Review: THE NEUROSCIENCE OF PSYCHOTHERAPY Healing the Social Brain

by Louis Cozolino Norton Second Edition.
In his book “In Search of Memory” Eric Kandel stated that “understanding the human mind in biological terms has emerged as the central challenge for science in the twenty first century.” The remarkable book of Professor Cozolino (an updating of his previous volume) is certainly up to this challenge.

If Kandel brought the viewpoint of a Nobel Prize neuroscientist, Cozolino share with us his own informed perspective through the eyes and integrative thinking of a master clinician. All along his humbling and empowering narrative about the plasticity of our brain and the influence of human relationships, Cozolino show how recent discoveries in neurosciences help us to make sense of some of the oldest principles of healing. In a very convincing construction, Cozolino reveals how the core of the success of these practices - various combinations of empathy, affect regulation, construction of narrative and behavioral experiments- may have been the promotion of neural networks and their healthy integration. It is not magic, it is neuroscience and it is quite extraordinary.
After recounting how the fields of neuroscience and therapy are intertwined, the author describes the journey of the construction and organization of the brain and its interdependence with the environment. His careful examination of the brains’ complex functions such as memory, language and introspection, sheds a crucial light on the later understanding of what can go wrong and how healing may occur.
As a man who spent endless hours listening, observing and caring for human minds, Cozolino has an amazing ability to share with us simultaneously the minute observation of the anatomy of our brain and the humanistic perspective of the psychotherapist. Thorough multiple clinical vignettes, he reveals how what he learned from neuroscience has informed his daily practice.
In a simple and elegant language, adding to the rigor of the pathologist, the creativity of the poet, Cozolino excels in feeding our minds with splendid metaphors such as the “amygdale whisperer” or the “cortisol’s motto”. From the use of various and astute quotes to his thoughtful interpretation of Rene Magritte painting, Cozolino exemplifies how art and symbols are powerful vehicles of human communication

Being a scholar in neuroscience does not prevent the author to remind us of our public health challenges in times of war and child neglect with their deleterious ramifications such as PTSD and personality disorders.  In a century when “doctors have become far too impressed with their technology”, Cozolino research demonstrate how time, trust and reliability are indispensable when teaching a wounded brain how to recover a new balance. Pharmacology of course may help, and is at time is an indispensable ally, but it is in no way a replacement for a human relationship facilitating the integrative processes of the different parts of our brain.
Cozolino regrets that “all of the “givens” of classical healing and psychotherapy have been squeezed out of modern Western medicine”. His wonderful book demonstrates how much those givens have strong scientific underpinnings and it underlines the urgency of re-integrating them into the training and the minds of the therapist of the 21st century.
This beautiful book is an indispensable reading for anybody involved in mental health from the pharmacologist to the psychoanalyst. Because of his numerous insights in basic principle of human experience, and how society and its organization impact our psyche from conception to death, it should also interest anybody involved in public policy. Finally any person curious of the wonder of the human mind and amateur of “belle literature” will enjoy Professor Cozolino’s book.  Personally, I can’t wait for the next edition…. 
Bernadette Grosjean MD 8/19/10
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