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The Critical Brain (I): Neuroscience, Reductionism & Alternatives 
 Chair: Chris Henry 
 
Stephen Weatherhead: The Neurofication of Complex Human Experience 
 
Since the proliferation of neuroimaging into the mainstream, we have an increase in research 
seeking to identify neuroscientific profiles for psychiatric diagnoses such as bipolar disorder and 
schizophrenia. Whilst it can be helpful to understand cognitive profiles and difficulties associated 
with particular neurological conditions, I see a great danger in assuming that any manifestation of 
psychological difficulties can be explained using neuroimaging. We are heading towards a situation 
where neuropsychology is potentially seeking biomarkers with the same ferocity that psychiatry 
has done in the past. There are already a great number of profound claims being made, based on 
very little evidence. As a neuropsychologist, this concerns me as I think we should be using 
neruoscientific advances to help and support people rather than provide further stigmatisation via a 

‘faulty brain’ hypothesis. Within this presentation, I would introduce some of the historical context of 

neuropsychology, its links with other professions, and its journey towards the current position. In 
addition to highlighting the benefits of neuropsychological strategies, I will also outline the 
weaknesses in the assumptions which are being developed, and warn against oversimplifying 
complex human experience, via neuroimaging. It is the findings from neuroimaging data which are 
being particularly over-generalised. The reasonings behind this will be explored via a critical 
appraisal of recent research and its application. 
 
Annelies Kleinherenbrink: Gender and the Plastic Brain 
 
There is a consensus in the neuroscientific literature that behavioral and cognitive sex/gender 
differences are hardwired properties of the brain. A well-established tradition of feminist critique 
counters such theories of essential difference. Nonetheless, some feminist scholars argue that 
gender theories remain incomplete without knowledge of the brain. In this context, the notion of 
plasticity is commonly invoked. Plasticity refers to the qualitative and quantitative changes neural 
circuits undergo throughout life according to experience. Plasticity is gradually replacing 
hardwiredness as the principle by which the brain is understood - except in the area of sex/gender, 
where the notion is consistently ignored (Fine 2013). Feminists interested in neuroscience hope 
that by taking plasticity into account, neuroscientific studies of sex/gender can yield insights into 
the dynamical development of gender in the brain (e.g. by inquiring into the neuronal embodiment 
of power mechanisms; Jordan-Young & Rumiati 2011). 
 
In this paper, I track the different ways in which plasticity is conceptualized, circulated, shared, 
contested, or ignored by / between feminists and neuroscientists (and feminist neuroscientists) 

when the relationship between sex/gender and the brain is at stake. How is the ‘hardwiredness’ 

view of sex/gender justified in the neuroscientific literature? Does the notion of plasticity 
necessarily challenge dualisms and produce a critical understanding of sex/gender? Which 
favorable insights could feminist theory (e.g. new feminist materialism) gain from an engagement 
with neuroscience through plasticity? Is such an engagement possible without importing 
troublesome aspects of neuroscience (e.g. reductionism) and plasticity discourse (e.g. complicity 
with neo-liberal politics)? 
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Romén Reyes-Peschl: Revolution or Convolution? Critical Neuroscience, Literature and      the 
Fight for the Lifeworld 
 

In their recent call for a ‘critical neuroscience’, Choudhury and Slaby take Husserl’s ‘lifeworld’, a 

‘pretheoretic reality in which we all live and from which we draw our prescientific understanding’, 

and say that in fact ‘today’s neuroscience is in part threatening to be a colonizing force with regard 

to certain domains of today’s lifeworld’. They claim that neuroscience now contributes to the very 

constitution of the lifeworld, taking up an undeserved pre-eminence in humanity’s understanding of 

itself. To what degree is literature, a field also traditionally claiming a similar pre-existing authority 
on human self-comprehension, one of the domains being colonized by neuroscience? 
 
The proposed paper offers a preliminary exploration of the intersections of literature with 
neuroscience, alongside the complex relationship the latter has maintained with study of the mind. 

This will be primarily examined through the metaphor of the ‘convolution’ – a mainly 19th Century 

term for lobe (or loop) of the brain, but also a structural notion distinctly related to literature via the 

‘convoluted plot’ – as a possible alternative to the widely heralded neuroscientific ‘revolution’ that 

Choudhury and Slaby are keen to interrogate.  
 
 

The Critical Brain (II): Beyond the ‘subject’ of Neuroscience 
 Chair: Ben Turner 
 
Michael Albert: Psychopharmacology and the Politics of Human Enhancement 
 
Advances in neuroscience and psychopharmacology have revolutionized our understanding of 
subjectivity and opened up our neurochemistry to experimentation and manipulation in 

unprecedented ways. The potential for human “enhancement” introduced by these advances has 

in turn generated debates among policymakers, bioethicists, and philosophers regarding their 
societal implications and the need for regulatory mechanisms to control their use. In this paper, 
however, I am less interested in contributing to these debates than with interrogating the meaning 

of “enhancement” that they often assume. In particular, I will examine the discourse surrounding 

the rising popularity of cognitive enhancement drugs, the most common of which are Ritalin and 
Adderall. While these drugs are mainly prescribed for the treatment of attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder (ADHD), they also boost cognitive performance in “normal” individuals by improving 

concentration, information processing, and retention. I will argue that the discourse surrounding 
these drugs reflects a broader ideological tendency to limit the scope of possibility for human 

enhancement to interventions that enable the human to adapt to the imperatives of “24/7 

capitalism” and generate surplus value. However, rather than simply critiquing this discourse, it is 

necessary that we rethink enhancement in order to imagine how we can employ neurochemical 
interventions to cultivate post-capitalist subjectivities and desires. To do so, I will draw on Deleuze 
and Guattari to reconceptualize enhancement in terms of affective intensity and rhizomatic 

connectivity, which can inspire us to think about the potential for “posthuman enhancement” 

beyond the individualist demands and libidinal investments of capitalist production. 
 
Chris Henry: In This World, Out of the Head 
 
How can one politically resist without a claim to human nature? This paper will argue that it is 

precisely Deleuzian philosophy’s rejection of fixed conceptions of subjectivity, whilst incorporating 

bio-political and neuroscientific discourses, that affords it its resistive potential. Deleuze understood 
his philosophical project, i.e. the removal of a priori conditions that pre-structure difference, as also 
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the necessary task of science; in Cinema, he writes that, “it’s not to psychoanalysis or linguistics 

but to the biology of the brain that we should look for principles, because it doesn’t have the 

drawback, like the other two disciplines, of drawing on ready-made concepts.” To this extent, 

similarly to Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari rejected the liberal notion that a politics is that which 
the pre-constituted self populates and Capitalism and Schizophrenia emphasises as political that 
which constitutes the subject. 
 
Authors within postcolonial studies, such as Spivak and Miller, have however criticised Deleuze for 
undermining the validity of minority cultures and obscuring their voices in a mystical virtuality. This 

critique culminates with Hallward arguing that Deleuze’s philosophy “inhibits any consequential 

engagement with the constraints of our actual world” and, for these authors, Deleuze cannot 

conceptualise the subject because he has no access to the real. This paper will argue that, far from 

situating the virtual potential of politics mystically ‘out of this world’ (Hallward), the work of Patricia 

Pisters shows how the immanent conceptualisation of affective technologies - both aesthetic and 

bio-technological - determines Deleuzian philosophy’s critical power, removed from otherwise 

obfuscating subjective abstractions. 
 
Matthew MacKisack: Towards an Aesthetics of Neuroscience 
 
Neuroscience is a key contemporary discourse by which conscious agency and spontaneity - the 
primacy of phenomenal consciousness itself - is challenged. In as much as these challenges 
proceed via the strategic invalidation of the non-quantifiable and non-objectifiable, they proceed via 
instrumental reasoning, and as such may be productively submitted to an aesthetics. ‘Aesthetics’ 
here would operate in its historic capacity (i.e., from Schiller to Adorno) as a site of sensuous 
resistance to the domination of reason, a validation of the subjective moment, and a set of 
questions regarding how spontaneity and necessity, freedom and legality, particularity and 
universality, are manifested in the perceptual relation between subject and object. The latter would 
be taken to be the (socialized and historicized) experimental set-up, the former, the human test-
subject.  
 
To advance an aesthetics of neuroscience, then, would be: 1) to conceive of the volunteer as both 
the object of the experiment and as a subject for whom the experimental apparatus is an object of 
perception; 2) to understand neuroscience as an apparatus and a process of subjectification that 
produces the body it images; 3) to consider its emancipatory possibilities in terms of its status as a 
positivism that denies subjectivity as it represses the indeterminate and the not-yet-existent.  
 
This proposal takes as a case study the recent use of neuroscientific techniques to detect 
awareness in, and communicate with, humans in a vegetative state; by treating the encounter as 
aesthetic, a novel and critical understanding can be developed of how neuroscience constitutes its 
subjects – and of how its subjects can respond. 


