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FROM BIOETHICS TO BIOSYMBOLS

Although thefight or flight consequences of stress have been widely accapted
contributors to many illnesses due to sustainetiscbrrelease and its effects on immune
regulation, there is mounting evidence that ematitsiggered by moral violations and
cultural admonishments can be as damaging throtigit Inmunological processés.

In my theory ofBiocognitiorf (how cultural and spiritual beliefs affect headihd
longevity), | propose that “bioethics” should enquamss more than the tenets for moral
and humanistic behavior in the life sciences. Feobiosymbolié premise, it is also the
psychoneuroimmunologicalresponses to behavior that violate the ethicsnilssed
from cultural and spiritual beliefs. Violations pérsonal ethics cause imbalances that can
lead to illness without necessarily having increasecortisol. For example, there is a
differential immunological response to shame versgsilt as measured by
proinflammatory secretioAsMoreover, one of the more powerful immune enhenie
triggered by observing or experiencing acts of casspn as measured by increased
protective immune function.

In this paper, | present Biocognitive model that takes bioethics beyond its
philosophical domain to address how biology is @&d by moral violations (e.g. guilt),

by cultural admonishments (e.g. shame), and bytexkaimotions (e.g. compassion).
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While the fight or flight model elegantly demonsés how threats to physical or
emotional safety trigger stress hormones, the Igioitee model addresses how
violations of moral tenets affect other immune fimts that appear to be more sensitive
to ethical consciousness than to survival behavidonsequently, while stress hormones
and proinflammatory produésan contribute to iliness, the more exalted emnatithat
support humane principles can enhance immune fumdbv promote healing. In the
appropriate sections of this paper, | will cite e@msh literature to propose how the
immune system functions within a bioethical model.

As biosymbolic beings, our language and imageryehabidirectional connection
with our biology. In this mind-bodgoauthoring our emotions and sensations function as
autogenic feedbador our intentions and actions. The admonition “dsrcan kill” gain
significance in cultures that believe a curse franblack magic practitioner is lethal.
Conversely, since biosymbols are culture-specifiexing is ineffective outside its
consensual reality. Indeed, biosymbolic processe®mpass much more than hexes as
reflected in the effects of placebo and nocebo chate the medical anthropology
literature’

The culture-specific component of biosymbols isstlated in studies showing
how cognition can affect biology positively or négely based on expectatioRsSince
the numberfour is associated with bad omens in China and Japeaube the word for
that number sounds like the word fdeathin the Mandarin and Japanese languages,
Phillips and his colleaguéscompared death certificates from 1973 to 1998 lih&se,
Japanese, and Caucasian-Americans, and found iatictt significance for higher

cardiac mortality in Asian-Americans on tfaurth day of every month. The study also
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tested the effects of the numbthirteen (i.e. unlucky number in Caucasian-American
culture), and found no lethality associated withatthnumber. The researchers
hypothesized that, although the number thirteecorssidered “unlucky” by Caucasian-
Americans, the word for number thirteen lacks thguistic association with death that

the number four has in the Asian languages cited.

CULTURAL ARCHETYPES AND SOCIAL RULES
Given the cultural values placed on moral prin@gplg merits clarifying the

function of their biosymbolic expression. It is efjy important however, to define the
fundamental differences between culture and soe@stthey influence the validation of
our collective beliefs. In my theory of biocognitiol propose that mind, body, and
cultural history develop within a fabric that cabrime reduced to their contributing
components. To understand the process of how aabahc consciousness is molded by
cultural and societal parameters, | hypothesizé #hsocietyimposes the rules that a
group agrees to live by, whereagwture instills the aesthetic, ethical, transcendental,
and wellness consciousness that a group assimildi&ie societies are driven by
socioeconomic variables entrenched in power ageridassumerism, politics etc.),
cultures are sustained by their archetypal symfmaacepts of motherhood, fatherhood,
victimhood, heroism etc.). Consequently, societahpliance is ego-controlled by fear
and vanity, whereas cultural assimilation seek$-rsehning and self-expression by
identifying with their archetypes. Societies mangpe stressors, and cultures inculcate

archetypal coherencé.
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There is ample historical evidence to support thétures are more enduring than
societies. Although Spain was occupied by the Amalitmpire for seven hundred years,
and Ireland was under British rule for eight humdsears, both “conquered” nations
maintained their religion, language and other caltarchetypes, while adhering to the
social rules of their conquerors. | submit thatcéhese of their pervasiveness, cultural
archetypes have greater biosymbolic significanem social rules. To illustrate: a traffic
violation (i.e. breaking a social rule) may triggecascade of stress hormones resulting in
increased cortisol blood levels, whereas a teadmaming a student (i.e. cultural
admonition) can cause the release of proinflamatprpducts not unlike an
immunological response to infection. Thus, fromi@ognitive perspective, bioethics is
broadened from its philosophical domain (i.e. ctigai parameters) to encompass its
biological expressiont It appears biosymbols can mimic threats to safethe absence
of real danger, as well as signals of infectionthie absence of pathogens, by “tricking”

the immune system to respond as if biology rathan tsymbol were at play.

THE BIOCOGNITION OF ETHICS

If we envision bioethics beyond its conventionaiden to include the biology of
morals, we can explore the question of innate gesslivs. conditioned humaneness. In
investigating the genesis of our exalted emotiteffman'? found that when newborns
hear another infant cry, they also cry. To rule imnitative behavior, newborns where
exposed to recordings of their own crying and dfeotinfants. The results showed that
only live crying from other infants elicited whatoHiman callsprecursors of empathy.

Considering empathy and the more developed emofimompassion as the foundation
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of ethical behavior, may begin to answer whethendws are born inherently good or
with a clean slate to be shaped by social condrtgn

The evidence for empathy precursors suggests thatbacognitive design
includes a predisposition for kindness. And whesséh primal empathy constructs
develop into more complex biocognitions like congas, truth, honor, loyalty and other
exalted behavior, their violations may trigger albgical reaction to signal dissonance
between humane beliefs and malicious action. Thiois, inherent entanglement of
cognitive righteousness and exalted emotions, affedence to considesthicsas the
disembodied abstraction of bioethics: the formandpehe cognition of moral conduct,
and the latter its biosymbolic integration.

There may be a primal bioethical design in comm@eotions such as empathy
and compassion when one considers subjects whdysohperve the expression of those
emotions (e.g., watching a video of Mother Teresading to her patients) show
increased levels of immunoglobulin type A antibadigA).** Conversely, subjects who
were shown a video of the Nazi army committing @tres, had significant decreases in
levels of IgA’s (McClelland and Kirshnit, 1988). i interesting to note that, although
IgA levels increase when subjects are exposed t® adccompassion, levels drop after
less than twenty minutes in subjects with a cynmoaddset, whereas subjects who hold a
more optimistic view of the world maintain gaingyrsficantly longer (McClelland,
1989). IgA decreases associated with cynical inégtions of compassionate acts may
indicate that unsustainable gains are due to ulvesbioethics.

Bioethical interpretations may also affect coniextrelevance at aytocultural

level — defined as the idiosyncratic history shabgda group of cells (Martinez and
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Santiago, 2007). It appears that immune cells nespaond to psychosocial behavior
based on intercellular history. For example, Solomgemeny, and Temoshok (1991)
found that simpler but phylogenetically older imreucells such as natural killer cells
(NK)** respond to global social behavior (assertivenesbereas more complex but
phylogenetically younger immune cells such as ©d€D4 and CDSYJ respond to more

specific circumstances (reduced anxiety about shePhylogenetically older immune
cells may have developed greater diversity due ttormer history of contextual

challenges (George F. Solomon, personal commuaicadctober, 28, 2000).

BIOETHICAL CODES

Both, the nervous and the immune system, are tegmnteractive entities in that
they learn, remember, and respond, based on tlegjuirad history (long-termed
memory) and their contextual interpretations. Bsylstems respond in unison against
emerging challenges with novel strategies that weregenetically predetermined. In
other words, rather than responding based on a fpemetic template, the nervous and
immune systems learn and adapt based on new opedleisince the nervous system
stores survival strategies as neural patterns, samce the immune system is a co-
participant in the creation of these essential nm@sp a biological self and a
psychosocial selimust be codified to respond in unison to physi@increte) and
cognitive (interpreted) threats.

Emotional avoidance is associated with diminishéddgll activity. Conversely,
Naliboff and Solomon (1995) found that increasededs/eness triggers activity in

confrontational immune cells such as NK (CD56). §hassertiveness (psychosocial self)
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and confrontational immune cells (biological setfy-participate to protect with mind-
body unison. It should be noted that | differemtidietween psychosocial self and
biological self to illustrate cooperative function$ an indivisible biocognition, rather
than to imply a Cartesian mind and body spilit.

I now introduce the termbiocognitive self (i.e. cognition and biology
contextualized within a cultural history) to encamsp thecoauthoringof biological self
and psychosocial self. If biocognitive self can Ibeuristically viewed as a
biopsychosocial (i.e. biocognitive) interactive ignthat defines, protects, and validates
the mind-body integrity of a human being, then ¢herust be rules of engagement to
differentiate self from non-self in situations ofological challenges and cognitive
dissonance. | propose thrbmethical code® as mediators to resolve biocognitive (i.e.
both physical and cognitive) challenges to thegrtg of biocognitive self.

A horizon codes proposed as the cognitive and biological rutes tletermine
the external horizons oflzelief field,as well as define what is biocognitive self and-no
biocognitive self. The horizons of the code arentzned cognitively with expectations
of reduced safety, and biologically with nervousmune and endocrine system (stress
hormones, immunological deregulation etc) respansébe cognitive-affective
parameters of the horizon code serve to maintaodgnitive self within known territory
and to signal when the boundaries are reachebelhorizon parameters fail to maintain
biocognitive self-coherence, ragulatory codes activated to address the violations of
horizons with more aversive biocognitive controlBransgressions are dissuaded
cognitively with apprehensions of dangerous outcoanad affectively with volatile

emotions. In order to assimilate new informatiooywhver, adiscovery codehrough the
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expression of our more exalted cognitions and emsetiserves to expand the horizons of
biocognitive self. The cognitive-affective compasit of the discovery code facilitates
the acquisition of knowledge by replaciagtrenchmentvith exploration The expansion
of horizons occurs cognitively through faith (i.action with propitious expectations) and
affectively with empathy and compassion. Faith,thrs treatise, does not refer to a
religious belief, but rather to expectations whitiee actual outcome will be perceived as
the best fit. The bioethical codes define, regulatel expand biocognitive self during
external and internal challenges. The cognitivegii¥e modes of each bioethical code
have differential effects on the external horizoois biocognitive self. While the
cognitive-affective components of the horizon aedulatory codes define and impose
entrenchment on the external horizons respectiibl,discovery code’s function is to

expand the external horizons and facilitate thegenesis of biocognitive self.

CONCLUSIONS
Since the rules of engagement to maintain integpitybiocognitive self (i.e.
bioethical codes) are learned within a culturatdrs the inculcate@thics(cultural rules
of conduct) becomebioethics (embodied philosophy). Thus, philosophy embraces
biology in an inseparable fabric where adherenbesdr, commitment and loyalty) as
well as violations (shame, abandonment and bedrdyae differential biocognitive
consequences. “Bioethical” philosophy becomes aitie the biology of ethics.
Understanding that moral conduct has biological segnences and, more
importantly, that it can affect health by how adimeres and violations are processed by

the immune system, teaching ethics can no longeliniéed to scholarly discourse.
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Bioethics must be advanced to more than a studwar&l conduct. And the lesson to
convey, is that conduct affects health becauseimummune system appears to have

morals.

Mario E. Martinez is a clinical psychologist andufaler of the Institute of Biocognitive
Psychology. To contact the author writalip @biocognitive.conor visit www.biocognitive.com

NOTES

! The stress model proposed by Hans Selye in th@498nown as the General Adaptation Syndrome
(GAS), specifically addressed the release of agrtiad other hormones durindight or flight experience.
More recent work (cited in the appropriate sectiafs this paper) demonstrate there are other
immunological products that respond to ethical atioins and cultural admonishments rather than to
physical or emotional safety threats.

2 See Mario E. Martinez, “The process of knowing: ddgnitive epistemology.Journal of Mind and
Behavior. 22(4), 407-426, Fall 2001.

% | define biosymbolicas a mind-body representation that has positiveegative biological expression. |
argue that ethical constructs such as commitmeanoh and loyalty have empowering (immune-
enhancing) functions, whereas, respectivelgbandonment, shame and betrayal have disempowering
(immune deregulating) consequences. Thus, a biosjenbxpression is the biological response to the
cultural interpretation of a word, thought or symbdeor example, words likeapist, saint mother and
symbols likeflag, cross andskull & bones engage physiological processes that are expressedding to
their cultural context.

* Psychoneuroimmunology is the interdisciplinanjdithat studies how thoughts and emotions affeet th
immune, nervous and endocrine systems.

® See S.A. Dickerson, M.F. Kemeny et al. Immunolabigffects of Induced Shame and Guilt.
Psychosomatic Medicine 6624-131.

® Cortisol is a hormone that can signal immune seggion when triggered by a fight or flight conditio
Proinflamatory products are immune system molec@gtokines) that cause inflammation in order to
surround an infected area. It has been recentbodésed that shame can also trigger the releasieesé
cytokines. While sustained secretion of cortisadueses immune function making the organism more
vulnerable to opportunistic viruses and bacterimlgnged proinflamatory secretion, in the absente o
infection, can contribute to cardiovascular disesdEnd rheumatoid arthritis.

" See Lola Romanucci-Ross, Daniel Moerman & Lauréfeaecredi, Eds.The Anthropology of Medicine:
From Culture to MethodBergin & Garvey, London, 1997.

8 See R A HahnSickness and health: An anthropological perspectNew Haven: Yale University
Press, 1995.

o SeeD.P. Phillips et al., The Hounds of the Baskersgildfect: Natural experiment on the influence of
psychological stress on the timing of dedtitish Journal of Medicine 323,443-1446, 2001.
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% 1n my view, society is a group consenting to rwésontrol that create imbalances through fear. (if

you don’t comply, you will pay with an aversive gaguence”) or through vanity (i.e. ‘if you don’thee

to our enticement you are not worthy”) in orderatchieve its objectives. Culture, being the collexti
archetypes assimilated by a group, maintains caberthrough ethical rules and moral judgment.

™ This broader dimension of bioethics integratesntioeal philosophy of the life sciences within atat,
with the psychoneuroimmunological consequence €tireeences and/or violations by its members. For
example, the biocognitive model addresses the lizmtbehavior of a medical culture as well asdsial
delivery systems (e.g. fear-based marketing, meédibaxing etc.) in order to assess the
psychoneuroimmunological effects on its practitisnend patients.

12 Martin Hoffman. Empathy and Moral Development: linptions for Caring and Justice. (2000)
Cambridge University Press: London.

131gA’s are antibodies found in saliva and other mumembranes which fight upper respiratory virus.

14 Natural killer cells (NK) are a type of lymphocyteat is part of the innate immune system. NK cells
play a major role in the rejection of tumors antiscefected by viruses.

157 cells belong to a group of white blood cells kmoas lymphocytes. They can be distinguished from
other lymphocyte cells such as B cells and NK d&fishe presence of a special receptor on their
membranes called T cell receptor (TCR).

16 Bioethical codes are cultural rules of conduct ra interwoven with our biology rather than the
conventional philosophical term “bioethics” thafides what is ethical medical practice. Thus in
biocognitive theorypioethicsliterally translates to the psychoneuroimmunolofjgthics.
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