
disorders which either autonomously and periodically re-
cur, or reappear due to occasionally occurring stressful 
events.

  Somnambulism is the most salient feature of double 
personality and is therefore outlined below. According to 
Janet  [24] , somnambulism (i.e. hypnoid states or states of 
trance) does not involve normal sleeping as opposed to 
wakefulness, but differs from it. Somnambulism is a par-
ticular systematic combination of psychological phenom-
ena that are identical to those that usually constitute the 
character and the personality of an individual. Somnam-
bulism is a new psychological way of being that is, how-
ever, more coarse in comparison to the normal way of 
living of persons, which explains the usually much high-
er suggestibility of somnambulistic persons in compari-
son to normal ones. Janet [ 15 , p. 18] remarks: ‘Somnam-
bulism is for us a second psychological existence, of 
course distinguished from the first and alternating with 
it. It is a state in which the mental phenomena are suffi-
ciently developed so that the person experiences the sen-
sations and feelings, and even understands signs and lan-
guage, but it is accompanied by a complete amnesia when 
the person returns into the normal state, and the memo-
ries of that state only recur in another comparable state’ 
[translation by authors]. Thus, somnambulism is an ab-
normal state of consciousness. Janet [ 25 , p. 434] works 
this out in more detail: ‘Not all psychological phenomena 
that develop in the brain are united in the same personal 
perception; a part independently exists in simple feelings 
or elementary pictures, or they more or less completely 
unite themselves and tend to form a new system, a second 
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personality, independent of the first. These two person-
alities do not only alternate or follow one another; they 
can more or less completely exist one next to the other’ 
[translation by authors].

  With such a dedoubling of personality, the relation be-
tween both personalities is not mutual. The personality in 
the normal waking state does not have the same relation-
ships as the somnambulistic personality, and vice versa. If 
one considers the actions unconsciously carried out in the 
normal waking state, then it appears that there are several 
layers of psychological phenomena conscious in them-
selves and systematically connected with themselves in 
such a way that particular psychological phenomena can-
not simultaneously belong to two layers or two systems. If 
one investigates memory or the association of ideas, then 
it appears that the phenomena of a particular layer or a 
particular system associate with those of a higher layer 
and then become remembered; however, the association 
with phenomena of a lower layer is not possible.

  Causes of Psychological Dissociation 
 Subconscious psychological acts are the result of a de-

creased psychological synthesis. Originally, this can be 
the result of an innate cerebral weakness. Secondarily, it 
can also be caused by psychological exhaustion due to 
more or less severe emotions which in turn may be caused 
by fixed ideas and by additional traumatic experiences. 
Janet calls this phenomenon ‘subconscience par désagré-
gation psychologique’ (i.e. subconsciousness due to psy-
chological dissociation). The term ‘psychological disso-
ciation’ (‘désagrégation mental’) does not describe theo-
retical assumptions, but empirically observed disorders. 
It only states that human ideas may be separated one from 
the other, by whatever cause, and may build up their own 
clusters, more or less interconnected, so that they are dis-
tinguishable from one another. Janet [ 25 , p. 435] explains 
this phenomenon as follows: 

  ‘The influence of these ideas exactly depends on their isola-
tion. Normally, the ideas of human beings are numerous and mu-
tually oppose each other because they are part of the same con-
sciousness; however, with hysterics this is not the case ‘because of 
the easy dissociability of their psychological unity’, as Charcot 
said, ‘different individual centers of personal unity may become 
effective without other areas of the psychological organ being in-
formed by that and participating in the process’. These ideas be-
come stronger and stronger, take hold of the mind like a parasite, 
and cannot be stopped in their development by the efforts of the 
person because they are unconscious and because they are dis-
connected from the system of ideas in a second consciousness’ 
[translation by authors]. 

 If the unity of the conscious system can successfully 
be reconstructed, then, according to Janet, the disorder is 
cured because the impact of unconscious fixed ideas is 
counterbalanced by other ideas. This view of Janet about 
the mutual influence of ideas is reminiscent of Johann 
Friedrich Herbart’s assumption of the process of psycho-
logical acts, which will be briefly mentioned here.

  According to Herbart  [26] , an idea enters conscious-
ness in so far as it is not hampered by other opposing 
ideas. An idea is only hampered if it opposes other ideas 
or is opposed by them  [27] . In a kind of Darwinian ap-
proach, the ideas mutually compete in order to get a place 
in consciousness. The stronger an idea is, the more it re-
sists the hampering influences of other ideas. Opposing 
ideas mutually hamper each other in order to enable psy-
chological unity. Since in Herbart’s view disinhibition is 
the natural state of ideas, the sum total of inhibiting in-
fluences strives for a minimum. Herbart believes that two 
factors have to be taken into consideration: the force of 
every individual idea and the degree of inhibition be-
tween opposing ideas. The hampered ideas do not disap-
pear, but exist as subconscious striving or drives until the 
inhibition acting on them totally or partially disappears. 
In this case, they enter consciousness again  [28] . In con-
sciousness, a mutual inhibition normally takes place be-
tween ideas to maintain a balance between them in order 
to prevent excessive influences of some particular ideas. 
In Janet’s opinion, the patients would have been cured of 
fixed ideas and of the disturbances they cause in the fa-
vourable case of mutual balance between ideas.

  Habit Formation, Adaptation, or Psychological 
Automatism 
 Psychological automatisms normally occur in habit 

formation of actions that once were carried out con-
sciously. If psychological operations habitualize them-
selves, then both lower attention and lower synthetic ac-
tivity are necessary for their execution. That is why they 
move outside the unified field of consciousness and are 
automatically carried out under normal circumstances 
and a normal unified field of consciousness. The same 
goes for adaptation which is caused by habit formation. 
Habit formation diminishes the brightness or the vivid-
ness of consciousness and, eventually, conscious states or 
processes, by adaptation, move below the threshold of 
consciousness.

  Psychological automatism in itself, however, is by no 
means always subconscious. It can progress more or less 
consciously as is the case with many routine processes. In 
order to be completely conscious, routine (automatized) 
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psychological phenomena lack attention rather than con-
sciousness. A small amount of attention suffices in order 
to allow automatized acts to become conscious. Janet 
even goes so far as to postulate a balance between autom-
atized and reflected psychological processes for human 
freedom and the progress of mankind.

  According to Janet, psychological automatism con-
sists of two features: first, it appears to be spontaneous, 
that is, it is caused by the individual itself and not by an 
external stimulus; second, the automatic process is regu-
lar and subjected to a specific determinism. It does not 
create any new combinations by itself but reflects only the 
combinations which were formed in a conscious experi-
ence. Only subordinate psychological processes are au-
tomatized with a healthy psychological condition.

  However, psychological automatism in a psychopatho-
logical sense (‘l’automatisme psychologique’) is more 
marked with a restricted field of consciousness. Janet [ 29 , 
p. 137] states this as follows: ‘If the ability of synthesis 
which combines psychological and physiological ele-
ments in a new act has decreased, automatic phenomena 
and remains of former activities develop beyond all mea-
sure’ [translation by authors]. The simpler the psycho-
logical processes and the more restricted the field of con-
sciousness, the more marked is psychological automa-
tism. Psychological automatisms are involuntary, more 
or less subconscious, and can stay only partially in touch 
with the current situation of the person, that is, they can 
only insufficiently adapt to the current situation. Auto-
matic existence does not have a long duration with con-
scious living beings because adequate adaptation requires 
new creation and, therefore, the continuation of the 
stream of consciousness in a new synthesis. New acts 
which are adapted to changeable and complex circum-
stances require an act of consciousness and of synthesis. 
In this respect, psychological automatism is opposed to 
psychological synthesis, which accomplishes the adapta-
tion to new circumstances.

  If the modification of the personality has developed so 
far that actions are automatically carried out without the 
person being able to recall having done them, then Janet 
calls them subconscious. Subconscious actions are im-
portant parts of automatic actions. With a restricted field 
of unified consciousness, only psychological states or 
processes by ‘high psychological energy’ may cross the 
threshold. The restriction of the field of unified con-
sciousness (‘rétrécissement du champs de la conscience’) 
is accompanied by a smaller ability of psychological syn-
thesis. Now let Janet [ 30 , p. 339] himself have his say: 
‘With the term ‘‘restriction of the field of consciousness’’ 

one can denote a specific psychological weakness or de-
ficiency that consists in the decrease of the number of 
psychological phenomena that can simultaneously be 
unified in the same personal consciousness’ [translation 
by authors]. Subconscious fixed ideas are also character-
ized by automatic regularity. With a restricted field of 
consciousness a prevailing fixed idea can keep other ideas 
outside of it, a process that Janet calls ‘repression’ (‘re-
foulement’). According to Janet, one can observe such 
phenomena of repression with certainty in neurotic dis-
orders and, what is more, they even play an important 
role in them. In contrast to Freud, repression takes place 
because of a restriction of the field of consciousness that 
can comprise only a small amount of psychological states 
or processes. Additionally, according to Janet and in con-
trast to Freud, the mechanism of repression does not oc-
cur in normal life. It is the result and not the cause of the 
disorder.

  The first step of habit formation or habituation of con-
scious phenomena is psychological disaggregation, i.e. 
the weakening of psychological synthesis, with the effect 
that the phenomena become subconscious. The second 
step of habit formation is the formation of a psychological 
disposition.

  Dispositional Subconsciousness 
 Dispositional subconsciousness is related to habitua-

tion, adaptation, or psychological automatism. Neverthe-
less, according to Janet, psychological dispositions only 
play a subordinate role in subconscious psychological 
states or processes. However, psychological dispositions 
are important in his doctrine of psychological tendencies 
 [8] . In Janet’s view, the mind (‘esprit’) consists of a bundle 
of tendencies. They are subsystems of physiological and 
psychological factors that are associated with each other 
in such a way that in the course of evolution the occur-
rence of one of these factors suffices in order to cause the 
other. Tendencies are, therefore, dispositions to always 
react to stimuli in the same way. The reaction occurs 
more easily with increasing repetition. A certain number 
of tendencies are original and genetically conditioned, 
while others are acquired in the course of life because the 
carrying out of any action leaves behind a disposition to 
repeat it, and so a new tendency comes into existence. But 
the tendencies as such do not suffice to explain the vari-
ety of human behaviour, as they are dispositions and as 
such need an activation in order to be able to become ef-
fective. 
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 Concluding Remarks concerning the History 
of Janet’s Influence on (Clinical) Psychology or 
Psychopathology 

 The further development in the fields of psychology or 
pathopsychology was not favourable for the reception of 
Janet’s works. In 1934, he became professor emeritus and 
his chair was not filled anymore. After his death in 1947, 
clinical psychology was more and more moulded by psy-
choanalysis. The results of a research programme called 
‘De l’âme corps au corps esprit’ initiated in 2003 by the 
Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique  [31]  may 
yield more precise information about this development 
and in particular about the problem of why Janet’s works 
were ‘virtually’ forgotten in French clinical psychology in 
spite of Ellenberger’s  [32]  re-evaluation of Janet.

  However, the connections of Janet’s psychology to 
phenomenological  [33]  and biological psychiatry  [34] , but 
also to experimental (cognitive) psychology  [35] , did not 
break off completely. For example, as in neuropsychiatry, 
an affinity is shown  [36]  between Janet’s psychology of 
the tendencies of action and Hughling Jackson’s holistic 
theory of the nervous system, so the affinity of Janet’s 
view of mental synthesis with conceptions of ‘postbehav-
ioural’ cognitive psychology can hardly be overlooked. 
His assumptions concerning dissociation (‘désagréga-
tion’) and subconsciousness alone make up an important 
link to findings of ‘postbehavioural’ cognitive psycholo-
gy. This will be illustrated by three topics:

  Dissociation 
 Nowadays the problem of psychic dissociation is being 

intensively discussed again. For instance, Scharfetter  [37]  
interprets Janet’s contribution to the phenomenon of psy-
chic dissociation as a part of a long tradition of thought 
models for psychic dissociation and weakness of psychic 
synthesis which, under different denotation, were and are 
being used in the psychopathological conceptualization 
of schizophrenia, borderline, histrionic and post-trau-
matic disorders. Garrabé  [38]  explains that the taxonomy 
of dissociative disorders in DSM-IV to a considerable ex-
tent goes back to Janet, but without mentioning him. Ja-
net himself would have called such conceptualization 
‘plagiarism’ as he accused Freud of having plagiarized 
central tenets of his psychoanalytic theorizing  [19] .

  In cognitive psychology, particularly Hilgard  [39]  
showed that, by means of several experiments with hyp-
nosis, hypnotically induced deafness or anaesthesia may 
simultaneously be accompanied by a higher cognitive 
processing of the not consciously experienced sensory 

stimulus, which the hypnotized person communicates 
with the help of a modified technique of hypnosis. Hil-
gard uses a metaphor and calls this phenomenon ‘hidden 
observer’: it is based on a non-conscious cognitive process 
that performs the function of an observer dissociated 
from acting or experiencing. Hilgard  [40]  grounds his 
‘neo-dissociation theory’ (a hierarchical model of self-
regulation of consciousness) on such discoveries in the 
‘dissociative unconscious’. Not only due to Hilgard’s en-
couraging reception of Janet, but also because of the in-
creased clinical and scientific studies of post-traumatic 
disorders have Janet’s contributions to dissociative disor-
ders become better known again. For example, in his re-
view of neurobiological investigations of dissociation, 
Kapfhammer  [41]  emphasizes not only Janet’s traumato-
logical model but also refers to his analysis of somatoform 
disorders in ‘hysteria’ (see Janet  [15, 20] ) which, nowa-
days, are the subject of neurobiological investigations of 
stress. In his study and therapy of traumatic disorders, 
Nijenhuis  [42]  has consistently developed Janet’s ap-
proach further by his construct of ‘somatoform dissocia-
tion’. Finally, concerning the actual reception of Janet, 
Van der Hart et al.  [43]  are most prominent in the treat-
ment of traumatically caused dissociative disorders of 
identity with their conception of ‘structural dissociation 
of personality’. The central tenet of their nosological trea-
tise is that chronic traumatization leads to a relative dis-
sociation of emotional systems of action from systems of 
action which are directed towards routine functioning. 
Concerning cognitive behaviour therapy, Fiedler  [44, 45]  
agrees with Janet’s conception of subconsciousness and 
disagrees with Freud’s model of the unconscious conceiv-
ing dissociative reactions as specific psychic possibilities 
for an immediate autoregulative processing of almost un-
bearable stress. Correspondingly, his cognitive-behav-
ioural (‘narrative’) method for treating post-traumatic 
disorders is implicitly based on Janet’s model of subcon-
sciousness. It consists in reintegrating dissociated emo-
tional memories of traumata conceived as temporarily 
unrelated elements that are context free into a chrono-
logical autobiographical context.

  Automatic (Subconscious) versus Controlled 
(Conscious) Processing 
 This distinction, which basically existed even before 

Janet  [46] , becomes more and more important after the 
‘cognitive turn’ of behaviour therapy (see Kahneman  [47]  
and Norman and Shallice  [48] ) and smoothed the way for 
the actual psychology of will, action and personality. 
Walter Mischel  [49] , for instance, conceives self-control 
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as an effort by the individual to replace slightly available 
automatic tendencies of reaction by less slightly available, 
but adaptive, i.e. conscious, reactions. In turn, these de-
manding conscious reactions of control have to be con-
verted into automatized reactions again in order to main-
tain self-control for a longer period of time and to attain 
the intended aims. Mischel conceives ‘willpower’ as a re-
ciprocal reaction between automatized procedures of the 
person on the one hand and controlled ones on the other 
in order to attain the intended aims. In Janet, such con-
siderations are fundamental in his conception of psych-
asthenia and of anancastic disorders which are taken up 
in behaviour therapy today  [50, 51] . In addition, Mischel 
 [49]  distinguishes automatized, active, rapid, simple, and 
‘hot’ S-R connections that may be characterized as emo-
tional from more controlled, demanding, slower and 
more complex cognitive mediators that he calls ‘cool’. He 
hypothetically assigns both to different neurobiological 
functions. This distinction is a centre-piece in Janet’s hi-
erarchy of tendencies for reaction, particularly in his dis-
cussion of affirmative or assertive, in opposition to re-
flected, acts of belief, and plays an important role in his 
later studies about hallucination, delusion, religion and 
society.

  Self-Regulation 
 Janet’s  [52]  programmatic draft for a general psychol-

ogy of consciously acting persons based on his empirical 
and scientific analyses of psychopathological phenomena 
is considerably shaped by his philosophical training  [53] . 
His conception of the relation of mind and body ex-
pressed in this citation, ‘perhaps the views that we have 
about the two substances are only two aspects under 
which reality presents itself to us’ [ 6 , p. 384], corresponds 
to a large extent to the actually accepted thesis according 
to which mental events have a material correlate. In mod-
ern neurobiology, distinguishing background conscious-
ness from situative and actual consciousness, conscious 
processes are defined as functions of the associative cor-
tex. Contents stored in memory and becoming conscious 
again in remembrance are unconscious in the same way 
as preconscious and subliminal processes of perception. 
All events taking place outside the associative cortex re-
main unconscious in a verbal sense  [54] . Cognitive psy-
chology plays a pre-eminent role in the investigation of 
conscious processes because in the actual philosophy of 
mind  [55]  consciousness is discussed under two basic as-
pects: on the one hand, as the conscious activity of the 
waking subject that processes stimuli for the production 
of (functional) reactions, and on the other hand, as aware-

ness of the subject of his inner states and processes. Above 
all the last aspect of consciousness, i.e. the private mental 
experiences that are both immediately given and bound 
to an individual perspective, constitutes a basic problem 
for every investigation of consciousness objectively car-
ried out in the manner of the natural sciences. Here emo-
tional experiences are especially characteristic since with 
them an elementary evaluation is expressed by the sub-
ject. Jaspers  [56] , following Windelband and Rickert, at-
tempted to do justice to the core problem of psychiatry, 
psychotherapy and psychology, namely that of the objec-
tive relevancy of subjective experiences through two 
complementary methods, the understanding of sense on 
the one hand and the explanation by causality on the oth-
er. Bolton  [57]  argues that only the ‘cognitive paradigm’ 
yields an overall synthesis of both methods, and assigns 
an etiological function to the subjective experiencing of 
sense. Janet  [52]  anticipated the so-called cognitive turn 
of behaviour therapy by the term ‘conduite’, which im-
plies higher conscious processes, especially genuine con-
scious emotions (for example, effort, fatigue, joy and anx-
iety), as regulators of behaviour. His conception of ‘con-
duite’ (conduct) is similar to the holistic and dynamic 
models of self-regulation of psychology and psychother-
apy and today is more topical than ever considering the 
progress of neurobiology. As Janet, Bandura  [58] , a pre-
eminent representative of cognitive-behavioural psychol-
ogy, assigned an objective to psychology independent of 
that of neurobiology by his recently published program-
matic ‘psychology of human agency’.
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