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Two approaches to consciousness

« Mysterians: consciousness is a mystery that we have
no idea how to tackle with the tools and methods of
cognitive science.

« Cognitive scientists: we have thriving research
programs that study different aspects of the conscious
mind and how consciousness contributes to action and
cognition.
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Response to the mysterians

 The so-called hard problem of consciousness will
disappear once we have a good enough understanding

of the various phenomena lumped together under the
label “access consciousness”.

e Daniel Dennett
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The analogy from biology

« Vitalism in biology: in the early 19" century, vitalists believed
that the mechanist tools of biology and chemistry were in principle
incapable of explaining the difference between living organisms
and the rest of the natural world. Thus the proposed “vital force”.

« Vitalism has no scientific credibility today. The more that was
discovered about the biology and chemistry of living things, the
less work there was for a vital force.

- However, the debates about vitalism is important in forcing
biologists to develop new models and new experimental tools.
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Overview

Consciousness is an almost bipolar topic in contemporary cognitive science. On the one hand, we
have many exciting experiments and creative theories aiming to understand what consciousness is
and how it contributes to cognition. On the other, there are powerful arguments that it is
impossible to give an information-processing model of consciousness. This chapter looks at both
sides of the debate.

Section 15.1 introduces the challenge of consciousness through Frank Jackson's much-
discussed Knowledge Argument We then consider the differences between conscious and
nonconscious information processing. Section 15.2 explores how these are revealed in priming
experiments and by studying the behavior of brain-damaged patients. Section 15.3 draws on these
findings to explore theories about the function of consciousness. In Section 15.4 we look at two
powerful arguments objecting to that whole way of proceeding. According to these arguments,
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