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What Piaget could have learnt from…working with Inhelder:

A review of Working with Piaget: Essays in Honour of Bärbel Inhelder, 2001.

Gaia Scerif, Sarah Paterson & Annette Karmiloff-Smith

Neurocognitive Development Unit, Institute of Child Health, London

In, alas, true Genevan tradition, the title of the book under review, Working with Piaget, as well several of its chapters, pay tribute to Piaget rather than Inhelder.  Yet its subtitle is Essays in Honour of Bärbel Inhelder!   As reviewers, we were initially delighted with the book’s promise in the editors’ introductory comments and with some of the chapters that followed.  However, in the main we ended up being disappointed, even somewhat shocked, to discover that a book ostensibly dedicated to Inhelder’s contribution to psychology focused so heavily on her co-worker, Piaget, even in its main title.  Why, for instance, did the editors give the space of two whole chapters by the Edelstein and Schröder team (chapters 5 and 6), and to a chapter by von Glaserfeld (chapter 9), when none of these authors makes any attempt to mention anything to aid the reader’s understanding of Inhelder’s contribution?  Some of the chapters in this volume hardly mention Inhelder at all!  Even some of those that do refer to Inhelder more explicitly do so in terms of “Piaget/Inhelder”, as if the pair formed an indivisible whole in every respect.  Fortunately, however, there are some chapters that do take on the task of writing “essays in honour of Bärbel Inhelder”, and we highlight these below.  The book is also somewhat disappointing in one other respect.  For those not already well versed in Genevan theory and jargon, some chapters (particularly, 9 and 11) are totally opaque and unintelligible to the non-initiated reader.  It is a pity that this obtained for the chapter by Terrance Brown, because he is one of those who do make an attempt to separate the respective contributions of Inhelder and Piaget.  However, those not already deeply versed in Genevan theoretical jargon simply could not understand Brown’s style of writing.

A chapter that avoids simply ignoring Inhelder but admits to being unable to distinguish the respective contributions of her and her co-worker, Piaget, is the one by Chandler (chapter 3).  This essay focuses on Inhelder’s and Piaget’s truly joint research, without subsuming Inhelder to Piaget.  Chandler highlights the relevance of what was originally research into spatial cognition to the burgeoning literature on social perspective taking and theory of mind.   He concludes that the current research in the theory-of-mind domain could benefit from seriously revisiting Inhelder and Piaget in this respect and trying to understand its origins in spatial rather than solely social cognition.

The book’s promissory note is met in the introductory chapter by Vonèche.  This provides the reader with an interesting history of Inhelder’s contribution to studies of conservation, mental retardation, space, chance, formal operations, memory and imagery.  This is followed by identifying Inhelder’s unique contribution to the examination of microdevelopment and discovery strategies, approaches that later become a focus of Anglo-Saxon studies by researchers such as Susan Goldin-Meadow, Robert Siegler, Stephanie Thornton and others (Goldin-Meadow et al., 1991, Alibali, Garber & Goldin-Meadow, 1993; Briars & Siegler, 1984;  Siegler & Crowley, 1991; Thornton, 1982).  As Vonèche stresses, it was Inhelder’s work that “closed the gap between epistemology and psychology” that existed in Genevan theorizing for many decades.  Indeed, Inhelder’s stated aim at the beginning of her book on microgenesis (Inhelder et al., 1992) was to understand homo quotidianus rather than the timeless epistemic subject.  The distinction between Inhelder, the psychologist, and Piaget, the epistemologist, is also taken up in chapter 4 by Bond.  This author attributes the discovery of the formal operational stage to Inhelder, not Piaget, drawing out a particular contrast between Inhelder’s and Piaget’s subsequent theorizing on formal thought.  Although the “méthode clinique/critique” is also usually attributed to Piaget, it is clear that Inhelder made the major contribution to the development of this particularly rich method of questioning children and adolescents.

In chapter 2, Paour proves himself to be another contributor who takes the book’s task seriously.  He demonstrates to the reader how Inhelder’s approach to mental retardation was well in advance of her time, and how it remains relevant to developmental disabilities research in the 21st century.    Her qualitative data sampling methods and theoretical conclusions were particularly innovative.  Indeed, Inhelder’s ideas about the relationship between deviant developmental pathways and delayed development are at the heart of current debates in the developmental neuroscience domain (Karmiloff-Smith, 1998; Paterson et al., 1999; Karmiloff-Smith, Scerif & Thomas, in press).  In contrast to Piaget, Inhelder maintained – as many theorists do today – that a great deal can be learnt about normal processes by using in depth, subtle qualitative methods, to explore the slower processes of atypical development.  It is a pity that Piaget didn’t take Inhelder’s theorizing more seriously in this respect, because the contribution that Geneva could have made to understanding normal development through the study of atypical pathways would have been far greater.

Two other chapters succeed in exploring the uniqueness of Inhelder’s contribution:  those by Bryant and Vonèche.  Unlike the other chapter (11) by a British psychologist, Bryant’s chapter (8) is easy to follow.  It conveys clearly to the reader several of Inhelder and Sinclair’s innovative ideas for training studies as well as making a welcome and explicit attempt to separate Inhelder from Piaget.  In addition, Bryant refers to some of his own recent relevant to these studies, thereby bringing the story up to date for the reader. Although very brief, chapter 7 by Vonèche on mental imagery is again one of those in keeping with the stated aims of the book.  It examines Inhelder’s and Piaget’s differing views on the role of mental imagery in cognitive development and the way in which this fits with current theorizing.  The book as a whole would have been more satisfying had the structure of these chapters been the model for several of the others:  i) identify Inhelder’s contribution, ii) separate it from Piaget’s, and then iii) bring readers up to date on relevant, post-Inhelder progress in the domains under discussion.

Greenfield presents in chapter 10 cross-cultural research that was influenced by Inhelder.  Particular focus is given to the issue of sensitive periods for cognitive development mediated by culture.  Where Piaget focused on the universals of development – the epistemic subject – Inhelder’s endeavours were far more in tune with views suggesting that human brains sculpt themselves progressively over developmental time as a function of both biology and culture.

The final chapter (12) differs from the others in that it comprises a new and excellent translation (by Trevor Bond) of one of Inhelder’s own papers: “The experimental approach of children and adults”.  This is historically fascinating and indeed a fitting end to a book supposedly written in her honour.  The paper illustrates the innovative methods used by Inhelder and her collaborators to investigate the development of inductive reasoning over the course of childhood and adolescence.  Her approach was to actively engage children in simple but telling scientific experiments.  As early as 1954, Inhelder was interested in the processes of everyday discovery, a research topic that she took much further in her work on microdevelopment and strategies in the 1970s and 1980s.   After reading this excellent chapter, the reviewers again felt rather frustrated: the contribution from Inhelder herself sparked a realisation of just how rich this book could have been had it fulfilled throughout its initial promise.  For example, Inhelder’s work on real-time, task-specific analyses of goal-oriented behaviour (Inhelder, 1983; Inhelder et al., 1992) could be of particular interest to connectionist modellers.  To make their models explicit, they require minute microdevelopmental details of learning and change, whereas Piaget’s theory is couched in too general terms.  Inhelder’s work reminds us that there always exists an intimate relationship between the procedures generated for particular goals, on the one hand, and the constraints operative from the subject’s general systems for encoding reality, on the other.  The kind of detail available in the studies by Inhelder and her collaborators could well serve the basis for modelling work in the 21st century. 

In sum, although there are some good chapters, this volume does not entirely fulfil its aim to present a homage to Inhelder. Moreover, the book is likely to appeal only to “aficionados’ - those who have already read all the works cited therein on Genevan theory.  In many of the chapters, too much is taken for granted in about prior knowledge of complex Genevan literature, even in some of the essays that we did otherwise enjoy. This is therefore not suitable for the naïve reader who wishes to understand in any depth how Inhelder’s ideas differed from Piaget’s and how they relate to current developmental theories.  Such a shortcoming is baffling, given the promise at the outset of the book to enlighten the reader on Inhelder’s contribution. 

Let us end with a very different kind of musing.  Are the editors of this volume really guilty for letting their contributors ignore Inhelder to varying degrees?  Or, rather, are they guilty of failing to bring to the fore in their introduction the following possibility: that working with Piaget -- a formidable man who tried to dominate all his collaborators – represented, despite its incredible richness, a constant struggle to assert one’s own theoretical ideas?  If Inhelder was party to this constant struggle, remaining in Geneva as she did for the vast majority of her admirable career, perhaps the contributors can be forgiven after all!










