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What is consciousness? How do physical processes in the brain give rise to the self-aware mind

and to feelings as profoundly varied as love or hate, aesthetic pleasure or spiritual yearning? These

questions today are among the most hotly debated issues among scientists and philosophers, and

we have seen in recent years superb volumes by such eminent figures as Francis Crick, Daniel C.

Dennett, Gerald Edelman, and Roger Penrose, all firing volleys in what has come to be called the

consciousness wars. Now, in The Conscious Mind, philosopher David J. Chalmers offers a cogent

analysis of this heated debate as he unveils a major new theory of consciousness, one that rejects

the prevailing reductionist trend of science, while offering provocative insights into the relationship

between mind and brain. Writing in a rigorous, thought-provoking style, the author takes us on a

far-reaching tour through the philosophical ramifications of consciousness. Chalmers convincingly

reveals how contemporary cognitive science and neurobiology have failed to explain how and why

mental events emerge from physiological occurrences in the brain. He proposes instead that

conscious experience must be understood in an entirely new light--as an irreducible entity (similar to

such physical properties as time, mass, and space) that exists at a fundamental level and cannot be

understood as the sum of its parts. And after suggesting some intriguing possibilities about the

structure and laws of conscious experience, he details how his unique reinterpretation of the mind

could be the focus of a new science. Throughout the book, Chalmers provides fascinating thought

experiments that trenchantly illustrate his ideas. For example, in exploring the notion that

consciousness could be experienced by machines as well as humans, Chalmers asks us to imagine

a thinking brain in which neurons are slowly replaced by silicon chips that precisely duplicate their

functions--as the neurons are replaced, will consciousness gradually fade away? The book also

features thoughtful discussions of how the author's theories might be practically applied to subjects

as diverse as artificial intelligence and the interpretation of quantum mechanics. All of us have

pondered the nature and meaning of consciousness. Engaging and penetrating, The Conscious

Mind adds a fresh new perspective to the subject that is sure to spark debate about our

understanding of the mind for years to come.
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The basic problem with any materialist theory of consciousness is that there is no room for

consciousness to *do* anything -- it is caused by certain material processes but does not itself

cause anything. The firing of a neuron can always be explained in terms of the firing of other

neurons, the impingement of a photon on a photoreceptor, or some other objectively observable

cause. At no point is it necessary to say that "this neuron fired because the brain it was part of had

such-and-such a subjective experience". Thus consciousness is not logically necessary in our

objective description of the material world, so we can at least conceive of a world where David

Chalmers' zombie twin writes papers and books about the mind-body problem without ever having

any subjective experience itself. This seems absurd but the absurdity is inherent in all the various

flavors of functionalism or property dualism. And "new physics" won't change the picture at all --

string theory, quantum gravity, quantum multiverses, and any as yet unconcieved of physical theory

are all simply more of the same kind of "ontological stuff" that we already have -- objective

procedures for predicting the behavior of objectively measurable things.Some functionalists attempt

to make the problem go away simply by declaring conscious states a matter of definition -- "pain" is

some set of states of an information processing system, "pleasure" is some other, etc. Thus whether

a robot that makes a convincing whine when you hit it actually experiences pain is a matter of

definition.
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