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Tucson 2000: A Whirlwind Tour

... Thissystem aticdenial on sci ence’ spart of per sonal ity asacondi tion of events, this
rigor ousbelief thatinitsown essential andinner most natureour worldisastrictly imper
sonal world, may, con ceiv ably, asthewhirl i gig of timegoesround, proveto bethevery
defect that our descendants will be most surprised at in our own boasted science, the
omis sion that to their eyes will most tend to make it look perspectivel ess and short.

Wil liamJames

The theme of this year's Tucson conference involved the integration of first- and
third-person perspectives and methodologies. It featured eminent researchers in a
vari ety of fields; expertsonsuch diversedisci plinesascor ti cal processing, quantum
mechanics, and Buddhist meditation. For the more than 700 participants, the five
daysof lecturesand poster presentationsoffered anover whelmingarray of theoret i-
cal proposal sandexperi mental findings.

Ringmaster David Chalmers opened the conference by briefly recapping the his-
tory of thebian nua gath ering. In many ways, hisremarksweresimi lar totheaddress
which began the 1998 conference. He pointed out that the character of contributions
tothefield hasgonethroughatransi tion, frompri marily comprehensive, andlargely
incompatible ‘grand theories', toaspirit of incremental contri butionswhich hesug
gested has led to genuine prog ressin many areas.

Nobel Laureate Gerald Edelman started things off in the first session on
neurobiological models of consciousness. His presentation began with a review of
re-entrant sig nal lingamong heuronal groups, thefoundation of themod el sof pri mary
and higher-order con scious ness described in his 1990 RememberedPresent, and cul-
mi nated withanew theoreti cal devel op ment, thenotion of aDynamic Core, acontin
ualy changing complex of re-entrantly synchronized neural activity that Edelman
suggests may define the sub stanceand content of consciousness.

Thedistrib uted vision of the NCC that Edel man pre sented contrasted sharply with
theideas of the next speaker, John Tay lor, who sug gested aputative neurobiol ogical
mechanism centred around a specific consciousness module located in the parietal
lobe. Glancing over at Edelman, | noticed him clutching his head — in frustration,
deep thought, or exhaustion, | couldn’t tell. John O’ Keefe brought the session to a
close with new data garnered from electrophysiological studies in the hippocampus
of rats. Incontrasttomany recent contri butionsthatimpli catecoher ent neural oscil la
tions in the gamma (40HZz) range in binding various processing centres, O'Keefe's
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results suggest that oscillations in the theta (5Hz—10Hz) range in the hippocampus
may per formasimi lar function, aswell asserving asasource of temporal label ling
for pro cessesin other brain aress.

Thefirst-person per spective made adramatic appear ancein the next session, enti-
tled‘ What Canan Achromat K now about Col our Experi ence? Colour sci entist Knut
Nordby, thefirst speaker, talked about the experi ence of achromats— rareindi vid u-
alswhohaveno experi enceof col our what soever. Anaready enter taining presenta
tion entitled ‘What is This You Call Colour? was made more interesting by the
addition of several persona anecdotes, as Nordby is in fact an achromat himself.
Kathleen Akins followed with an exploration of human colour processing, arguing
first that the spec tral responses of thethree dif fer ent kindsof conereceptorsprovide
more useful infor mation than just per ceived col our — that one should think of spec
tral, rather than col our pro cessing, and sec ond, that theexperi enceof anachromatis
thus unlikely to be adequately characterized as simply lacking colour (as in a
black-and-white television). Of course, when it comes to colour vision, one can't
haveatalk about phenomenal experi enceand neuroscientific under standingwith out
inviting Frank Jack son’s‘Mary’ along (especially if you have David Chalmerslead-
ing the session), and the famous gedankenneuroscientist made several appearances
and prompted a number of interesting responses from both presenters, including an
inter esting confessionfromNordby, that wereheoffered theoppor tu nity to per ceive
nor mal col our (throughanovel sur gi cal procedure, for example), heexpectedthat he
would not be will ingto gothrough theconfusing pro cessof learningtoliveinacol-
oured world.

The afternoon plenary session chaired by Francisco Varela began with Russell
Hurlburt’s description of a unique methodology used to capture and study ‘the
diverseinhabit antsof consciousawareness , what hereferredto (fol low ing Dennett)
asthe Deni zensof the Phenom. Hurlburt’ ssubjectscarry aran dom beeper withthem
during their normal everyday activities which prompts them at various intervals to
recordwrit tendescriptionsof theirimmedi atemental content. Thistechniquehasled
Hurlburttoanumber of inter esting findings, includingthediscov ery that inthenat i
ral envi ronment of daily life, we are occu pied more than 95 per cent of thetimewith
mental activ ity whichgoesfar beyond mere sen sation. Hurlburt grouped hissub jects
reports into a number of categories, which included inner speech, images, fedling,
and unsymbolized thinking — a grouping which prompted one audi encemem ber to
vehemently respond ‘| just don’t understand this concept of “uncivilized thinking”
youkeepreferringto’. B.A. Wallacefol lowed, arguingthat progressintherefinement
of first-person introspective methods has lagged far behind prog ressinthird-person
methodologies, and that various meditative techniques, for example, are needed to
complement cognitive scientific approaches to consciousness. Wallace went on to
discussBud dhist contem plativetech niques, which heargued could beusedtoreveal
new infor mation about the sub stanceand struc tureof mental stateswith asophisti ca
tioncomparabletotheresultsof objectivesci entificinquiry about thebrain. Histalk
garnered a criti cal out burst from Susan Blackmore, who chided him severely for not
giving proper respect to scientific objective methods. His response, along the lines
that scientific meth ods do not give abe-al and end-all descrition of the world, sent
rip plesthroughtheaudi ence, and onepar tici pant remarked later that heeither showed



72 J. REIMER

amazing restraint or oversight by not bringing up the fact that he was well trained in
thesci entific method, withaPhD inphysics.

Someof theafter noon con cur rent sessionsbuilt onthemorning’ splenary presenta
tions, with addi tional sessionsonneurobiological cor relatesand first-personmeth od
ologies, for example. Others introduced new subjects. ‘Art, Aesthetics, and
Consciousness waswell attended, aswas* Slegp Dreaming’ and ‘ Anaesthesia . One
could see lone participants hurrying back and forth across the courtyard of the con-
ventioncentretry ingto takein speak ersfrom morethan one session.

Asthe sun began to set and the Santa Catalinamoun tainsgrew hazy inthedistance,
aflood of par tici pantsspilled down Con gress Streetin search of lessintel lectual sus
tenance. Those disguised as locals (who had remembered to remove their Tucson
2000 name tags) would have been indistinguishable from the general population
except for the overheard topics of their conversations. It was a somewhat startling
experi encetofind aseat at acheap pizzajoint and hear the peo plein the booth next to
youspeculatingaboutthephysi cal processesunder ly ingconsciousness, butitwasan
experience the likes of which became almost common placeover theweek.

Monday night offered the first of three poster sessions, where the variety of
approachestothesubject becamereally evi dent. Hun dredsof post ersweregroupedin
necessarily broad categories; neurobiology, philosophy, cul tureandhumanities,and
others. Fromsix-foot widelami nated spreadsto singletypewrit ten pages, Monday’ s
posters included such diverse titles as ‘Can a Zombie Pay Attention’, ‘High Fre-
guency Oscillations and the Subjective Experience of Pain’, and ‘How Hegel can
Contribute to Our Understanding of Consciousness'.

Tuesday began with the provocatively titled session ‘Is Visual Consciousness a
Grand lllusion? . The session was moderated by Alva Nog&, who has used the term
‘Grand Illusion Hypotheses' to refer to various theories of visual perception which
emphasize the disparity between our experience of a rich well-defined visua field
and exper i mental resultswhich seemtoindi catethat our visual worldisactualy an
illusion — somewhat like the illusion that the light in the refrigerator is always on.
Kevin O’ Regan pre sented somestar tling resultsfrom contin uing research on change
blindness, describing various experiments which show that surprisingly large
changes in a visual scene can occur without perception if small distracting ‘mud
splotches' are super im posed on the scene at the moment the changeismade. In order
to account for these and other findings he has suggested (in a pending paper
co-authored with Noé) that seeing does not involve the construction of a detailed
internal representation, but is essentially away of acting in the world. Arien Mack
presented experimental results which led her and others to the concept of
‘inattentional blindness'. Through thousands of trials, Mack has shown that alarge
majority of individuals somehow fail to notice a suprathreshold (i.e. normally visi-
ble) stimulusdirectly intheir visual fieldif their attentionisabsorbed by adistracting
visual task. Withfur ther study, Mack foundthat acer tainfew highly meaning ful stim-
uli (the sub ject’ sname, ahappy face, and astick fig ure of aper son, for exam ple) do
have a better chance of being perceived. Interestingly, these meaningful stimuli
requireahighlevel of processing, suggesting that the attentional mech anismsdo not
simply oper ateontheimmedi atecontentsof thevisual field. Jeremy Wolfeclosed the
session with a talk entitled * Post-attentive Vision and the Illusion of Perception’.
When we attend to patches of shape and colour in our visua field, they are bound
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together as objects. Wolfe went on to ask whether we retain the bound per cept of the
object when atten tion is directed el sewhere, or if the object’ s featuresdissolveback
into a primordial soup of pre-attentive features. If one thing was clear after the ses-
sion, it wasthat when it comesto visual con scious ness, things are amost never what
they seem.

The second Tuesday morning session focussed on the use of ayhuasca, an orally
active botanical preparation of DMT found in various South American cultures.
Therewasgood evi dencethat many atten deesat the confer encewereat least implic
itlyinter estedinthesubject of phar macologi callyinducedaltered statesof conscious
ness; for example, an afternoon session on the subject drew a larger audience than
several of the other concurrent sessions combined. The conference organizers
showed forethought in scheduling this session, however, as it put atered-state phe-
nomenol ogy oncentrestagewhileavoidingvar i ouscharged debatesabout the use of
synthetic drugs such as LSD and MDMA (athough some attendees might have
wishedfor morediscussion of theeffectsof thesedrugs). Thefirst presentation, given
by LuisEdu ardo L una, showcased thevivid paintingsof oneBrazil ian ayhuascasha
man. Leaning over the podium and gesturing energetically, Luna talked about the
colourful and rich phenomenol ogyandiconography of the ayhuasca visions, ending
with the spirited claim * Shamans do know things!” Cognitive psychologist Benny
Shanon followed. He presented the results of interviews with over 200 individuals
who had taken ayhuasca (both West ernersand natives), and described hisown experi-
ences with the psychedelic brew. He emphasized the idea that ayhuasca is not a
‘one-and-don€’ experience, that it takes many sessions to become proficient in
exploring the altered state.

The Tuesday afternoon plenary session addressed the concept of
self-consciousness. Robert Van Gulick began by taking a somewhat Kantian bent,
arguing that we should expand the notion of self-consciousness ‘downward’, to
include more than simply meta-consciousness, but also the various implicit
self-oriented processes which contribute to the organization of higher-order con-
sciousness. Susan Blackmore followed with a talk entitled ‘Dismantling the
Self-Plex: Meme Machines and the Nature of Consciousness based on ideas devel -
opedby Richard Dawkinsintheeighties. Memetictheory itself isinter esting and per-
haps deserves some mention, if only for the fact that it drew many references
through out therest of theweek. Accordingtothetheory, ‘memes' areinfor mation or
cul tural arti factssubject tothesamelawsof Dar winianselectionastheir biologi cal
counter parts; Christianity,communism, andtheArtist For merly KnownasPrince, for
example. Meme machines are ‘selective imitators’, i.e. human beings, in which
memesexist, vary, and are passed to other meme machines. In afur ther devel op ment
of thethe ory, a*meme-plex’ describes a group of memes which exist and reproduce
together in an interdependent or symbiotic way, and therefor, the ‘ self-plex’, which
wasthesubject of Blackmore' stalk, isthegroup of memesin any one meme-machine
whichderiveincreasedfit nessby their tiestotheextraor di narily suc cessful memeof
‘self’. But Blackmorestopped short of say ingthat con sciousnessitself wasamemeor
meme-plex. ‘If the self-plex is dismantled and the memes fall away’, she argued,
‘thereis till something left. And what that is,” she concluded, ‘| have noidea.’” The
‘meme-meme’, the idea of memes, was surprisingly successful. Blackmore could
often be seen being mobbed by various participants in the courtyard between
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sessions. At theend of the Tues day session, Susan Hurley, thefinal speaker, glanced
over at agroup of audi ence mem berswho had wan dered on stage and gasped in mock
Sur prise, * Susan, areyou signingautographs?

Hurley’ stalk was on the sub ject of self-consciousnessin ani mals, especialy dol-
phins and non-human pri mates. She argued that self-consciousness need not require
human conceptual abilities, and outlined several ways to envision non-conceptual
self-consciousnessinani mals, con cludingthat * agency and reasonsfor action, rather
than self-knowledge and reasons for belief, are central to understanding how crea-
tureswithout conceptual abil i tiesmight beself-conscious'.

Once again, the afternoon concurrent sessions offered a difficult-to-choose from
array of topicsincluding ‘Blindsight and Vision’, * Spir i tual Intel li gence’, and‘ Hyp-
nosisandMedi tation’. Onefasci nat ing session explored theage-oldtopicof therela
tionship between consciousness and time. Larry Hitterdale's talk at that session
presented an interesting challenge to purely materialist solutions to the mind-body
problem, based onthedispar ity betweenthetem porally symmetric* block uni verse'
descriptionof timegivenby physi cal theory, (i.e. special rel ativity), andtheinef fable
temporal flow that defines our con sciousexperi ence. Hitterdal e pointed out that the
materi al istisfacedwiththedif fi cult problemof explainingwhy theordi nary physi cal
processes which constituteconsciousness perform the ‘rather large task’ of creating
our perception of a linear, temporally localized, asymmetric series of events. Of
course, not al the presentationswere per hapsaschal lenging or well thought out, an
examplebeingM. Weinand' stalk oninter nal timepro cessinginepi lepsy. Weinand, a
neurosurgeon at the University of Arizona, made the startling suggestion that
‘reverse’ and‘imagi nary’ timeprocessingoccur aroundandduringepi lepticse zure.
Thisconclusionwashbased only onnegativeandimagi nary number resultsgivenby a
Mathematica model of seizure onset and cerebral blood flow. Asif the relationship
between consciousness and time wasn't puzzling enough, Weinand seemed deter-
mined to compound the mystery, refusing to clarify what he meant by ‘reverse’,
‘imaginary’, oreven‘timeprocessing’, shakinghisheadandsmil ingenigmati cally at
variousincredulous responses from the audience.

Thank fully, Wednesday offered somerespitefromthegruel lingschedule, withjust
two interesting plenary sessions in the morning. The first was on the increasingly
popular subject of neural synchrony. The possibility that modally or spatially sepa-
rated stim uli may beintegrated by tem porally coher ent neural activity isintuitively
apped ing, and anincreasing body of evi dence hasarisen recently to sup port theidea
that the neural correlate of consciousness (NCC) may be globally distributed (asin
Edelman’ sDynamic Core) rather thanlocal izedinonepar ticular anatomi cal area(as
inTay lor' spari etal lobehypoth esis). Ironically, the session was chaired by Christof
Koch, oneof themorepromi nent sci entistswho hasexpressed reser vationsabout the
ideathat the NCC is highly distributed.

The sec ond Wednes day ses sion focussed on prosopagnosia, theinabil ity of some
individuals with various neural pathologies to detect or process faces. Morris
Moscovitch presented afasci nat ing study of amanwith aclosed head injury who had
what seemed to bethe oppo sitedefect— hecould nolon ger rec og nizesim pleobjects
such as a bike, a camel, or a book, but he had excellent facial recognition skills —
better indeed than many mem bersof theaudi ence. When pre sented with apic tureof
veg etablesarranged likeaface, Moscovitch’ ssub ject saw aclear image of afacebut
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couldnot report seeing onions, broccoli, or car rots. Using thisindi vid ual, M oscovitch
was able to draw afine line between tasks which require object and face recognition
abilities. For example, the subject could recognize silhouettes, cartoon characters,
and car i catures, but not upside down facesor faceswith central por tionsremoved. It
seemed clear from histalk that themech anismsweusetorec og nizefacesaresignif i-
cantly distinct fromthemechanismsof ordi nary object discrimi nation.

Theface-blindness session wasagood exam pleof thediscourse betweenfirst- and
third-person approachesthat theconfer enceorganiz ershopedto achieve. Throughout
theduration of theconfer ence, var i ousspeak ersmade sometimesimpassioned argu
mentsthat first-personaccountsshould becon sid ered central tothesci entific study of
conscioushess, hotsimply tangential tothird-personmethod ol ogies. Shinzen'Y oung,
for example, during the Friday morning session on meditation and consciousness,
suggested that scientists studying the neural correlates of meditative states should
consider trained meditators as collaborators, not simply subjects, thus somewhat
echoing B.A. Wallace' s statements from the first session of the conference. But if
there was any evidence of a commitment to take first-person methodologies seri-
oudly, it was the inclusion of several speakers who were able to provide relevant
accountsof theview fromwithin. Knut Nordby’ sdis cussion of achromatismwasone
example, aswasBenny Shanon’ sdescription of theayhuascaexperi ence. Likewisein
the Wednesday afternoon session, Maoscovitch's interesting description of a
cognitive-science approach waspre ceded by atalk enti tled * A World Without Faces
given by aprosopagnosic, Bill Choisser.

Choisser described how heused hisrec og ni tion of cer tain specific object cues, spe
cifi cally long hair and bluejeans, to com pen satefor hislack of facial per ception, pro
viding an interesting confirmation of Moscovitch's findings. Apparently, the
tendency to choose certain key traits as a surrogate for faces is common among
prosopagnosics and occurs at an early age. Choisser’s description of his experience
was fascinating. He described sensing emotions from the way a person’s jeans
moved, andfeel inglonely if hecould not inter act with peo plewho possessed hischo
sen key traits. After five daysin the Navy, for example, surrounded by short-haired
uniformed men, he suffered a nervous breakdown. Surprisingly, Choisser realized
that he was prosopagnosic only recently. For many years, he didn’'t even have long
hair him self, and he described theexperi enceof look inginthemir ror aslit er aly not
having aface. ‘My world,” he concluded, *is very much one of bearded, long-haired
men.’

For thosewho could affordit, therewereoppor tuni tieson Wednesday after noonto
visit various attractions around Tucson, with guided trips to Tubac and San Xavier
and atour of Sabino canyon. And asevening approached, many par tici pantspiledon
chartered buses to make the trip to the Arizona-Sonoran Desert Museum, the site of
this year's conference banquet. What follows is a first-hand account of the banquet
from one of the youngerparticipants:

The ban quet was really great, | thought. OK, the food was pro foundly unwor thy of its
price tag (lukewarm ban quet style), but the museum was beau ti ful. It waskindain the
mid dleof nowhere, but thescen ery wasfab ulous—all theselit tleinti mategar densand
out door roomsfilledwithmeticulously organized blooming cacti, rocksand succulents.
| was hitter that the drinks till cost a ton, despite the $45 we'd already paid for the
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distinction of eating, but | got over it, distracted by the docents displaying cute little
taran tulasand hissing cock roaches. That wasanicetouch.

Theconver sationwaslively andinti mate, asnotablesat morethan fivepeo pleand most
sat fewer. Nothing really unusual hap pened asfar as| know — our table held one of the
edi torsof the Journal of Consciousness Studies, akindly phy si cian, aBerkeley grad stu-
dent, me, and acou ple of guyswhose pur posel’ vefor got ten.

Onenotablethingwasthefact that thiscrazy museum guard onagolf cart wascon stantly
circling, roughly roundingany peo plewhotriedtostray intothe Ari zonanight for aquick
glanceat the starsor abreath of non-scientist-recycled air. Hewasalit tle scary, although
| can seewhy youwould n’t want any of the conferenceesto get lost, especialy thoseless
young or sober.

Thursday morn ing was back to thegrind, and if you can’t believe that to this point
I’veonly cov eredthefirst threedays, you get the sense of epic discussionthat onefelt
actualy beingtherefor afull week. Thetopicof Thursday’ sfirst sessionwastherela
tionship between consciousness and volition. Is consciousness merely an
epiphenomenon, the foam on the crest of the wave, a pur plehazefloatingonneural
processes? Or is consciousness the source of agency that many people (if not some
notable philosophers) perceive it to be? Psychologist Daniel Wegner started things
off by clari fy ing thenotion of voli tion. Freeagency, or consciouswill, hesaid, issim-
ply aninter pretation of one’ scon sciousthought ascausing action. Hethenwent onto
suggest that the apparent causal relationship between conscious thought and action
reflects the fact that thought and action are generally congruent, not that they are
causally linked. In fact, he concluded, both are actually caused by related uncon-
scious pro cesses. The experi ence of con sciouswill, then, isreal, but the causal link
we infer from that experience is not necessarily valid. Philosopher John Searle was
the next to the podium, building on the foun dation that Wegner laid. He pointed out
that there is a causal gap between our consciously perceived decision-making pro-
cessesandtheresulting actionwetake. It isprecisely thisgap, hecontinued, wherein
enters the notion of free will. Oneis reminded somewhat of Sartre, who said that the
vertigoaper sonfeelsstanding onamountainledgeisnot thefear that hewill dlip, but
thefear that hisdeci sionto stay ontheledgeisnot causally suf fi cient to prevent him-
salf fromleap inginto the abyss. Searlewent on, how ever, to sug gest that the absence
of causal sufficiency at the high-level description of thought and action does not go
all the way down, that at the level of neuronal processes, things are in fact causally
deterministic, which confused some people. Several authors have criticized Searle
for presentingall sortsof argu mentsagai nst mechanisticdeter minismandfunctiona-
ism, while at the same time staunchly holdingtoadeclared materi al ism, suggesting
that he has painted him self into acor ner. Inter est ingly enough, Searle sug gested that
theten dency to stop at thelevel of theneu ronissomewhat biased, althoughhedid n’t
goasfar astorefer explicitly totheo riessuch as Penroseand Hameroff’ s, which make
heavy use of the fundamentally non-deterministicpropertiesof guantummechanics.
Later that day | overheard two notable philosophers wondering whether he would
ever resort to dual ism asaway out of the dilemma, going so far asto make a $20 bet
about whether Searle would ‘finally come clean’ as a closet duaist in a pending
paper. Chris Frith, the final speaker of the session, continued in the same vein as
Wegner and Searle, focussing more specifically on cases of psychosis where the
experi enceof acausal relation ship between thought and action breaksdown. Patients
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with out coher ent ‘ forward mod els' of theresultsof their actionsdescribeafeel ing of
some other agency willing their movements, and lose the ahility to discriminate
between, asFrithputit, ‘ the sen sory con sequencesof their own actionsand inde pend
ent events in the environment’.

Thesecond Thursday sessionfocussed onthephenom enon of synaesthesia, aform
of cross-modal link agewhich occursinonly per hapsonein sev eral thou sand people.
For synaesthetes, sensations in one modal ity cantrigger simul taneoussensationsin
another. A cer taintaste, for example, cantrig ger avery specificand vivid experi ence
of col our. Peter Grossenbacher gaveafasci nating over view of reportsgath eredfrom
twenty-four synaesthetes, emphasizing that synaesthetes do not simply perceive
these cross-modal sensationsin ametaphorical sense, but as real per ceptionsof col-
our, touch, etc., which aresometimeslocated inaspecific spatial location, and almost
alwaysappear consistently through many presentationsof thesamestimulus. For one
synaesthete, thelet ter ‘A’ appeared asavery specific shade of pink, asif ‘thelet ters
were holes in the paper and a light was shining through from behind.” Interestingly
enough, most synaesthetes seemed to enjoy the synaesthetic experi ence, evenfinding
it useful at times. One individual who saw months arranged like seats on a Ferris
wheel in front of her could n’timaginekeeping her sched ule straight any other way.
Ontheother hand, most synaesthetes al so reported that synaesthetic per ception could
be over whelming and distract ing. Grossenbacher’ sover view set the stagefor Jason
Mattingly’ sexploration of col our-graphemic synaesthesia, thespecificforminwhich
letters, words, and numbers trigger experiences of specific colours. Mattingly
showed that synaesthetestook arel atively shorter timetoidentify thecol our of acon
gruently col oured let ter (i.e. alet ter the same col our astheinvoked synaesthetic per-
cept) thananincongruently col ouredone. Unsur prisingly, control indi vidual sshowed
no difference in the two trials. Mattingly concluded that the synaesthetes' perfor-
mances on such tasks is evidence that additional perceptual processing (of the
invoked sensation) is occurring in these individuals. Once again, after the speakers
were finished, the audience had a chance to hear first-hand reports from a panel of
five or six synaesthetes who gave brief descriptionsof their experi ences.

The final session on Thursday focussed on ver bal reports asaguideto con scious
ness. This sessionwasespecially inter esting giventheconfer ence’ sfocus, asver bal
reportsserveasthepri mary gateway betweenfirst- and third-personmeth od ol ogies.
Lawrence Weiskrantz, professor emeritus of the phenomenon of blindsight, gave a
talk on the subject which sadly wasren dered almost incom prehensi bleby mal func
tions of the convention centre sound system. Studies of blindsight have been
extremely fruitful for attempts to distinguish between conscious and unconscious
pro cesses, thekey distinctionwhich many authors(Ber nard Baars, for example) have
argued gives us the epistemic hook we need to develop athe ory about the NCC. The
phenomenonof blindsight presentsarel atively clear set of experi mentally accessi ble
questions, and research onthe subject hasreached anotably highlevel of sophisti ca
tion. For exam ple, Weiskrantz finished histak by refer ringto acur rent study which
shows that even an unseen after-effect of an unseen coloured stimulus can have
experi mentally detect ableresults. Jonathan School er suggestedthatinaddi tiontothe
line between conscious and unconscious processes, it is important to distinguish
between conscious and meta-conscious processes. He pointed out that asking an
experimental subject to be meta-conscious of their experience often has disruptive
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effects on the spontaneousmental activ ity they’ reaskedto observe, concludingthat
moreaccu rateintro spec tivereportsmight beachieved by ask ing sub jectsfor aquick
‘read-off’ of thecontentsof con sciousness. Hurlburt’ srandombeepers, forexample,
seemed to be an excellent example of the latter technique. Finally, Adam Zeman’'s
talk was devoted to the conceivability and implications of unreportable conscious
ness, what hereferred to as‘ unarticul ated flashes of experi ence’ which might occur,
say, in cases of extreme brain damage. At the very least, the possibility that con-
sciousness might occur without being linked to mechanisms necessary for report
(verbal or otherwise), presents serious inconveniences to attempts to develop a sci-
enceof con sciousness. Zeman' stalk emphasized that while the wide spread assump-
tion that consciousness and reportability are inextricably linked is perhaps the only
paradigm under which to proceed experimentaly, to a certain degree, the emperor
justisn’t wear ing any clothes.

Thursday night after the concurrent sessions, about twenty of the students and
younger attendees met for informal discussion at the Hotel Congress. The current
incarnation of the study of consciousnessisrel atively new, andinonesenseany one
working on the NCC or the hard problem is new to the field. Paraphrasing Herbert
Simon, it's as if a whole host of philosophers, psychologists, and neurobiologists
woke up oneday and discov ered they were all study ing the samething. But like cog-
nitive science in the fifties, what started as simply a common area of interest at the
intersection of existing disciplinesis developing into afield in its own right, and it
was interesting to meet current students who are beginning to take for granted the
problems and meth odsdefined by aprevi ousgener ation of research ers. Theinter na
tional flavour of the confer enceat largewasreflected in thissmaller group, with par-
ticipants from al over the US and a number of European countries, including
Holland, England, and Italy. It was a terrific sight to see almost two dozen people
spread out in small groups on the floor of the hotel lobby, comparing interests and
backgrounds and reactions to the day’ s talks. The Hotel’ s unbelievable ninety cent
drink specials kept the conversation flowing for almost four hours until the loud
music from the club next door and the disapproving looks of the hotel staff lured
everyoneto their feet.

Fri day’ ssessiononquantum com putationand con sciousnessbeganwithanintro
ductiontotheconcept andsignif i canceof quantumcom putationby Gerard Milburn.
Milburnreviewedthehistory of theidea, begin ningwith Feynman’ ssug gestionthat a
computer which utilized quantum superposition might be able to outperform a con-
ventional computer, essentialy by carrying out a huge number of computations
simul taneously. Morerecently, Peter Shor has shown that acom puter based on quan
tum principles could theoretically factor large numbers in polynomial time, a task
which would have significant practical implications, as the security of the Internet,
forexample,isbasedlargely onthepracti cal impossi bil ity of factoringlargenumbers
quickly. Also fairly recently, David Deutsch has suggested that only a quantum com-
puter iscapableof mod e ling cer tain aspects of theworld accurately, and Milburn fin-
ished by wondering about the possibility of a quantum simulation of consciousness.
DavidAlbertfol lowed, withata k enti tled Mental Lifeand Physi cal Laws', and Stuart
Hameroff finishedthesessionwith areview of thecur rent state of thehypothesisheand
Roger Penrose have developed. The Hameroff-Penrose model has the distinction of
being one of the most spe cific and well-devel oped * some-extra-ingredient-is-needed’
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theories of consciousness, based on the notion that consciousness involves the
microtubul e-mediated super posi tionand quantum-gravity medi ated col lapseof rel &
tively largeassem bliesof neuronsinthebrain.

The second session explored therel ation ship between con sciousnessand medi ta
tivestates. Although sev eral of theweek’ sspeak ersreferred toadisap pointinglack of
in-depth research on medi tative con sciousness, Shinzen Y oung madethe most cont
prehensive proposal for future collaboration between meditators and cognitive
neuroscientists. He suggested that the concept of attention, whichisfundamental to
both cur rent sci entific attemptsto under stand con sciousnessandtovar i ouscontem
plativetradi tions, might serve asthe best bridge betweenfirst- and third-person meth
odol ogies. Y oung arguedthat both sci entistsand meditatorsmight ben efit fromsuch
collaboration, the former from sophisticated first-hand reports of mental states, and
thelatter frominfor mationabout morenat ural cat egoriesand mechanismsthat could
result in better meditative techniques. He also made the interesting suggestion that
functional brain imaging of attentional mechanisms in meditators might yield a
higher signal-to-noiseratiothansimi lar studieswithuntrained subjects. Y oung’ scall
for further functional brain imaging studies was immediately answered by David
Schnyer, who pre sented resultsfrom EEG stud ies of long-term meditators, agroup of
professional musi cians, andacontrol group. Therewere mur mursfromtheaudi ence
as he presented his findings, which seemed to clearly indicate that the meditators
showed significant dif fer encesinthedynamicsof their attentional pro cessing.

Friday’s final session, the final presentation of the entire conference, was titled
‘Neural Correlatesof ConsciousVisionandImagery’. Itisafasci natingtopic, andthe
speak erswerefirst-rate, but hon estly, | missedit. | hitawall, andit’smy ownloss—
and now it’ syoursaswell. Maybe now you’ Il decideto gotothe confer enceyour self
in 2002, rather thanrely ing onthe shaky testi mony of whom ever theedi torscanfina
gle into writing the review next time. Another confession might be in order at this
point. I've focussed on the plenary sessions, but that decision was somewhat arbi-
trary. It's a depressing fact that most of the con cur rent sessionswerecom parablein
every way to the plenaries, featuring well-known speakers and excellent presenta-
tions— depressing only becauseit meant that even if you were at the con fer enceall
day, every day, you were still missing more than half of the information being pre-
sented. Asl think I’ vepor trayed, it wasacon stant bat tleof saminajusttopartici pate
in full day’s worth. Even the free coffee distributed between the morning sessions
couldn’t keep me as atten tive as | would have liked.

How ever, even after thelast transpar ency of Wil liam Jameswasremoved fromthe
overhead projector, and the last speaker responded to that final question on Friday
after noon, andthelast gawk ing par tici pant | eft theposter sessionon Fri day night, the
conference was far from over. There was still the biannual Consciousness Poetry
Slamto attend, the per fect placeto get that feel ing of brain-fry and mind-bogglement
off your chest and reclaim your microtubules. Stu art Hameroff looked the part of MC
—thecool est catintown—with hisregular goatee capped off by abeat nik beret and
dark sunglasses. After a few Elvis jokes, he surrendered the microphone to those
mem bersof theaudi encedar ing or des per ate enough to expressthem selvesinverse.
Thepoetry ranged from seri ous, to tongue-in-cheek, to out right par ody. All thedeni-
zensof the previ ousweek cametolifeinnew col our, from zom biesto memesto Wil-
liam James (of course), and the spirit of the con fer ence shonethrough the rem nants of
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rea soned debate. When the poetry was done, athree piece band kept time as one per-
son after another jumped on stage with sometimesimpromptu versesof theindefat i-
gableZombieblues.

you see me

and | seeyou

not adif fer ence between us

‘cept | ain’t con-shus

Got them no-qualia-ain’ t-nothin’ -it’ s-like-to-be-azom bie blues.
(Well, you get the idea.) And when the final verse was sung, an impromptu dance
broke out, leaving the musicians struggling to keep up with the remaining
conferencees.

The atmosphere at the Saturday morning panel discussion moderated by Al
Kaszniak was somewhat more sub dued (or at | east sober). Stuart Hameroff, Mari lyn
Schlitz, David Chalmers, Donelson Dulany and Christof Koch gave short presenta-
tionsandfielded avari ety of questionsonthecur rent stateand futurepossi bil i tiesof
consciousnessstudies. Chalmersvoi ced thehopethat the cur rent renai ssance of work
on the subject of consciousness won't be followed by a period of neglect like the
behaviourist backlash of the early part of the century. Koch expressed similar
thoughts, pointing out that it’ shard to know wherewearein thedevel op ment of asci-
enceof con scioushess. Comparedtotheevo lution of physics, for example, areweat
Gadlileo, Newton, Maxwell, or Einstein? It was a question that many participants
speculated on throughout the week. Some were optimistic that significant progress
might be made in their lifetimes. Others, like one individual | talked to at the Hotel
Congressdur ing the Thursday night meet ing thought of thingsinlonger terms.*You
know," he said, ‘this may be what people look back on in 300 years as the start of
somethingimpor tant. . . . Of course,” headmit ted after amin ute, ‘ that may just bethe
sort of thing | say at abar at two in the morning with abeer in my hand.” In general,
and in line with David Chalmers' opening remarks, the widespread atti tudetowards
the current status of at least the ‘hard problem’ seemed redlistic, but not resigned.
Compared to the 1998 conference, there seemed to be less tolerance for claims of
coherent, final theories, and an awareness that there were probably at least half as
many such‘solutions astherewerepar tici pantsinthelecturehall at any giventime.
Chamers had an appeal ing way of talk ing about thewhole affair likeabig politi cal
convention — you have the panpsychist cabal, the functionalist cabal, and others all
roll ing around together try ing to con vince each other how to vote.

Asafinal oppor tu nity for peo pleto meet and talk infor mally, Chalmersextended a
genera invi tationto aparty at hishouseon Sat ur day night, whichwaswell attended.
Although hedid n’'t announceit, it was his birth day aswell, and Susan Blackmoreand
oth ers passed around acard and brought out ahuge cake with dan ger ously large cant
dles. Unfortunately, the beautiful brain and zombie icing was rendered invisible by
the hoard of hungry partygoers before Chalmers had the opportunity to seeit, and
Blackmoretried franti cally to reassem bletheimage out of theremaining pieces. But
alas, all that was |eft was asinglezombiefoot.

Thanks to Dia VanGunten for jogging my memory and Edy Moulton for her lovely
description of the banquet.



