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Letters

More on consciousness

It should be apparent that there is no one
“mind-body” problem (“Consciousness Rais-
ing,” SN: 10/10/92, p.232). Philosophers and
scientists disagree about what consciousness
is, what it does, whether it has a causal
interaction with the brain, and how neural
processes combine to produce seemingly inte-
grated experiences.

There are also some intriguing paradoxes.
For example, if one views the brain from the
outside (a third-person perspective), the func-
tions attributed to consciousness seem to be
explainable in terms of neural information
processing. But viewed from the inside (a first-
person perspective), what we experience ap-
pears to influence our lives in an indefinitely
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large number of ways. It is difficult to see how
consciousness could have causal effects on
brain processing or how brain processes could
produce conscious experiences.

Nonetheless, there are a great many in-
stances of each. Perhaps the mystery sur-
rounding them has more to do with the way we
think about such interactions than the interac-
tions themselves.

Philosophers such as Dennett seek to per-
suade us that our conscious experiences are
ultimately nothing more than an aspect of the
brain’s virtual machine. But a more radical
proposal is that our “third-person-perspec-
tive” science needs to be supplemented with a
“first-person-perspective” science.

Causal interactions of brain and conscious
experience can then be seen as “mixed-per-
spective” accounts — where events as viewed
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by a subject interact with other events as
viewed by an experimenter. This dependence
of observations on the conditions of observa-
tion has long been taken for granted in physics.

Max Velmans
Professor of Psychology
Goldsmith’s College
University of London
London, England
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