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Reflect on the transformation of scientific knowledge into general 
knowledge at « Philosophie et Immunologie » seminars 

 
Hidetaka Yakura, University of Paris Diderot 

 

“The first thing we have to consider is how to convert the vast amount of information 

that we are accumulating into knowledge.”  

Sydney Brenner (2008) 

 

About two years ago, a group called « Philosophie et Immunologie » was organized in 

Paris. The organizers are Dr. Leïla Périé (Collège de France), Dr. François 

Asperti-Boursin (Cochin Institute) and Dr. Thomas Pradeu (University of Paris 

Sorbonne). In the monthly seminar, the participants discuss the problems that are raised 

by the speakers in the field of immunology or philosophy of sciences. The participants 

are scientists from the Pasteur Institute, the Cochin Institute, and the Necker Hospital, 

philosophers and students in science or philosophy. The number of the participants 

varies depending on the seminar but is on average 10-20. The themes discussed until 

now are the general theory of immunity, immunity and microbes, the notion of danger, 

the immunological homunculus, the biological function, self and non-self, immunity of 

insects, allogeneic recognition, phylogeny of immune response, origin of apoptosis, 

among others. The speakers include Dr. Gérard Eberl (Pasteur Institute), Dr. Mireille 

Viguier (Cochin Hospital), Dr. Irun Cohen (Weizmann Institute), Dr. Anne Marie 

Moulin (CNRS), Dr. Carla Saleh (Pasteur Institute), Dr. Anthony De Tomaso 

(University of California, Santa Barbara), Dr. Jules Hoffmann (University of 

Strasbourg), and Dr. Eric Vivier (Center of Immunology of Marseille-Luminy). 

 

The typical seminar runs in the following manner: after the presentation, a philosopher 

raises philosophical questions and then the discussion session follows. In the case of 

seminars in the field of immunology, the session of questions and answers usually ends 
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in about 10-15 minutes, probably because scientists are so busy that they don’t want to 

waste time in discussing metaphysical matters without scientific merits. However, in 

this seminar series, discussion sometimes continues for more than an hour. I don’t know 

whether that is due to the French culture or to the characteristics of philosophy, but I 

was surprised when I attended the first seminar. One of the characteristics of this 

seminar is to try to look at the scientific discoveries from distance and to think about 

their significance rather than the details of the scientific results. In other words, it gives 

us an opportunity to put the scientific facts into another framework of thoughts and to 

rethink about what they really mean in that context. I have an impression that there is a 

hint for transforming scientific reasoning and facts into everyday knowledge and 

thinking.  

 

 

At the first conference of this year by Dr. Jules Hoffmann (January 2011) 

(Front, from right to left) Dr. Jules Hoffmann, Dr. Leïla Périé, Dr. Marc Daëron (Pasteur Institute), 

Dr. Thomas Pradeu; (Back) Dr. Gerard Eberl (second from right), Dr. Jean Davoust (Necker Hospital, 

third from right) 

 

In April 1963, Richard Feynman gave three lectures on the theme, “A Scientist Looks at 

Society”, during the John Danz Lecture Series at the University of Washington, Seattle. 

In one of his lectures, ‘This Unscientific Age’, he concluded the situation of science in 
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the society as cited below, and his conclusion seems to be pertinent even today. He said: 

 

 “But if you mean that this is an age of science in the sense that in art, in 

literature, and in people’s attitudes and understandings, and so forth 

science plays a large part, I don’t think it is a scientific age at all.”  

The Meaning of It All: Thoughts of a Citizen-Scientist, 1998 

 

It is also said that in the Javanese culture, knowledge was not considered as knowledge 

until it could be shaped in poetic form. It would be a great loss for humanity if the 

multitude of data derived from scientific activities disappeared in the darkness of history. 

To make our era a scientific age, we first need to transform scientific knowledge into 

daily language. It seems that this is a Sisyphean task, but, as Dr. Brenner indicated, it is 

indispensable for integrating the scientific heritage into our everyday life. To this end, it 

is necessary to recognize the importance of this activity and the budgetary support. In 

this sense, there is a key to the future in the activity of the group « Philosophie et 

Immunologie ». What we can do now is to get out of our own domains of expertise and 

to participate in the forum of discussing together the themes of our interest. That should 

be the first step toward the transformation of the current situation.   

 

To summarize, I would like to cite Richard Dawkins that will stimulate our reflections 

on this problem:  

 

“Rather than propose a new theory or unearth a new fact, often the most 

important contribution a scientist can make is to discover a new way of 

seeing old theories or facts. […] Nevertheless, it is for this kind of reason 

that I prefer not to make a clear separation between science and its 

‘popularization’. Expounding ideas that have hitherto appeared only in the 

technical literature is a difficult art. It requires insightful new twists of 

language and revealing metaphors. If you push novelty of language and 

metaphor far enough, you can end up with a new way of seeing. And a new 

way of seeing, as I have just argued, can in its own right make an original 
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contribution to science.”   

The Selfish Gene, Preface to the second edition (1989) 

 


