
has been increased markedly by current 
national security concerns.  (Is this person 
attempting to enter the country a terror-
ist?  Does this person have information 
about a “ticking bomb”?)  Not surprisingly, 
at least two companies are developing 
technologies that have the goal of detect-
ing deception. 
 
How should we think about such pro-
posed uses for technology now and in the 
coming years? Despite its known high 
rates of false positive and false negative 
findings of deception, as documented in a 
National Academy study, the polygraph 
remains in wide use. The risks of error 
and injustice created by compellingly pseu-
docolored pictures of brain activity would 
arguably be even more significant. Hank 
Greeley, a member of the Neuroscience 
Society executive committee, has sug-
gested that new technologies, such as 
those that purport to detect deception, be 
subjected to some process analogous to 
the clinical trials that are required before 
drugs and medical devices are approved.  
Beyond the question of whether such 
technologies can be developed and em-
ployed in a way that is accurate, there are, 
of course, deeper questions.  Under what 
circumstances, if any, is it permissible to 
peer into someone’s brain? Will neurosci-
ence ultimately erode our current legal 
views of personal responsibility? How 
might we then conceptualize the role of 
punishment?  Such questions demand sus-
tained interdisciplinary conversations of 
the sort envisioned by the Society. 
 

Neuroethics and the Law 
Letter from President Steven E. Hyman 

New Administrative Coordinator for NS 

The relationship between neuroscience 
and the law was one of the fundamental 
topics that motivated the founding of the 
Neuroethics Society.  This relationship is 
of interest not only to academics and 
practitioners, but also more broadly in 
society. Advances in cognitive neurosci-
ence, neuroimaging, and other areas of 
brain research have raised questions of 
whether current or near-future technolo-
gies can provide useful information about 
the culpability of those accused of crimes, 
and whether it might be feasible, with 
reasonable accuracy, to detect deception.  
It is already possible under controlled 
laboratory conditions to detect transient 
emotional responses to stimuli of which 
the subject might not even be aware.  The 
first papers have appeared, that detect a 
subject’s covert intentions, albeit in artifi-
cial situations, 
 
One important response to such ques-
tions that has emerged within the neuro-
ethics community is the need to temper 
enthusiasm about progress in science and 
technology with caution about its prema-
ture application to complex real-world 
problems.  One of the Society’s founding 
members, Stephen Morse takes a strong 
position on these issues; he was recently 
quoted in the New York Times Magazine, 
stating that “brains don’t commit crimes; 
people commit crimes”.  In his view, de-

terminations of culpability depend on es-
tablishing what an accused person actually 
did and what his intentions were at the 
time. In his view, at least for now, brain 
tests do not provide additional relevant 
information except in extreme cases.  
However, this kind of conservatism is not 
likely to deter attempts to introduce brain 
images as evidence at trials, sentencing 
hearings, or perhaps in parole decisions. In 
some cases neuroimaging or other brain 
data may be claimed to be exculpatory; in 
others they may be used to argue for 
continuing dangerousness. 
 
Underlying the interest in brain imaging 
and other tests is the recognition that 
even if the facts of the case can be estab-
lished, the criminal justice system must 
rely on an accused person’s verbal reports 
of his motives and his understanding of 
right and wrong.  Judgments about a per-
son’s capacity for impulse control in di-
verse contexts are currently a highly un-
certain, if consequential matter.  In theory, 
direct probes of brain structure and func-
tion might provide insight into intentions 
and behavioral control, and thus make 
sentencing and parole decisions more just 
and society safer. 
 
There is currently enormous hunger for 
technologies that would reliably discrimi-
nate truth from falsehood, a hunger that 

With generous support from the Charles 
A. Dana Foundation, the Neuroethics 

Society has 
been able to 
hire a part-
time Adminis-
trative Coor-
dinator for 
2007.  He is 
Andrew 
Rosenthal, a 
recent gradu-
ate of the 

University of Pennsylvania who majored in 
“Health and Societies.”  He first appeared 
on our radar screen at the 2005 National 
Undergraduate Bioethics Conference, a 
huge and successful meeting which he 
organized.  Since January he has been 
providing more of the same superb mana-
gerial skill for our society.  Andrew re-
places Melissa Hozik, another young or-
ganizational wizard, who had been pitch 
hitting for the NS while working at Penn’s 
Center for Cognitive Neuroscience.  
Thank you Melissa, and welcome Andrew! 
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Update on Neuroethics Society Operations 
Martha Farah, University of Pennsylvania, Executive Committee Member, Neuroethics Society 
 

Our membership has been steadily grow-
ing since its founding ten months ago, with 
almost 200  individuals now signed up.  
About a 45  of our members are students, 
and a 45 are non-US.  It is very interesting 
to see the mix of backgrounds and inter-
ests we have in our membership – I en-
courage you to browse the on-line direc-
tory! 
 
We communicate with our members in 
three main ways:  The NS web site in-
cludes information for members only and 
for the public. You hold in your hands the 
second issue of the member newsletter, 
which is published quarterly.  We also 
communicate with members by email, 
although we have thus far tried to keep 
such emails to a minimum. 
 
As Turhan Canli reported in the last 
newsletter, the Society has sponsored a 
number of events for members and pro-
spective members at a variety of meetings.  
We will continue to spread the word in 
this way about the NS, so let us know 
about meetings you’ll be attending where 
you’d like to organize an NS event.  At 
present, two more events are planned: 
Turhan Canli will host a cocktail reception 
at the Cognitive Neuroscience Society 
Annual Meeting this May in New York 
City, and Eric Racine, of McGill University, 
will host a breakfast for NS members and 
prospective members at the Canadian 
Bioethics Society Annual Meeting this June 
in Toronto.  In addition, the NS partnered 
with the Dana Foundation for last month’s 
Brain Awareness Week (BAW) and held 
screenings of Michel Gondry’s “Eternal 
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind” on three 
campuses (Penn, Stanford and SUNY-

Stony Brook), followed by discussions of 
the scientific and ethical issues raised by 
the film.  On the basis of this year’s ex-
perience we hope to use the 
film+discussion formula more broadly 
with more extensive participation by NS 
members for next year’s BAW.  Two final 
items for the events round-up include a 
two-day meeting of the NS executive 
committee planned for this May in Wash-
ington, DC, and most important, the first 
annual meeting on the NS, to be held in 
San Francisco in the spring of 2008.  In the 
coming months we will begin the planning 
of this important first meeting of the NS. 
 
The executive committee consists of the 
following individuals, who meet monthly 
by phone. Their primary roles are listed 
here, so that you know whom to contact 
first about any question or suggestion you 
might have: 
 
Canli – Events and meetings 
Farah – Membership and “peer communi-
cation” (i.e. to members and other scien-
tists/scholars and professional organiza-
tions) 
Greely – Working groups 
Hyman – President 
Illes – Partner journals liaison and “public 
communication” (i.e. media and public 
relations); International Neuroethics Net-
work liaison. 
Sahakian – International relations (non-
American members, organizations and 
funding sources) 
 
Two tremendous boosts to our organiza-
tional manpower have been added in the 
past few months.  As mentioned on the 
first page, we now have a part-time Ad-

Congratulations to William Safire 
 
The Neuroethics Society extends congratulations to William Safire for his receipt of the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest civilian 
honor conferred by the United States Government. Bill Safire, as Chairman of the Dana Foundation, has been an early and influential propo-
nent of need to develop a field of neuroethics. He has argued persuasively that scientists must engage the public effectively to describe both 
the benefits of what they are doing and also the concerns raised by scientific advances. He has also facilitated the kind of open-ended inter-
disciplinary investigation and scholarship that will help the field of neuroethics live up to its potential. 
 
Bill Safire was a guiding force behind a conference held in San Francisco, CA in 2002, Neuroethics: Mapping the Field, that brought together 
researchers and scholars from diverse areas. It was the ongoing interactions of that group that ultimately led to the foundation of the Neu-
roethics Society. Bill has also been very helpful in providing advice so that our fledgling society has been able to get off the ground. 
 
“Neuroethics” is the kind of term that may well have been coined more than once, but Bill was clearly, for those people who formed the 
Society, the coiner, an early inspiration, and a continued significant supporter. The Neuroethics Society extends its warmest congratulations. 

ministrative Coordinator, Andrew Rosen-
thal.  In addition Karen Graham, of the 
Dana Foundation, has been lending the 
Society her organizational and administra-
tive skills to our great benefit.  She runs 
the conference calls, scheduling them (no 
mean feat with 8 time zones separating 
us), formulating agendas and preparing 
minutes.  She has also done invaluable 
research for us on matters as diverse as 
meeting planning and film license laws.  
We are very grateful for her help. 
 
Financial support for the Society has come 
primarily from the Dana Foundation, in 
the form of their initial grant for the meet-
ing at Asilomar and grants to support 
Andrew and the upcoming May meeting of 
the Executive Committee.  An important 
challenge for the coming years will be to 
balance our expenses with our various 
sources of on-going support, such as 
membership and meeting fees.  We are 
actively pursuing other sources of grant 
support as well. If you know of any other 
possible sources of support, please let us 
know! 
 
The International Neuroethics Network is 
another recently formed organization 
dedicated to promoting neuroethics.  In 
view of the similar general goal and com-
plementary programs – theirs being pri-
marily the raising and distribution of re-
search funding – the Executive Committee 
of the NS agreed to formally “align” with 
the INN.  The next issue of the newslet-
ter will provide more information about 
this dynamic network. 
 



victed for this, but for some reason, 
someone thought to give him a structural 
brain scan; it turned out that he had a 
large tumor pressing up against his hypo-
thalamus, a region that we know is in-
volved in producing rage responses. This 
tumor was removed, and he reverted to 
the peaceful, quiet man he had been previ-
ously. Rather than spending years in 
prison, he returned to his job and family 
after the surgery.  Of course, most cases 
are not quite this clear-cut, but I wonder 
how many prison inmates, including death 
row defendants, have treatable brain 
anomalies. I hope that one day every per-
son convicted of a violent crime will un-
dergo a structural brain scan, to rule out 
the possibility that he/she should be medi-
cally treated rather than punished. 
 
With my friend Donna Shestowsky, a 
professor of Law at UC Davis, I have 
started to examine cases in the U.S. in 
which brain imaging evidence (either 
structural or function) has been brought 
to the table. We found that in many of 
these cases the brain imaging data was 
deemed inadmissible; in others the brain 
data simply confirmed what had already 
been decided upon and weren't consid-
ered key evidence. So right now, brain 
data aren't playing a prominent role in 
legal proceedings.  
 
NS:  I’m beginning to see why you de-
cided to join the Neuroethics Society -- 
Your work intersects with ethical, legal 
and social issues in multiple ways!  What 
are you hoping to get from your NS mem-
bership over the next few years?  How 
can the Society serve the needs of neuro-
scientists? 
 
Bunge: Over the next few years, I would 
like for the Society to identify the most 
pressing neuroethical issues, and to begin 
a dialogue between neuroscientists, ethi-
cists, institutional review board members, 

NS: Developmental cognitive neurosci-
ence is a new and growing field. Tell us a 
little about your research on children and 
brain development. 
 
Bunge: My research focuses on 'cognitive 
control', or how we control our thoughts 
and actions. Cognitive control improves 
over childhood and adolescence, and I am 
interested in understanding the underlying 
changes in brain function. There are 
thought to be a number of different kinds 
of control, for example, inhibiting an inap-
propriate response tendency or suppress-
ing an emotional response. How many 
basic kinds of cognitive control are there, 
which neural circuits support them, and 
how do they develop with age? I chip away 
at these and other questions with behav-
ioral and brain imaging research on partici-
pants aged 5-35. 
 
NS:  I imagine your methods involve the 
usual kinds of cognitive neuroscience labo-
ratory tasks -- naming colors, detecting 
whether an arrow points right or left. 
Does "control" measured in these situa-
tions correspond to the ability of kids to 
exert self-control in real-world situations? 
 
Bunge: Exactly - we use computerized 
tasks that we've designed to measure 
specific types of cognitive control in the 
laboratory. Of course, it's a big leap from 
these laboratory tasks to the real world. 
Fortunately, a number of studies have 
shown a correspondence between per-
formance on these cognitive control tasks 
and more real-world measures of con-
trol. For example, in a collaboration with 
Chandan Vaidya, John Gabrieli and others, 
we tested healthy children and children 
diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperac-
tivity Disorder (ADHD) on a task that 
requires cognitive control, known as the 
flanker paradigm. In this task, you see an 
array of stimuli, and have to press one of 
two buttons on the basis of the central 
stimulus. To get the right answer, you 
have to ignore the distracters flanking this 
stimulus. As expected, children with 
ADHD, who have difficulty with self-
control in everyday life, also have greater 
difficulty ignoring the distracters than 
control children. 
 Interestingly, we found that 
healthy children and children diagnosed 
with ADHD were on a continuum in 
terms of task performance and brain func-
tion, rather than being qualitatively differ-

ent from one another. Across both con-
trols and children with ADHD, better 
ability to suppress interference was associ-
ated with greater activation in ventro-
lateral prefrontal cortex. Children with 
severe difficulty suppressing interference 
are given the diagnosis of ADHD. These 
sorts of findings prompt the question of 
where to draw the line in terms of diagno-
sis and treatment. 
 The same thing can be said of 
other behavioral difficulties in children. 
Torkel Klingberg, John Gabrieli and others 
showed that reading scores are correlated 
with the integrity of white matter tracts 
between temporal and parietal regions 
involved in reading. As with the ADHD 
data, children with poor and good reading 
skills were on a continuum in terms of 
both behavior and brain correlates. 
 Of course, the ethical issue 
comes to the surface when we're talking 
about medicating children, but not when 
we're talking about reading intervention 
programs. Unfortunately, when it comes 
to Ritalin, I don't think there's a clear-cut 
answer that will work for everyone.  
 
NS:  When you talk to laypeople about 
your work, are there certain misunder-
standings you encounter? 
 
Bunge:  I think that many people assume 
that we can look at brain data and defini-
tively diagnose someone as having a par-
ticular mental disorder, such as schizo-
phrenia. The reality is that the data are 
not so clear-cut. We can state, for exam-
ple, that region X in schizophrenics is on 
average around 7% smaller than that of a 
control group. But can we measure the 
size (or, for that matter, level of activa-
tion) of region X in an individual and de-
termine on this basis whether this person 
is schizophrenic? Not right now, and 
probably not ever.  
 
NS:  What about the relevance of brain 
imaging measures for determining an indi-
vidual’s responsibility? 
 
Bunge:  My feeling is that on occasion, 
brain data are absolutely relevant to the 
case at hand, and should be treated as 
such.  The best example that I know is 
case of a man who was abusive towards 
his girlfriend. His abuse became more and 
more frequent over a number of months, 
culminating in an incident in which he beat 
her infant nearly to death. He was con-
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“to promote the development and 
responsible application of neuroscience 

through better understanding of its 
capabilities and its consequences.” 

April 19-20  “6th Annual International Bioethics Forum: From Therapy to Enhancement” BioPharmaceutical Technology Center Institute, 
Madison, Wisconsin.  Featuring speakers from a wide range of professional backgrounds, the conference will focus on the interface be-
tween molecular biology, medical applications, and ethics and include neuroethics issues.  http://www.btci.org/bioethics/default.html. 

April 20-21  "From the Brain to Human Culture: Intersections between the Humanities and Neuroscience" Bucknell University, Lewisburg, 
Pennsylvania.  An interdisciplinary conference examining the intersections between recent work in the humanities and neurosciences fea-
turing plenary speakers Andy Clark, D. Phil., Professor of Logic and Metaphysics at the University of Edinburgh and Michael Gazzaniga, 
Ph.D., Professor of Psychology and Director of the Sage Center for the Study of the Mind at the University of California at Santa Barbara.  
http://www.bucknell.edu/x31008.xml 

April 26 The Dana Centre in London presents “Brainy Brave New World – Regulating Neurotechnology”  London, 7-8:30 pm GMT & live 
link to Stanford University, Palo Alto, 11-12:30pm PST. Leading experts on ethics, brain imaging, and stem cells will discuss emerging con-
troversial, yet promising areas of neuroscience with the public.  http://www.danacentre.org.uk/events/2007/04/26/257 

May 11-13 “Human Rights for the 21st Century: Rights of the Person to Technological Self-Determination” 777 UN Plaza, 2nd Floor, New 
York City, New York.  The IHEU-Appignani Humanist Center for Bioethics and Institute for Ethics and Emerging Technologies present a 
forum featuring keynote speaker Jonathan Moreno Ph.D.  Conference focuses on human rights in the context of bodily autonomy as well as 
reproductive and cognitive liberties, emerging biotechnologies which may contribute to the exercise of such rights, challenges to the ideas 
of human identity underlying some rights discourse, and their implications for the pursuit of bioethics. http://www.iheu.org/bioethics 

May 14th event—still need public event info 
 
June 1 “Neuroethics Society Breakfast and Information Session”  7:45 am, Toronto Marriott Downtown Eaton Centre.  The Neuroethics 
Research Unit in collaboration with the Neuroethics Society is organizing a Neuroethics Breakfast & Information Session at this year’s Ca-
nadian Bioethics Society Annual Meeting. Please contact Dr. Eric Racine at  (514) 987-5723, neuroethics@ircm.qc.ca. 

http://www.btci.org/bioethics/default.html�
http://www.btci.org/bioethics/default.html�
http://www.bucknell.edu/x31008.xml�
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