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HISTORICAL NOTE

Alfred Binet: Charcot’s pupil,a neuropsychologist
and a pioneer in intelligence testing

Alfred Binet: pupilo de Charcot, neuropsic6logo e pioneiro nos testes de inteligéncia
Hélio A. G. Teive', Gladys M. G. Teive?, Norberto Dallabrida?, Laurent Gutierrez®

ABSTRACT

The psychologist, Alfred Binet, who worked under the supervision of Prof. Charcot at the end of the 19t century, made several important
contributions to neuropsychology, in partnership with Théodore Simon. Most notable among these was the development of intelligence

testing scales.
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RESUMO

Alfred Binet, psicélogo, que trabalhou sob a supervisao do professor Charcot, no final do século XIX, tem varias importantes contribuicoes
na area de neuro-psicologia, particularmente a criagcao de escalas com testes de inteligéncia, com a participacao de Théodore Simon.
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Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893) is world famous as the
father of modern neurology. However, although extremely
important, his contributions to internal medicine, geriatrics,
psychiatry and psychology are less well known'. Because of
his great intellect and the leadership he exercised among his
peers, he had many pupils, some of whom were famous, such
as Pierre Marie, Babinski and Gilles de la Tourette, as well as
others who stood out in various fields of neuroscience and
neuropsychology, like Alfred Binet® This study reviews Alfred
Binet’s contribution to neuropsychology, particularly his pio-
neering work with intelligence tests.

ALFRED BINET — A SHORT BIOGRAPHY

Alfred Binet (1857-1911), the son and grandson of doc-
tors, was born in Nice, which at the time belonged to Italy,
and later moved to Paris to pursue his studies (Figure)*
After graduating from law school, he went to medical school,
which he gave up to study psychology®. Binet was greatly influ-
enced by Théodule Ribot (1839-1916), an experimental psy-
chologist, and Edouard-Gérard Balbini, his doctoral advisor at
the Sorbonne. Through Joseph Babinski, a former schoolmate,
Binet was introduced to Prof. Charcot at La Salpétriere Hospital
in Paris, where he met and became a great friend of another

of Charcot’s pupils, Charles Féré% In Charcot’s service, Binet
began to attend clinical meetings and acquired an interest in
studies of hysteria and hypnosis. He later became very inter-
ested in experimental psychology, particularly after Charcot’s
death in 1893**. He applied several times for a chair of psychol-
ogy, first at College de France as successor to Théodule Ribot,
where he competed with Pierre Janet, another of Charcot’s
pupils, and then at the Sorbonne, where he competed with
George Dumas (1866-1946). However, he was unsuccessful on
both occasions*’. He later joined the physiological psychology
laboratory at the Sorbonne but was not a member of faculty™.

ALFRED BINET AND JEAN-MARTIN CHARCOT

Binet took part in various studies of hysteria and hypnosis
under Charcot’s supervision® He also coauthored studies with
Charles Féré (1852-1907), Charcot’s private secretary and one
of his pupils®. In 1893, Charcot and Binet carried out a study
on memory, in which they compared the performance of two
expert mental calculators, Jacques Inaudi (1867-1950) and
Périclés Diamandi, in tasks involving digit recall’. The aim of
the study was to investigate different types of memory, and the
findings indicated that in arithmetical prodigies, memory for
digits was much more developed than other types of memory".
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(Extracted from Google Images: www.britannica.com, January, 14", 2017).
Figure. Alfred Binet (1857-1911).

Charcot and Binet showed that Inaudi’s memory could be clas-
sified as auditory while Diamandi’s was visual’. The study was
published in 1893 and translated by Nicolas et al. in 2011*

ALFRED BINET AND EXPERIMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

While working at the psychology laboratory at the
Sorbonne between 1892 and 1904, Binet carried out impor-
tant studies in experimental psychology applied to edu-
cation®’. He was, in the words of Silverman and Krenzel,
a “prolific pioneer in psychology” and was also recognized
as a pioneer in several areas of experimental psychology***.
Another area of interest to Binet was child psychology, espe-
cially the study of genetic factors and the role played by edu-
cation in children’s cognitive development. In 1895, he pub-
lished a book under the title Fear in Children®.

ALFRED BINET AND COGNITION

In 1904, with the reform of the French educational sys-
tem, Binet was appointed coordinator of a commission to
study abnormal children and worked on the commission
for 20 years®. He studied a large number of ordinary people,
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handicapped children and, at the same time, individuals with
special abilities, such as mental calculators, chess players
and actors. Two other pupils of Charcot had already taken
part in specific studies on children with cognitive dysfunc-
tion (mental retardation): first Désiré-Magloire Bourneville
(1840-1909) at Bicétre Hospital, and Paul Sollier (1861-1933),
who was considered the first clinical neuropsychologist.”
Binet started to carry out studies with a psychiatrist who
specialized in mentally retarded children, Théodore Simon
(1873-1961). They initially studied cephalometry but later
abandoned their studies in this area® Their partnership led
them to study and develop a “metric scale of intelligence”**.

THE BINET-SIMON SCALES

At the Fifth International Psychology Congress in Rome,
Italy, in 1905, Sante de Sanctis (1862-1935), an Italian doctor,
psychologist and psychiatrist, and Binet, in collaboration with
Simon, presented the first intelligence tests to the interna-
tional scientific community*®”. The intelligence scale proposed
by Binet and Simon, which was based on a series of 30 tests
(“Méthodes nouvelles pour le diagnostic du niveau intellectuel
des anormaux”), underwent successive improvements, mainly
as a result of further studies by Binet, and became an inter-
national yardstick*"®. In Brazil, intelligence tests were used
during the years 1920-1930 to cope with the increase in the
enrollment rate of urban children. In this context, the reform
of the primary school becomes a political issue where the tests
make it possible to form homogeneous classes™. In the USA,
it was adapted by Terman in 1916 and became known as the
Stanford-Binet scale®, since when it has undergone successive
revisions®. In 1939, Wechsler and Bellevue created a new intel-
ligence scale (the Wechsler-Bellevue Intelligence Scale) based
on Binet and Simon’s pioneering scale that later became better
known as the Wechsler scale®".

CONCLUSION

Alfred Binet, one of Charcot’s pupils, who pursued a
career in experimental psychology and neuropsychology,
is considered to have been a pioneer in this area. He published
various important studies, but his most famous achievement
was the development of an intelligence scale. This proto-
col developed progressively on the basis of experiments car-
ried in the Société libre pour Iétude psychologique de l'enfant,
of which Binet was the President for 12 years (1900-1911).
His friend, Theodore Simon, succeeded him and continued
his work. Not really used in France, the intelligence scale met
with real esteem in the United States and Latin America after
the First World War?*56781,
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