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Brain, Mind, Society: The Threefold Cord
Alain Ehrenberg, CNRS

“What is your aim in philosophy? To show the fly
the way out of the bottle”, Ludwig Wittgenstein.

The question I wish to raise in this talk is the following: how can we elaborate the issue of
the relationships between neuroscience and society?

The threefold cord is the title of a book by Hilary Putnam on body, mind, and the world'.
The threefold cord cannot be broken easily, and Putnam’s point is that we must have a holistic
approach in which elements are intertwined and interdependent, that is, the elements cannot
be distinguished from each other, “even notionally”, rather than a dualist one or, if I may, a
“trialistic” one. This talk is also an occasion to consider a similar proposition by Marcel
Mauss written in 1927: “Its [...] the biological whole that sociology meets. What it observes
everywhere and always, it isn’t man divided into psychological or sociological compartments,

it’s man as a whole”?

. Replace “compartment” by factors—psychological, sociological, and
biological —, and this old sentence sounds very modern. What does man as a whole mean for
sociology? It doesn’t mean a humanistic discourse or an invitation not to reduce man to an
object, but rather a thought process, a way to elaborate the questions at stake.

My goal is to explain this holistic approach and to use it to analyze the trends, in
neuroscience, which pretend to explain the social through the mechanisms of the brain. As
sociologists and anthropologists, we should be grateful that our neuroscientist colleagues are
so interested in the social, because this situation obliges us to clarify the core of our area:
what is this level of human reality that sociology has discovered? Attempting to answer that
question is a preliminary condition for rational discussions between neurobiology or
neuroscience and sociology.

There are two reasons for a sociologist to be interested in neuroscience today. First,
neuroscience, cognitive science, and, more generally, naturalistic perspectives have become
common: discussing the relationships between brain, mind and society is no longer limited to
specialists; throughout the current massive preoccupation with mental health and psychic
suffering, they very concretely affect the lives of everyone. Second, subjectivity, emotions
and moral feelings are cross-sectioned issues as much for biology as for sociology. They also
are and strategic topics, because the secret of human sociality may be found there’.
Neuroscience has contributed to changing the social value of the brain: it now has a new

value, not only in psychiatry, but also in society and culture.

"H. Putnam, The Threefold Cord. Mind, Body, and World, New York, Columbia UP, 1994

2 M. Mauss, “ Divisions et proportions de la sociologie ” (1927), (Euvres, 3, Paris, Minuit, 1969, p.
213.

? The Economist (december 23th, 2006) entitled (ironically?) its « Survey on the Brain » : « Who do
you think you are? ».
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The concepts I will talk about are not those of neuroscience in general, but claims made by
a major current of this field which assumes to explain social man. Moreover, these concepts
have the great interest of being powerful not only in neural sciences, but also in social
sciences®: it’s the classic methodological individualism for which a social fact is explained by
individual behavior.

To elaborate the issue of the relationships between neuroscience and society, I have
divided the talk in four parts. First, I’ll briefly situate the issue of subjectivity in neural
sciences and in social sciences. Second, I’'ll focus on scientific experiments, which is the
ground on which the proof is given. I have chosen the case of empathy. Third, using an
epistemological approach, I'll give two arguments to show that the naturalization of
subjectivity, if it pretends to be a social neuroscience or a neuroscience of the self, which is
the only thing I contest in this speech, is a magical theory of science. My aim is to show that
the distinguishing criterion is that institution is to social order what function is to biological
order’. Fourth, in magic there is more than magic. In a sociological approach, I’ll indicate to
what extent current naturalism isn’t only a problem of proof or an issue of truth or error. It’s
part of a global attitude, a general mindset which runs through increasing numbers of social
practices in the society of choice, self ownership, personal achievement, and individual
initiative we are living in. The key concept for understanding the relationships between
neuroscience and society is that naturalism isn’t a philosophical idea only; it is a social idea
also. These new social practices express the naturalistic version of Freud’s concept of
“impossible professions”, that is the psychoanalyst, the politician and the educator.

These four parts are a step toward an understanding of neuroscience in the social and moral
context of generalized autonomy (choice, self-ownership, etc.), where everyone has to decide
and act by himself as an entrepreneur of himself® in most situations he encounters in his life,
and the dilemma that this situation create. This is the heuristic status of the brain/mind issue

and of the topics of emotions for the sociology of contemporary individualism.
The Subjectivity in Neural Sciences and in Social Sciences

Today, controversies on brain/mind relationships are not only at the core of the discussions
in the area of mental pathologies (depression, schizophrenia, autistic syndromes, ADHD,
etc.), but also on the status of emotions in social life. As the ability do decide and act by

oneself is the condition of successful socialization, fight against inhibition, guilt, shame,

* A. Ehrenberg, « Sciences sociales, sciences neurales : de la sociologie individualiste a la sociologie
de I’individualisme (de Mauss a Wittgenstein et retour) », in : M. Wievorka (dir.), Les Sciences
sociales en mutations, Ed. Sciences humaines, 2007.

> “In sum, institution is to social order what function is to biological order” P. Fauconnet and Marcel
Mauss, « Sociologie » (1901), Euvres, ......

CA. Ehrenberg, le Culte de la performance , Paris, Calmann-Lévi, 1991, paperback, Pluriel, Hachette,
1995.
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anxiety or depression, but also against behavioral disorders, all of them negative emotions
which impair individual autonomy, are essential references of contemporary sociality. It’s
certainly one of the main reasons for the style of controversy, which often resembles to
religions war, in France at least where psychoanalysis remains quite strong in treatment
institutions and in private practice.

On the side of neuroscience, with brain-scans, molecular biology, genetics, and
bioinformatics, psychiatry has entered “Big Science”. These innovations lead to the
possibility of developing a genuine biology of mind. By biology of mind, I mean a biology of
man as a whole, that is, acting and thinking (it’s no longer a mechanical biology). By genuine,
I mean that it’s not a speculation any longer, but a biology grounded on the firm soil of
experimental set-up. In the laboratory, scientists experimentally associate mental functions
with specific neural circuits localized in diverse brain areas.

These new pretensions to explain social man are an essential element of the new popularity
of naturalistic approaches, those which are grouped under the labels “cognitive neuroscience”,
“cognitive-affective neuroscience”, “sociocognition”, or “social”, as much in scientific
journals as in popular media—let’s say, from Antonio Damasio to David Servan-Schreiber.
Hence, for some, a competition, for others, a complementarity between the neuroscience and
sociology’. The point is: as long as one hasn’t clarified in what a social fact consists of, one
has no chance of understanding that there is neither competition nor complementarity, but in
fact different types of work. And, keep in mind to catch on the difficulties of these issues, that
the field of psychopathology is where there are a maximum of borderline cases, because
mental pathologies are at the crossroads of biology and the social. Why? Because they are
pathologies of emotions, of ideas, of moral feeling (excess or insufficiency of guilt, shame,
empathy, etc.) which affect the relational life throughout the body. This borderline situation is
one of the major intellectual interests of mental issues.

On the side of social sciences, numerous sociologists, anthropologists and social
philosophers think we are confronted with a decline of the institution, a decline of social
obligation. They have replaced the question of the institution or social obligation with that of
the Subject or the Self. This shift has given birth to three types of analysis: In the first,
individuals are no longer submitted to the social, and this new situation causes new mental
pathologies, notably narcissistic—as everyone knows Narcissus makes society with himself,
and pays the highest price of suffering for that impossible idea. In the second type, individuals
manage intersubjective relationships on their own, because the institution doesn’t play its

traditional function any longer, and, in any case, individuals have internal dispositions which

" For instance, S. J. Williams, « Reason, emotion and embodiments : is ‘mental” health a contradiction
in terms? », Sociology of Health and Illness, vol. 22,5, 2000, J. Busfield, “ Introduction : Rethinking
the sociology of mental health , Sociology of Health and Iliness, vol. 22, n°5, 2000, V. James et J.
Gabe (eds), Health and the Sociology of Emotions, Sociology of Health and Illness Monographies
Series, Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, Cambridge, 1996
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allow them to construct themselves (as subjects, selves, actors, etc.) in their relationships with
others (Anthony Giddens in the UK, Alain Touraine in France, for instance). In the third,
contemporary individualism is the expression of new forms of power and domination, which
control individual subjectivity just as disciplines controlled individual bodies (Pierre
Bourdieu). In each case, the accent is put on individual subjectivity. Notions of self, and
notably of self-esteem are more and more used in sociology where they appear as major
spiritual agencies, analogous to the cerebral and material entities of brain sciences.
Unfortunately, most of the social sciences have adopted a subjectivist perspective to explain
the shift toward generalized autonomy that characterizes our society.

Social neuroscience and sociology, at least the sociology preoccupied by transformations
of individualistic societies, share a common problem: the difficulty to conceive of social life,
society, the social, sociality, no matter what we call it, in short, the fact that men live in
common, that living in common and language belongs to the nature of man. It’s normal on the
side of neuroscience, because it only expands a bit too much its scope of action. The problem
is much more central in the social sciences, because it’s about the core of our profession. We
shouldn’t throw stones to our neuroscientist colleagues, because sociologists themselves are
rarely clear about what they mean by “social”: the confusion which reigns in the social
sciences doesn’t allow neural science to understand anything other than a vague and generous

humanistic discourse in our profession.

What has been proven in the laboratory? The case of empathy

I have chosen the case of empathy for three reasons: first, naturalistic approaches identify
it with human sociality, then, today it’s a major target in psychopathology, notably in autism,
schizophrenia and deviant behaviors, finally, empathy is the object of many studies on the so-
called theory of mind, which is a theory of the relationships between internal mental states.

Empathy is defined as the specific ability of members of the human species to put
ourselves at the place of others, the ability of ego to identify with the subjective perspective of
others. This moral feeling is decisive because it is at basis of the Ego/other distinction, of the
presence or absence of altruism, trust and lies, all feelings necessary for social behavior
whose biological bases are the objects of numerous experimental studies. Empathy has
become a strategic topic coming from two different sets of problematics: the first comes from
psychopathology and concerns autism; the second involves a major discovery in molecular
biology, the discovery of neuron mirrors.

Autism has been redefined on the diagnostic level: since the 1940, it has designated heavy
mental retardation and infant psychosis, and now it has been expanded during the last twenty
years to encompass so-called high-functioning autistic people (Aspergers) whose the main

diagnosis criterion is the inability to put oneself in the place of the other, hence the idea they
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lack of social skills®. This criterion designates the inability of people affected by autistic
syndromes to understand that one lies to them, for instance: these impairments characterize
the lack of “theory of mind” among those people.

Mirror neurons are a neural system, first discovered in the prefrontal cortex of the rhesus
monkey, then in the Broca area of humans. This system is activated when the subject observes
a gesture with a goal and when he makes the same gesture. This fascinating discovery shows
that perception and action share a common biological substrate. Hence, biologists and
philosophers deduced that the basis of social cognition is located into these circuits’.

*

I will now present studies done by Jean Decety, who founded a new journal in 2006, Social
Neuroscience, and who calls himself a ‘social neuroscientist’. This research refers to the
theory of mind in terms of the simulation of other minds.

Generally, in scientific journals, the articles are divided in four parts: 1. socio-
philosophical considerations, possible consequences for clinic and, often, social fallout (it’s
distributed between introductions and conclusions). 2. An overview of the state of art about
brain areas and neural circuits which are anatomical correlates, the biological substrates of a
mental functions X, all of this to present the theory to be tested. 3. The hypothesis that one
wants to back up, the experimental set-up, the results with their discussions.

A paper Decety coauthored about the neural correlates of feeling of sympathy'® aimed to
understand “how we can automatically enter in relationships with other people in day-to-day
life”. Though moral feelings always are cut and dry entities in this sort of approach, analogous
to syndromes of the American DSM and of WHO’s ICD, the authors write they combined
empathy and sympathy, because these two moral feelings are oriented to others—and I won’t
discuss this point. In this research, they looked for the neural distribution of this double
feeling in two neural circuits implicated, one in the treatment of affects and the other in
“shared representations” for actions observed and actions executed.

The experimental set-up is as follows: seven semi-professional male actors tell in the first
person six stories whose content is either sad, or neutral (two narrative factors); while three
expressions, happy, sad or neutral (three factors of motor expression). These stories were
presented to twelve right-handed male subjects in good physical and mental health, the same

age as the actors. They had to note if the stories were credible and if the expression of

¥ It is what psychiatrists and neuroscientists call the “social phenotype” of autism. See the review by

A. Klin, W. Jones, F. Volkmar, D. Cohen, « Defining and Quantifying the Social Phenotype in
Autism », The American Journal of Psychiatry, june 2002, p. 895-908.

’ The reader interested in the discussions among partisans of the naturalization of subjectivity (V.
Gallese, A. Goldman, M. Jeannerod, D. Sperber, P. Jacob, etc.) can go on www.interdisciplines.org.

' Sources : P.Ruby et J. Decety, « Effect of Subjective Perspective Taking During Simulation of
Action : a PET Investigation for Agency », Nature neuroscience, vol 4, n05, mai 2001, J. Decety,
“ Naturaliser 1’empathie ”, L’Encéphale, XXVIII, 2002, J. Decety et T. Chaminade, “ Neural
Correlates of Feeling Sympathy ”, Neuropsychologia, 41,2003, J. Decety, « L’empathie est-elle une
simulation mentale de la subjectivité d’autrui ? », in : A. Berthoz et G. Jorland (dir.), L’Empathie,
Paris, Odile Jacob, 2004.
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emotions (by actors) was congruent with the content. They also fulfilled a scale of empathy.
The hypothesis is that the feeling of sympathy vanishes if there is a mismatch between the
emotional expression of the actor and the content of the story. So, they measured degrees of
coherence or mismatch between narrative contents and motors expressions.

Data recorded are both physiological and behavioral. Physiological measures measured
skin conductance, blood pulse, and breathing rates with electrodes. Behavioral measurements
were taken by brain-scans and psychometrics. To be able to measure variations in the brain in
reference to a norm, one needs to have this norm, one needs a yardstick without which no
measure of variation is possible. In brain-imagery, the equivalent means is an average brain,
often the one of the Montreal Neurological Institute (MNI) which was made up with 152
brains representative of the general population (bioinformatics is the major tool) —concepts of
average brain and of representative brain should be the subject of specific analysis I can’t do
here''. Scans of the subjects of this set-up were normalized according to the MNI template.

Behavior is measured with two questions: Did you find this person’s mood sad or happy?
Did you find the facial expressions of this person credible? Each subject saw the same actor
twice, one for each type of story told with a different tone of voice at each time, so that the
subjects could see and hear every possible combination (sad content, sad face; sad content,
happy face, etc.). Answers are numbered with a psychometric scale, and the subjects are
representative according to the Balanced Emotional Empathy Scale. So, we have a
psychometric and a cerebral reference to the general population.

These measurements of objective empathy and sympathy combine three methods which
have been used in experimental psychology for decades. The only technical innovation is the
use of the brain-scan, which has the major advantage of being noninvasive, as everyone
knows.

Brain-scans show the areas activated specifically by narrative contents, by the mere fact of
hearing sad or happy stories, which are areas known for their implication in the recognition of
emotions, as well as the areas affected by the expression of emotions, independent of the
content of the story. Conclusion: clearly, there are relationships between the simulation of
one’s subjective perspective of others and emotion.

I accept the findings of these experiments, but I contest the sociological or philosophical
conclusions. When Decety writes: these studies show “the role of the internal parietal cortex
in the distinction between oneself and others”, what consists of the operation called “role”? Is
this brain area the causal agent? Is it the neurophysiological mechanism implicated in, derived
from or necessary to feeling the distinction between oneself and other? Keep in mind that

expressions used by scholars are: role, implication, underlie, base. Note that methods are

' See Anne Beaulieu, “ Voxels in the Brain : Neuroscience, Informatics and Changing Notions of
Objectivity”, Social Study of Science, 31/5, october 2001, “From brainbank to database: the
informational turn in the study of the brain”, Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and
Biomedical Science, 35, 2004.
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described very precisely, and, conversely, that words, like empathy or sympathy, which have
an interpretative value or which are concepts used in the discussion, are loosely defined.
Remember that no physiological mechanism explaining sympathy or empathy has been
discovered: correlations are not mechanisms. The statement of a correlation doesn’t clarify the
ambiguity between “When I do X, my brain is in the state Y” and “If I do X, it’s because my
brain is in the state Y.

The conclusion underlines that “the process is close to a “concern mechanism” which is at
the core of our capacity for altruism”. Expressions like “concern mechanism” or “congeners
having social interactions” are coherent, because the goal of all of these studies is the
naturalization of emotions and moral feeling. This process of naturalization is conceived of in
reference to a natural man and not to a social man. But what are we talking about when we
(sociologists) talk of a social man? I’ll propose here two arguments against the claim that

something “social” has been discovered.
The Whole and the Part: institution in sociology and function in biology

The first argument is that ego/other distinction is not a natural distinction, but a question of
category one, which supposes a way of life, ours, which grants every human being, and not
just some of them, the supreme value. The second one points the confusion between two sorts
of wholes, living and social, which is the confusion between the concept of function and the
concept of institution.

The first argument. One doesn’t devote oneself to others in the traditional society of Indian
casts or in the lineage societies of Africa, where there is no such thing as ego/other, which are
individualistic concepts. Conversely, this is the case in democratic society; moreover, it’s a
feature of its mores. As Alexis of Tocqueville put it in Democracy in America: in aristocratic
centuries, “the general concept of the “same” is obscure and [...] one doesn’t think to devote
to the cause of humanity; but one often sacrifices himself for certain persons [that is, persons
of superior status]. In democratic centuries, on the contrary, when duties of the individual for
the human species are much clearer, devotion for a man becomes rarer: the link of human
affections unbends and loosens”. Individualism has been created by equality and, as he put it,
constitutes “a natural [...] sickness of the social body in the democratic times”. A natural
sickness, but in the meaning given by Tocqueville who explained that individualism is a
social creation which depreciates social life: this is a structural trait of our modern society, a
trait of our anthropology. American democracy fights individualism by “free institutions [...]
[which] incessantly recall to every citizen, and with manifold ways, that he lives in society”.
The goal “is to multiply, to infinity, for citizens, occasions to act in common, and to make

them feel everyday they depend on each other”'*. Free institutions are part of what Marcel

"> A. de Tocqueville, La Démocratie en Amérique, vol. 2, Garnier-Flammarion, 1981, p. 126 to 34.
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Mauss called “the art of life in common”, the supreme one being politics, for him. To sum up
the point with a comparison: in a democratic society, that is, individualistic and egalitarian
society, it is as natural to remind individuals that they live in common as it is to remind man
of lineage society that he has ancestors, or to man of cast society he has to preserve his purity.
That’s why, according to Tocqueville, the democratic man is devoted and helpful. Pity or
empathy for the sameness we suppose for any human being, what we modern individuals call
“The Other” (I’Autre), are a social trait of our society, and not a natural trait of human
species. Empathy for other is not primarily a cognitive mechanism, but a value, which
supposes a common word singularizing a society, making up its identity. And it doesn’t mean
that other societies are less moral than our, but that one doesn’t meet The Other (L’ Autre) in a
traditional lineage society, for instance: you necessarily meet a person, which must have a
status, and can’t only be “someone”".

The distinction between natural man and social man is that a custom (be it lineage,
democratic or hierarchic), mores, institutions are indispensable to talk about the latter. Social
facts intertwine fact and values. In the experimental studies I analyzed, at best, one does
psychobiology with sophisticated tools, but nothing which is about the concept of “social”
means.

The second argument aims to reveal a confusion between two sorts of wholes, living and
social, which is the confusion between the concept of function and the concept of institution.

There is a biological theory which supports the new psychobiology of emotions,
evolutionism (I won’t discuss it today) and an epistemological one: functionalism. According
to Decety: “mechanisms allowing cooperation, altruism, empathy, but also mechanism
allowing coercion, deception or manipulation of congeners provided adaptive advantages for
animals living among large groups”, etc. A quick discussion of functionalism is a good way to
distinguish social facts from biological facts.

As I’'m in the UK, I'll refer to British anthropology. The functionalist idea has a long
history in anthropology and sociology. Radcliffe-Brown, the British master of functionalism,
defined society as an “adaptive mechanism”. In his famous Marret Lecture given in 1950,
Edward Evans-Pritchard criticized the uses of the notion of function in anthropology, which is
based on natural science models and their experimental methods.

The point of Evans-Pritchard was that function must be replaced by meaning. He gave a
simple and illuminating example: “twelve jurors decide the person indicted is guilty, and the
judge sentences him to jail. The facts with a sociological meaning are: the existence of law,
the diverse law institutions and legal process which allow law enforcement; the action of
political society through its representatives consists of punishing the criminal. During that

process, the thoughts and feelings of the defendant, the jury and the judge will vary according

" Of course, this claim should have been developed with examples coming from anthropology
(relationships with foreigners).
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to circumstances, as much as the hair or eye color of the protagonists can vary, but these
variations have no interest for the anthropologist. He isn’t interested in the actors of the
drama as individuals, but as persons playing a certain role during the unfolding of justice.
Conversely, for the psychologist [or the neuroscientist] who studies the individuals, the
feelings, motivations, opinions, etc. of the actors have a major importance, and judicial
procedures are secondary. This fundamental difference, which distinguishes anthropology

» 14 We, social

from psychology [or neuroscience], is the basis of anthropology education
scientists, are not interested in the actors of the drama as individuals, but as persons playing a
certain role in a social relationship. This example shows that the subject of the institution is
not the empirical individual. Let me explain.

The example given by Evans-Pritchard is not the situation of a natural event in which
defendant A causes a physical action by judge B, who himself causes a physical action of
summoning the jury C for the trial, but a unique relational fact, which is the internal
relationship between A, B and C. Internal relationship means one refers to all three as
partners, and not as congeners, a relationship which constitutes a system, a structure, and
without which there are no more partners. It’s the relationship which is the fact. A social fact
is a relationship of complementarity among partners, and not an interaction between
congeners. In our example, we have three individuals, but one subject of the institution (of
justice): A, B and C are each “the whole system itself considered from the perspective of one
of its members” "°, A from the point of view of the defender, B from the judge, and C from the
jury (or from each juror). This is what the French philosopher, Vincent Descombes, referring
to the American pragmatist Charles Sanders Peirce, calls a “triadic subject”: the subject of the
institution is a triad, and not the empirical individual. The judge, the defendant and the jury is
each one the whole of the system of justice from the point of view of their position in the
system of relationships they make up and which is the form adopted by the institution of
justice. To be interested in the empathy of the defendant describes only an epistemological
chimera, because the subject of the institution is never and nowhere, whether the society is
individualistic, hierarchical or what ever, the empirical individual. Conversely, they can good
reason to consider on the psychiatric aspect of the judicial file: Will brain-imagery provides
arguments? In which sorts of cases? Will innocence and guilt, which are internal states for the
neuroscience, be visible, like a neurological lesion or local neurons firing when one observes
a subject reading or dreaming? As you know, neurolaw is an emerging area.

Actually, in the experimental studies which aim to naturalize moral feelings, there is
confusion between two sorts of conditioning distinguished by Wittgenstein: causal

conditioning and logical conditioning. Causal conditioning is, for instance: If you put your

'“E. E. Evans Pritchard, Anthropologie sociale, Paris, Payot, PBP, 1969 ( Social Anthropology,1950),
P. 36. [translated in English from the French version]

>V. Descombes, Les Institutions du sens, Paris, Minuit, 1996, p- 256. In this paragraph, I follow
Descombes.
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hand on the stove, you’ll be burned. This is an experience. Logical conditioning is such as:
you must not sleep with your brother, it’s an authoritative argument which precedes any
explanation and any experience. One has to define what a brother is before forbidding or
allowing whatever. And a brother can only be defined by and in a system of relationships (that
is, kinship) according to a rule which makes sense to everybody. The institution is of
descriptive nature, because it’s only when one has defined (what a brother is, a murder is, a
gift is, etc.) that one can formulate what is allowed and what is forbidden.

When the neuroscientist writes “a sad story accompanied by a happy expression is a
mismatch”, what he says isn’t wrong, but empty: telling a sad story affecting your worst
enemy with a happy expression is a very coherent act. The impossibility to understand such a
possibility (and many others) is a result of the intersubjective concept of the social link: it is
as if there were only “I”, the subject of the experience, and “you”, the actor telling the stories,
but no “it”, no world from which one speaks, no world that we share in common. Nothing
bonds the characters, except the experimental set-up.

Identifying social relationships as an internal feeling (of empathy) is the big mistake made
by supporters of the naturalization of moral feelings, be they neuroscientists, philosophers or
sociologists. They miss the point of what is institution. The social fact is a purely relational
fact: there is no material basis, no infrastructure, to which one adds culture or values, the
superstructure. Purely relational, that is to say that every part can only be defined in reference
to the whole to which this part belongs according to a rule which gives this part its meaning.
What can the word “defendant” mean if the whole system of justice is not previously defined.
The word “defendant” doesn’t define a substance, but a part of a whole, without which no one
can understand what a defendant is. Social entities are concrete and meaningful wholes, as
Evans-Pritchard, Marcel Mauss or Emile Durkheim all put it. For functionalist approaches,
men live in society, for institutional approaches they live in a society.

And these wholes are different from the wholes of living organisms. One must distinguish
between two sorts of wholes, social wholes and living wholes. In 1966, Georges Canguilhem
summed up the distinction with the following: “For the organism, organization is its fact; for
society, it’s its business™'°. Its fact, that is a matter of  functional laws to be discovered; its
business, that is a matter of institutions and mores to be understood. The biological fact is a
relational fact, but only in so far as it is functional. Breaking down a living whole to its
constituent elements or parts was the main problem for experimental science in 19th century.
Claude Bernard solved the problem of breaking down a whole into parts first, thanks to the
discovery of the cell, second to his notion of “internal environment”. It provided the means to
go from anatomy to physiology: “the organs [...] exist only for cells [...] creating for them

the internal environment, of constant composition, thanks to compensation for space, which is

1® G. Canguilhem, « La partie et le tout dans la pensée biologique », (1966), in : Etudes d’histoire et de
philosophie des sciences concernant les vivants et la vie, Paris, Vrin, 1994. See also A. Prochiantz,
Claude Bernard. La Révolution physiologique, Paris, PUF, 1990
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necessary for cells. Made up of cells, the organism is made up for cells, for parts, which
themselves are wholes of lesser complexity”. And “the relationship of the parts to the whole is
one of integration”. Function and integration are the two key-concepts, and physiology is
about functional integration. The cell, adds Cangulhem, is like the monad of Leibniz, a pars
totalis: “it is an individual, a subject of function”. An individual in the sense of an
autonomous unit. The biological fact isn’t a substance; it’s a function-based relationship, but
not a meaning-based relationship. The subject of the organism is a subject of function, a
subject defined by its function. The social fact or the subject of the institution is a meaning
relationship where function is subordinated to the institution. That’s why institution is to
sociology what function is to biology.

These individualistic philosophies, be they neural or social, are prisoners of a well-known
problem: the opposition between individual and society, the opposition between internal
subjectivity and external objectivity. Partisans of these philosophies, whether biologists or
sociologists, don’t understand that everyone is born into a world of impersonal meanings, a
world which defines in any given society what a father is, what a gift is, etc., impersonal
meaning without which no personal meaning would be possible. These individualistic
philosophies, as Vincent Descombes put it, don’t comprehend the impersonal part over the
personal [...]. The priority over the impersonal on the personal [...] is the priority of a rule on
what it governs”, that they confuse with the relationship between external objectivity with
internal subjectivity. They don’t understand that society is like a sentence: it associates the
heavy constraint of grouping words, in order to be comprehensible, with the tremendous
freedom of formulating the idea. Following Descombes, I think we should replace the

dichotomy individual/society by pairing impersonal/personal.

A sociological truth: the naturalistic version of the impossible professions

Empathy as a natural concept of sociality is a chimera, an illusion that the secret of
sociality can be found in an internal feeling. We have found one thing in the laboratory of
neuroscience: the social mind works like the autistic mind, which has to be trained to interpret
the intentions of others to replace the theory of mind it lacks and compensate for impairments
in social and cognitive skills which result from this lack. These skills are lacking because they
are functional, but not in society in general: in this society where these people live concretely,
and where there are decisions to be made. For a sociologist, this means it’s not enough to spot
the errors, conceptual incoherence and philosophical presuppositions that scholars try to
demonstrate empirically. This preoccupation for materialistic internal states certainly is a by-
product of individualism that is the fact that democratic society attributes to every individual
the supreme value. But simultaneously this preoccupation feed new ways of acting, furnish

means for participating in our form of life. There is a strong relationship between this
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individualistic concept of the brain and social life, but it is an indirect relationship, which is
understandable through the concept of institution. I’ll rapidly describe this transfiguration of
an epistemological chimera into a social fact.

When one moves the observation from the laboratory to real life, this skill training and the
theory of mind which supports it takes on a genuine social coherence. They result from a
major change in psychiatric institutions, which makes the autonomy of the patient the means
and the goal of the treatment. Everybody knows about this change: it’s the end of the “total
institution” described by Erving Goffmann forty-five years ago. Today, the psychiatric patient
has to live in the community and not in the hospital — and there are very good reasons to
claim it’s better for the patient. The issue of being able to live an autonomous life is at the
center of the treatment, that is social interaction has become a major aim.

In France, the concept of “psychic handicap”"

, which is part of the new French law on
handicaps, passed in 2005, has spread in a system with a very large welfare state and weak
advocacy. The psychic handicap aims to offer to psychotic patients new skills they didn’t
need when he used to live in psychiatric hospitals. Today, psychiatrists think people with
schizophrenia have not only negative (hebephrenic) and positive (delusions) symptoms, but
also cognitive (attention and memory disorders, difficulties for planning), and relational
impairments (difficulties with others, lack of social autonomy). It’s a well-known new
consensus in psychiatry. The new neuroleptics have a weak impact on these deficits—and
there are many studies to find cognitive enhancers'. These deficits appear as a major problem
because the institutional situation of the mentally ill has been redefined. Cognitive approaches
have recently been used in French practices of psychosocial rehabilitation for people with
schizophrenia.

Now the word “deficit” is a key-word of psychiatry'®. The notion of psychic handicap help
to focus attention on deficits, and to deal with them specifically. From a descriptive
perspective, it is reasonable to posit that these deficits are a crucial issue today because the
institutional situation of the psychiatric patient has been redefined: the issue of social
relationships is a very practical question in treatment, which wasn’t the case when the
mentally ill used to live for decades in psychiatric hospitals. This issue isn’t only a question of
scientific facts, it’s loaded with values. And it is because of this institutional change that

research on cognitive deficits, cognitive rehabilitation, cognitive remediation, etc. have such a

' Anne Lovell (CESAMES) is studying this issue in France

'8 See, for example, R. W. Buchanan, « Important Steps in the Development of Cognitive-Enhancing
Drugs in Schizophrenia », The American Journal of Psychiatry, vol. 163, n°11, November 2006. The
advertisements for the new neuroleptics —the antipsychotics — often insists on socialization and
relationships. For a molecule coming from the “neuroscience department” of a pharmaceutical firm it
is: “Resume contact” [“Renouer le contact™].

"% For an analysis of the relationships between “conflict” and “deficit” in the case of depression, see A.
Ehrenberg, La Fatigue d’étre soi — Depression et société, Paris, Odile Jacob, 1998, Paperback, Odile
Jacob Poche, 2000, The Weariness of Becoming Oneself — Depression and Society, MacGill-Queens
UP, forthcoming may 2008 [provisional title].
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value— in each issue of The Schizophrenia Bulletin, for example, you can find at least one
article on these topics, and this since more than twenty years. The aim of these new
techniques coming from the neuroscience laboratory is less to treat the personality of the
patient than to provide him with the functional skills he lacks, because the institution of
treatment has changed, because its meaning has changed. So, the function is subordinated to
the institution, and it’s the institution that decides the value of naturalistic approaches.

*

Neuroscience is part of general dynamic where notions of cognitive and social skills and
capabilities are a strong social preoccupation in general, and not only in mental pathologies.
Why? Because it pertains to changes in sociality and ways of socialization.

To enlarge my perspective at the level of general sociology, I’d say that one can’t
understand the current emphasis on empathy, decision-making, skills, etc. if one doesn’t takes
into account our new customs, our new uses and mores, that is the change in the spirit of the
institution in contemporary developed society. These cognitive practices participate in an
increase in and a diversification of services for those suffering from relational-type social
difficulties. They are elements of regulations of the new concept of action (autonomous
action) which are progressively being generalized. This is a tremendous change in our concept
of action: the action done by oneself is the kind that has both the most prestige and the most
efficiency, the symbolic and the instrumental being intertwined; the action done by oneself is
the kind we respect the most and expect the most. This ideal now encompasses most dayly
life situations and has entered our habits. Its majesty has been imposed upon us; its authority
has become a code of conduct. Consequently, it means it has been instituted. What does this
institution consist of?

We have undergone a general change in our concept of action: today, one obeys by
undertaking a task, including by means of constraint, instead of executing an order. This is
the major difference between autonomous obedience and mechanical obedience. In discipline-
based systems, workers are the objects of action conceived of by management professionals,
who are the agents of action. In terms of a philosophy of action, this means the manager is the
principal agent and the worker the immediate agent. The sociality of autonomy is based on the
idea that the object of the action is simultaneously the agent. In other words, he or she is the
principal agent of his or her own action, the agent of his own change.

The sociality of autonomy, that is, change in our concept of action, means the spirit of the
institution consists of organizing an environment that leads every citizen to be the agent of his
own action, rendering him able to actively seize opportunities instead of being passively
protected. It is what the Nobel Prize winner of Economics Amartya Sen calls an “equality of
capability” which is an equality of autonomy. It corresponds to the American concept of

empowerment or to the Scandinavian concept of “caring states”.
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The sociality of autonomy, that is, the changes in our concept of action, means our
institutions are now organized according to the ideal that each citizen should be in an
environment which leads him to be the agent of his own action. Concretely, this implies the
combination of three intertwined social schemes omnipresent in society, but which must be
analyzed differently according to their respective contexts. These three schemes are: first, the
permanent transformation of oneself, second, the development of social and cognitive skills,
and third, the accompaniment of life trajectories allowing people to seize opportunities instead
of staying in their place. In short, this accompaniment improves the ability of individuals to
change and transform themselves on their own, to find motivation on their own, to have
projects, in short, to acquire skills to act on their own in increasingly numerous social
situations, whether they are schizophrenic, deviant teenagers or bank employees.

Being the agent of one’s own change was at the core of Freud’s thought—it’s the patient
who interprets his dreams, not the doctor, it’s the patient who decides if he has recovered, not
the doctor, etc. As he put it at the last page of Studies on Hysteria, psychoanalysis is only a
way to transform hysterical misery into ordinary misfortune. In this transformation, it gives
tools to the patient to cope on his own. Some thirty years later, he wrote that the
psychoanalyst, like the educator and the politician, is one of the three “impossible
professions”. He didn’t mean they were very difficult professions, but professions where
autonomy is the means and the goal of their practices”. During the last three or four decades,
we have witnessed the generalization of such professions whose practices aim to make of
those involved in them, clients, customers or patients the agents of their own change. The
notion of the “impossible profession” might be considered as the proper institution of society
where autonomy has been generalized to the whole of social life. In this context, neuroscience

and cognitive practices can be considered as the naturalistic version of this Freudian notion.
Conclusion

The key of the relationships between neuroscience, social life and treatment must not be
conceived of as synthetic mechanism connecting “the biological”, “the psychological” and
“the sociological”, but in terms of systematic relationships, in terms of structures.
Experimental studies on emotions and moral feelings are based on a conception of sociality
which is that of the natural man. In this sense, they are a magic theory of science, “a causal

9921

superstition””', in the words of philosopher Jacques Bouveresse. In contrast to this

* C. Castoriadis, « Psychanalyse et politique », Le Monde morcelé. Carrefours du Labyrinthe, 3,
Paris, Seuil, 1990, p. 178-179, and the discussion by V. Descombes which enlarges the idea, Le
Complément de sujet — Enquéte sur le fait d’agir de soi-méme, Paris, Gallimard, 2004, chap. XXV.

*! This superstition has very practical consequence. “The harsh criticism expressed by the
neurobiologist Steven Rose, in 1973, should serve as a warning: “clinical doctors are like stamp
collectors of biology; they are condemned to be so, because we have nothing better to offer them” than
“these disorganized, complex methods, and equivocal in their interpretation, which, in the course of
the twenty last years, has led to urine and tissue analysis of patients of psychiatric hospitals, for every
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individualistic sociology, I have opposed a sociology of individualism for which empathy
isn’t an internal feeling, but a mandatory expression of feeling which shows an ability to
participate in a form of life.

In his subtle history of Aphasia, Denis Forest wrote that neurophysiology isn’t necessarily
either individualistic or solipsistic: “The Broca area doesn’t contain words any more than the
motor area contains hand gestures. But, it allows programming the intentional gesture of
pronouncing a given sentence, and it contributes to detecting the gesture executed before
me—to grasping its intention. The material substrate of a function is a substrate only in
preparing its realization in the universe of exchange™ *. In the universe of exchange , that is,
that of contexts, customs, mores, in other words, that of “The Institutions of Meaning” (Les
institutions du sens), according to the title of Descombes’s book I refered before. It is more
this sort of intellectual approach we should adopt, rather than a piling up of bio + psycho +
socio, for an understanding of relationships between biology and sociology. In mental issues,
the subject of the function (of biology) is only achieved in the subject of the institution (of

sociology).

Alain Ehrenberg, CESAMES (CNRS—INSERM —University René Descartes Paris5),
ehren@cehess.fr

enzyme in fashion and every metabolite which is the talk of the day, in the scientific community][...].
“In no one ‘mentally’ ill patient, other than those who suffer from specific neurological disorder
[...].,one has been able to find out could a significant abnormality of the anatomy, physiology, or
biochemistry of the brain”. S. Rose, The Conscious Brain, 1973 [translated from the French version,
Le Cerveau conscient, Paris, Seuil, 1975]. “In spite of progress in instruments and knowledge since
this period, Roses judgment should remain in the mind of each of us for a fruitful dialogue between
clinicians and scholars in neuroscience. Is it sufficient to bet on the tools of molecular biology and
brain-imagery, neglecting the perspective involved in framing the questions? In other words, can we
be satisfied with developing methods only, and abandoning conceptual work on the nature of the
phenomenon under study? Does not neurobiology, which purports to establish a biology of the mind,
suffer from the tendency to generalize, covering up an insufficient reflection on the way of asking the
question?” This note is extracted from an article I published in Esprit, November 2004, “Le sujet
cérébral”. An English version made for the workshop “Genetics and Psychiatry”, organized by Allan
Young at McGill University in may 2004, is available on request.

> D. Forest, Histoire des aphasies, Paris, PUF, 2006, p. 78.



