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e L’esprit humain, son organisation, sa nature, ses relations 

avec le corps et avec le monde sont depuis toujours parmi 
les thèmes centraux de la philosophie. La psychologie 
contemporaine elle-même a pris naissance au sein de 
la philosophie. Elle s’est émancipée, mais l’émergence 
des sciences cognitives consacre d’une certaine façon le 
retour de la philosophie dans ce champ de recherche. Les 
développements de l’informatique et des neurosciences, en 
jetant une nouvelle lumière sur les phénomènes mentaux, 
ont eu pour effet de relancer le débat philosophique. La « 
philosophie de l’esprit » est ainsi plus florissante que jamais. 
Ce retour n’a rien d’une régression, car la philosophie dont 
il est question est en phase avec la recherche scientifique, 
informée par elle et en constante interaction avec elle.

Les Conférences Jean-Nicod visent à promouvoir les 
recherches philosophiques se rapportant à la cognition et à 

faire connaître en France les travaux réalisés à l’étranger dans 
ce domaine. Le conférencier présente ses recherches au cours 
d’un cycle de conférences qu’il rassemble ensuite en un livre.
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How Does All this Functional Organization Arise 
over Development? 
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Nancy Kanwisher received her B.S. and Ph.D. from MIT, working 
with Professor Molly Potter. After a postdoc as a MacArthur Fellow 

in Peace and International Security, and a second postdoc in the lab 
of Anne Treisman at UC Berkeley, she held faculty positions at UCLA 
and then Harvard, before returning to MIT in 1997, where she is now 
an Investigator at the McGovern Institute for Brain Research, a faculty 
member in the Department of Brain &amp; Cognitive Sciences, and 
a member of the Center for Minds, Brains, and Machines. Kanwisher 
uses brain imaging and other methods to discover the functional 
organization of the human brain as a window into the architecture 
of the mind. Kanwisher has received the Troland Award, the Golden 
Brain Award, the Carvalho-Heineken Prize, and a MacVicar Faculty 
Fellow teaching Award from MIT, and she is a member of the National 
Academy of Sciences and the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences.
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Is the human mind structured, and if so what is 
that structure? Here I consider the case of face 
perception, charting the many lines of evidence 
that specialized neural machinery in the fusiform 
gyrus (FFA) plays a specific and causal role in the 
perception and recognition of faces. We found 
that the FFA responds twice as strongly to faces as 
to any other stimuli. The response of this region is 
correlated with awareness of a face in binocular 
rivalry, modulated by spatial and object-based 
attention, and selectively increased when people 
closed their eyes and simply imagine faces. 
Electrical stimulation of the FFA produces a face 
percept, demonstrating the selective causal role of 
this region in face perception. Hence, at least one 
patch of the human brain is extremely specific for 
the single mental function of face perception. But 
are there other mental functions that are as specific?

Here I shall fill out the picture of the human 
brain as containing a large number of regions 

that are highly specialized for particular mental 
functions, such as the extrastriate body area, the 
parahippocampal place area, as well as areas in 
auditory cortex for music, and in high-level visual 
cortex for food. Other regions are specialized in 
yet higher-level functions, including the perception 
of third-party social interactions and intuitive physics. 
Furthermore, theory of mind has been shown to 
have a distinctive developmental trajectory and a 
selective deficit in autism, and now a private patch 
of brain as well in the right temporo-parietal junction. 
Finally, the brain regions specific to language show 
almost no response during other high-level cognitive 
processes, including working memory and cognitive 
control.  Thus, language and thought are not the 
same thing in the brain. 

My account of the biological basis and origin 
of subjective experience has two elements. 

Part of the explanation is given in terms of the 
evolution of agency and subjectivity, as features of 
the animal way of being, and another part involves 
some particular characteristics of nervous systems. 
The evolutionary history of animals functions in my 
account as a constraint and a resource. I argue that 
there is probably a broad distribution of subjective 
experiences across different kinds of animals, 
both past and present, though the usual «yes or 
no» question will probably have to be replaced 
in a framework that recognizes gradual change 
and graded presence. Some specific groups will 
be discussed, including cephalopods and various 
arthropods, as well as vertebrates. 

The convergence between the organization and 
function of the brain and artificial neural networks 

(ANNs) optimized for similar tasks is transforming 
cognitive science to a deeply theoretical enterprise 
of asking (and sometimes even answering) why the 
mind and the brain work the way they do. ANNs 
now succeed at many tasks similar to those conducted 
in specialized brain regions, thus providing the first 
computationally precise hypotheses for how these 
functions might work in the brain. Further, to a 
remarkable degree, responses in visual, auditory, 
and language cortex are well predicted by ANNs.  
Finally,  an ANN trained on both face and object 
recognition spontaneously segregated itself into 
two separate systems, without any built-in priors, 
suggesting that the statistics of experience may 
suffice, without face-specific innate predispositions, 
for the brain to achieve the functional organization 
it does. 
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