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Richard Bright: Your book, The Meme Machine, was published fifteen years ago, how far have we 

come in better understanding memes and their significance? 

Susan Blackmore: Nothing like as far as I would have hoped by this time. I must say, when I wrote 

the book, which I did with great trepidation. I thought, either the whole thing would be shown to be 

rubbish fairly quickly, and it would just fizzle out or, in fifteen years time we’d have university 

departments, we’d have courses on memetics and there’d be lots of books and journals. None of 

that has happened! There was an electronic journal which was quite good for a while and it fizzled 

out. I don’t know if it’s fair to make a comparison with Darwin’s Theory of Evolution early on, when 

people were struck by it, terrified by it, didn’t really know what to make of it, and then really no 

serious research happened for a very long time. Now, we look back on it and the whole of biology 

and some other sciences depend on understanding that. I’m still hopeful now, that in the end, 

memetics will come to be seen as the right way to understand human nature, human culture, 

artificial intelligence and other things to come. But, for the moment, it is still very much a minority 

subject, and most scientists think it’s rubbish. 

RB: You could say it’s on hold. 

SB: Not quite on hold, there are a few of us working on it. There’s quite a lot of interesting work 

going on with internet memes and why some thrive and some don’t, and the conditions under which 

they do, the effects of different people’s relationships and so on, to which internet memes thrive. 

There’s a lot of work going on in cultural evolution, but there are a lot of arguments about which is 

the best way to understand cultural evolution. A lot of scientists think that culture doesn’t even 

evolve. Steven Jay Gould said, ‘I wish people would stop talking about cultural evolution, it doesn’t 

evolve!’ I think that’s been overtaken. A huge number of scientists now agree that culture evolves, 

but a lot say that memetics is not the way to go, that it’s not we can’t apply universal Darwinism, 

that meme’s aren’t replicators, and so on. I think they’re wrong! It’s very difficult to find ways to 

clarify that and come to a definite conclusion. 

RB: Could you give some examples of memeplexes? 

SB: The most obvious example of successful memeplexes are the religions, because these are 

absolutely classic ones. The word ‘memeplex’ is a contraction of ‘co-adapted meme-complex’, along 

the lines of a co-adapted gene-complex. A co-adapted gene-complex is something like this:  animals 

who eat meat have a certain type of intestine, certain types of teeth, certain types of body structure, 

because all of that goes together with having to catch your prey and eat it. All the genes that do 

those things tend to get passed on together in all sorts of different species. Whereas, animals that 

eat grass and run away from predators have completely different intestines, bodies, and so on. 

Those are co-adapted gene-complexes. 

With memes, the similar idea is this: Naked memes – something like a simple gesture that I do and 

you copy – are not very successful. To make a successful memeplex a lot of things have to club 

together, like genes do, but they have to club together into groups which will include tricks, the 

equivalent of membranes and so on, in order to get themselves passed on. A financial institution, or 

the idea of money, is such a thing. You could also say that stories are memeplexes. I think the human 

self is a memeplex. 

The example that I began with, religion, is in a way the most obvious and very scary, because of its 

power. You can look on any religion, including the great religions of the world , Christianity, Islam, 



Judaism and so forth, as a collection of memes which thrive better as group than they could possibly 

on their own. For example, if you tell somebody that a piece of bread is going to turn into a dead 

person’s body, why would anyone in their right mind believe such a thing? Or, if you tell them that 

somewhere that they can’t see, over there, somewhere else that you cannot even say where, is an 

amazingly wonderful place that you will go to when you die (if you are very good)… surely they are 

not going to believe that! But people do believe these things when the whole structure of the 

religion is passed on together and is protected by threats and promises. 

So, a religion operates in a similar way, I would say, to a chain letter. It’s much more complex, but it 

includes a “copy-me” instruction: ‘Pass on the good news of Jesus!’ or ‘You must bring up all your 

children as Muslims like you are”, “you have to marry a Muslim,’ and so on. Along with that, there 

are the threats and promises; hell, heaven, terrible things that can happen to you. In Islam, for 

example, if you are an apostate, if you reject the faith, you deserve to die. Certainly in the Koran, 

there’s a most horrible list of things that happen to people who don’t believe it is the word of Allah. 

These are the things that construct a memeplex that then finds it easier to get from one brain to 

another. And that’s what, unfortunately, we have to live with on this planet. Today, there are an 

awful lot of memeplexes that have been very successful for two thousand years and are still causing 

people misery, death, violence, horror, and actually are causing people to believe things that are not 

true, to fear things that need not be feared! 

RB: Do you think then, that science and religion are compatible when it comes to understanding the 

human mind? Is there anywhere they can meet? 

SB: They can certainly meet in trying to understand the sort of things I’ve talked about. If this is a 

useful way of thinking about religions, which I think it is, then we have to look at how they adapt to 

their different circumstances; that’s an evolutionary way of looking at it. In fact, there are people 

doing this kind of work; looking at how Christianity has adapted to different niches, if you like. In 

some circumstances, it’s mostly passed down the generations vertically but, in other circumstances, 

it gets all evangelical and is mostly passed from person to person of the same generation. You can 

see the way Catholicism is having to change to adapt to the modern world. So, you can take an 

evolutionary analysis of these things, which is, in a sense, science and religion coming together! But, 

I think that science and religion are utterly incompatible when it comes to things like ‘Why are we 

here?’ The big questions, which people like you and me really want to answer, the big questions – 

‘Why are we here?’; ‘What is the meaning of it all?’; ‘What is all this ‘stuff’?’; ‘What’s going to 

happen?’; ‘What should I do?’; ‘Why do people suffer?’; ‘Why is there so much suffering in the 

world?’. Most religions purport to answer those questions, and science comes along and says, ‘Well, 

actually your answers are a load of rubbish!’ So they are incompatible in that sense. 

RB: How does your background and experience with Zen Buddhism inform your scientific enquiry, 

and vice versa. And we can distinguish whether Buddhism is actually a religion or a practice? 

SB: Let me say something about that first, and then I’ll come back to your larger question. I think 

Buddhism has become a religion, like many others. It has rituals and rites, things you are supposed 

to promise, vows that you take, special clothes that you wear, all that kind of stuff. It doesn’t have a 

‘god’, it doesn’t have (well, in most versions), it doesn’t have a heaven and hell, and the threats and 

promises of these; but in some versions it does. Tibetan Buddhism is full of ideas that I find 

completely bizarre; the idea of personal reincarnation is very popular among Tibetan Buddhists; they 

have hell realms, gods and so on. Zen is blissfully free of most of those things. All of this is the reason 

why I am not a Buddhist. I’ve not taken any vows, I’ve not taken the Buddhist Precepts therefore I’m 

not allowed to join Buddhist organisations. I don’t want to be seen by other people that say, ‘Oh 



you’re a Buddhist, you must believe X.’ One of the great things about the Buddha was that he 

effectively said, ‘Go and find out for yourself. Learn to meditate, sit down and calm your mind down 

until it’s totally quiet, and then you will see for yourself.’ I like that. 

So, to come to your larger question, that is one of the ways in which my science and my Zen practice 

come together. They are both saying, ‘Don’t take anyone else’s word for it’, don’t just listen to other 

people, go and find out! Of course, in Zen practice, you do listen to your teachers. But this is more to 

gain advice than to imbibe immutable doctrines.  In science, you read all the stuff, learn how to do 

all the experiments yourself, and learn from other scientists but you don’t, ultimately, take anybody 

else’s words for it; In Zen you do the work yourself, sit and meditate every day, go on retreats, learn 

to see clearly with your own mind. So, they both have that urge, incentive, demand to investigate. 

In another sense, what I think used to surprise me, and I now take for granted, is how the two have 

come together during my lifetime. When I was younger, in my twenties, I was training as a scientist, 

but I was also just beginning to meditate and try lots of other things, like reading tarot cards, gazing 

into my crystal ball, using the I Ching, and doing research on Astrology.  The only thing that stuck, 

after all my experiments showed no paranormal powers, was meditation, and eventually getting into 

Zen. In those days, my science was my serious stuff that I was doing, and the rest was just on the 

side. But the two have come together in remarkable ways. The main thing is that I’ve always been 

driven to understand the nature of consciousness. I wouldn’t have put it that way then, because 

back in the 1970’s you couldn’t even mention the word ‘consciousness’ in a scientific context. But in 

the mid-90’s, there was the first Tucson conference where David Chalmers coined the term, “the 

hard problem”. Suddenly you could talk about that. Then I could look back and say, ‘Oh yeah, all that 

struggle with the paranormal over all those years, I was really trying to understand strange 

experiences.’ But looking for the paranormal is not the way to do it. 

So, why are strange experiences interesting? It’s because they are getting at the very nature of 

consciousness. Sitting in meditation and watching the antics of the mind now coheres, for me, very 

well with the study of consciousness; with all the fantastic neuroscience that’s going on, with all the 

things I learn at the conferences and through journals and so on, about research on consciousness. 

The two are very much intertwined in my life now. To be more specific, I would say that both of 

them lead me to say that the current approaches to consciousness are doomed to failure. I would 

say that through looking at how the brain works, or looking in meditation and mindfulness at how 

my own mind works, come to the same conclusion, that we’re deeply deluded about our own minds. 

We need some much clearer thinking! 

RB: Yes, I’m with you on that! When I left college I studied and practiced Buddhism in a Vihara in 

London. One of the signs above the door, as you left, was “Unlearn. Experience”. Not unlearn 

everything that you’ve just been taught, but learn by experiencing it. That’s been going through my 

whole approach and research ever since. 

SB: It’s a tricky one though, because if you have to unlearn, and I do understand why one is urged to 

unlearn… but, then you have to learn as well! 

RB: Yes, exactly! I was studying the Abhidhamma at the time, which went into great depth the study 

of consciousness and thought process, mind activities etc. I said to my teachers, who were Buddhist 

monks, ‘What does ‘unlearn’ mean, I’ve just learnt all this!’ They didn’t explain it, they just said, ‘Just 

experience. Go away and meditate and you’ll relearn.’ 

My next question involves introspection. William James proposed that the mind should be studied 

not only through behaviour and brain functions, but should also include introspection. Scientists 



have taken up the two very keenly; as you said, consciousness was not a word you could use until 

the 1990’s. Recently, the practice of what is known as “contemplative science” has been called for, 

the coming together of contemplative and scientific methods of enquiry. For two and a half 

thousand years contemplatives have been studying the mind, and this is mainly ignored by science. 

So, my question is, do you think contemplative practice can collaborate with science in the study of 

consciousness? 

SB: I hope it can, but it’s very, very hard, as the history of introspection shows. William James is one 

of my great, great heroes. I love his two volume, Principles of Psychology. I’ve read all of it, but I’ve 

read some parts of it lots of times. His methods of introspection are fairly haphazard, but very deep; 

his introspection of the self, and so on. What he did was use introspection and then the ideas that he 

gleaned from watching his own mind, to try to formalise the nature of self, the nature of 

consciousness, the nature of perception, and so on. This was different from the introspectionists, 

who were around at a similar time, who were trying to agree exactly, for example, on what you were 

looking at when you looked at a flashing light, or a particular object. They disagreed, and because 

they disagreed there were arguments. There would be the whole problem of, if your boss sees this, 

then the student would feel as though they have to agree. They didn’t develop any methods for 

really solving that problem. 

Then we get the whole behaviourist thing, and unfortunately all of Freud. To me the worst thing that 

happened in twentieth century psychology was Freud distracting everybody from the wonderful 

foundations laid by Helmholtz, William James and the physiological psychologists. Then came the 

dark ages of behaviourism, which I can totally understand, because when you struggle with the 

problems of introspection and consciousness, it’s all so ghastly and difficult. To just study behaviour, 

at least you’ve got something reliable, you can be properly scientific in the sense that you can agree 

about your findings. So, we’ve gone through all of that and we’ve come back to saying, ‘Yes, well, 

let’s really try to have a new kind of introspection.’ But that is really, really hard because you can 

have ten people who learn the same meditation tradition and they will find some similar things, and 

they’ll find lots of different things. 

How do you adjudicate when somebody says, ‘Ah, but when I look into the nature of time...’ Some 

phenomenologists and neuro-phenomenologists might say, ‘We’ve got protension and retention, 

and we’ve got this happening in time’. Then you get others, like myself, who meditate for quite a 

long time, and meditate on certain kinds of Zen koans, where time simply disappears and becomes 

something quite other than what we are used to. How do you decide between two people who are 

saying these completely different things? Which is of any use? I mean, I can’t even say which is right. 

We have this problem endlessly. 

There are some really good researchers out there now, trying to work with these problems and find 

a way to integrate the results of contemplation and meditation with the neuroscience. My approach 

is a bit different. I think it’s a mistake to try to do that adjudication; although, I’m delighted to see 

people trying! I hope they get somewhere with it; I think they will. But, my approach is to say, ‘What 

I learn through meditation can lead me to new hypotheses about the brain, about consciousness. 

This is very Popperian, if you like, basic principles of a certain kind of approach to science. What 

you’re doing in science is, you’re coming up with hypotheses or theories, or hypotheses derived 

from theories that are testable in the world, you then go out and test them and they thrive or not. 

Where do those hypotheses and theories come from? It doesn’t matter. What matters is, can you 

test them? And, do they pass the test? Or, do they lead you on to further useful research? 



This is what I tried to do with my book, Zen and the Art of Consciousness, which is mostly about 

these ten koans, or ten Zen questions. The book begins with saying, ‘This is the way most people in 

consciousness studies seem to be thinking at the moment; looking for the neural correlates of 

consciousness; thinking that some parts of what’s going on in the brain are conscious and some 

aren’t; thinking we have to explain the unity of consciousness, the unity of self and so on.’ All of 

which I think are wrong! I don’t know how many hours, days, weeks I’ve spent sitting, asking ‘What 

is this?’, or ‘Who am I?’, ‘There is no time’, ‘What is memory?’, ‘When is this?’ These are really 

difficult questions, and getting deeper and deeper, unlearning, as you’ve just said, to the point 

where it seems to me that the unity of consciousness disintegrates; the unity of the self either 

completely disappears or becomes something completely different. It seems to me, through my own 

personal practice, that under certain circumstances, if you ask me what I was conscious of a moment 

ago, or what I was conscious of in a particular moment, I don’t know! There’s so much stuff going on, 

which given certain subsequent behaviours, I’ll say that was conscious, but, do something else and 

I’ll say that was, and the two are not related to one another. Now, if I can’t say which of these things 

going on were in my consciousness, who can? This shows up a serious problem! 

The way the science is going at the moment, it seems that a lot of people, and Dan Dennett would 

call them Cartesian Materialists, believe that, in the brain, there are some processes that are 

conscious - they’re consciously processed, or they give rise to consciousness, or they create 

consciousness, or consciousness emerges from them - and there are other processes in the brain, 

perhaps the majority, that are unconscious. That seems such an obvious idea that it must be true 

and people don’t seem to be able to get out of it. On the basis of that idea is predicated the entire 

hunt for the neural correlates of consciousness. 

But, there’s a very frequent mistake made here. People mix up the neural correlates of 

consciousness (which I say don’t exist) with the neural correlates of thoughts, perceptions or 

whatever (which is fine I have no problem with). We know that you can look at the neural correlates 

of seeing a bird, or the neural correlates of hearing this sound, or the neural correlates of thinking 

this thought; we can get to that. But with the NCCs you look for the neural correlates of what makes 

this process in the brain conscious and that one not – where ‘consciousness itself’ is happening or is 

created or whatever. I don’t think there is such a place or such a process or such a thing as 

‘consciousness itself’. If there were it would mean a ‘magic difference’ between conscious processes 

and unconscious ones. 

Of course, if they’re right, they will get somewhere with this research, they will pin the NCCs down, 

they will find what the NCCs are. For example, forty hertz oscillations, or the interconnections 

between the thalamus, or integrated information. Whatever it is, they will find it and I’ll be proved 

wrong. 

I think it will never be found, because when we say, ‘I was conscious of X’, it’s an after-the-fact 

attribution of something called “consciousness”, to one of the myriad things that are going on. 

We’re able to do that because we are able to speak, to think in words and so on. But, there is no 

more to consciousness than that attribution after the fact. Or, very occasionally, there’s an 

attribution now, for example ‘Oh, now I become mindful’, or ‘Oh, now I’m conscious of the screen 

and of you looking at me out of the screen!’ We can do that, but most of the time we’re not doing 

that and there’s no answer to the question ‘what am I conscious of now?’ 

So, to come back to the question you asked me, about introspection and the interplay between that, 

science and contemplation. I want to use the results of what I see during contemplation, during 

meditation, during mindfulness practice, I want to see that as a help towards trying to understand 



the delusions that we are under, to then go back to the science and say, ‘Right, if what I saw in this 

way is correct, then what we should expect in the brain is this.’ That seems to me a very scientific 

way of using meditation and contemplation. But, there are plenty of others doing first-person 

investigations, and that’s great it’s come back into the science of consciousness. I think it’s really 

important and helpful. 

RB: You’re saying that there has to be a correspondence between the subjective first-person and the 

objective third-person? 

SB: Yes, the whole point about studying consciousness is we’re studying subjective experience. But, 

what on earth do we mean by that? I think what we’re in the middle of now is the complete 

transformation of what we mean by subjective experience. If experience is truly subjective, and 

cannot be made objective in any way, then we can never get it at all. Then we’re really stuck! All we 

can do is to get people to talk about it. Well, what are they talking about? Is there this thing called 

their “subjective experience” that they can talk about? Or, is the talking itself actually shaping what 

they think is subjective experience, but isn’t really? Hence, the power of meditation, to calm the 

mind, drop verbal discourse and see more clearly. Then, of course, it’s incredibly hard to say 

anything about it! 

There was a marvellous argument online between Dan Dennett and David Chalmers about first-

person science. Personally, I don’t think there can be a first-person science. Science is intrinsically a 

third-person activity, or second-person if you like, it requires people to agree about what they see, 

or what they find, or what their apparatus shows them, or whether the maths works out, or 

whatever. You can do science on your own, but it doesn’t really become science until you publish 

the work, other people see it, they argue, they go and do the experiment and repeat it, or they don’t 

repeat it. Now, there’s a little bit of that in Zen. This is what my Zen teacher John Crook used to call, 

“subjective empiricism”. He would say, ‘If you do this meditation practice, then you will find this.’ 

And, indeed, on the whole, people do, but then, there’s suggestion and so on! 

I don’t know whether it’s relevant here, but last year I went on a fascinating retreat, which was 

called the jhanas retreat. The jhanas are a series of eight increasingly absorbed mental states 

reached through concentration. For a long, long time, ever since I first heard of the jhanas, I’ve been 

fascinated by the idea that you could have some technique that you would do to get you into a 

‘specific discrete altered state of consciousness’. Is this possible? I wanted to find out. I went along 

thinking the chances of actually getting to these states were pretty slim. Even if they exist, I’ll 

probably never know, but anyway, I thought I’ll go along on the ten day retreat and have a go. It was 

absolutely fascinating! The teacher, Leigh Brasington, gave us very clear instructions. 

In the past I have not done much concentrative meditation (or closed meditation). Most of my 

practice has been Zen open meditation or just sitting, being alert and aware of everything equally at 

once without judgement. So this training was quite different. We had to concentrate really, really 

hard on the breath or whatever he told us to concentrate on. I managed to adapt my practice to that 

and then these extraordinary things happened! I got this energy called “Piti” - you get shaking and 

other strange effects. Then you have to learn how to calm that down and you go into a different 

state. I only got as far as the third jhana during that retreat, but it seemed clear to me that these 

instructions do lead to something that is at least comparable across different people. I’m just giving 

that as an example of something where we may have what John Crook calls “subjective empiricism”. 

That is, you have a technique, you do it, and empirically you will find the same result. But, we still 

have to be aware of all these problems of suggestion and expectation, and the fact that different 



minds will behave in different ways. But, hey, these are things that we can work with as we go on, 

I’m sure! 

RB: Yes, I’ve also practiced jhanic absorption states and Vipassana meditation on ten day, very, very 

intense courses over the years. There’s a particular deep contemplative state which is the level of 

neither-perception or non-perception. 

We could consider a scenario where of an outside observer, observing a person’s brain activity in 

this deep level of concentration. The person who is concentrating will have no knowledge of any 

physical attributes corresponding to this state. The outside observer may have measurements and 

would argue that the contemplative state of the person is a direct result of the physical attributes of 

the brain, even though the contemplative has induced that state through continued practice. The 

contemplative could equally say, the physical attributes of the brain are a direct result of his or her 

practice. 

SB: Yes, of course they would, but you only get in a muddle with any of that if you are a dualist of 

some kind. If you believe in, let’s say, free will, or if you believe that mind can affect matter, then 

you are a dualist, because you think mind and brain are separate things. In that case  you’re going to 

get yourself into every kind of ghastly muddle that there is, because you’re going to imagine that the 

meditator is an inner conscious being who causes his brain, or her brain, to go into certain states… 

well, you’re lost! Hence, all the muddles that people get themselves into. 

The way I prefer to think about this is quite different - the meditator is somebody who happens, in 

their life, given where they were born and their genes and everything else, to have met a meditation 

teacher or group, because of the way their brain is and have found it appealing to do this practice. 

The practice is basically brain training. As James Austin said, ‘Zen training is brain training’. Many 

other people have said similar things, what you are doing in meditation, is training attention, 

training it not in the sense of, ‘I am training my brain’, but, ‘This body here, is – for all the reasons 

I’ve just described – willing to sit down every morning on the cushion and sit there, for however long 

it is, and practice attending in a certain way’. This might be open attention, it might be very focused 

concentration, it doesn’t matter. Doing that for, let’s say, twenty minutes a day, ten minutes a day, 

will change the brain. Not because some little person in there has changed it with their own free will, 

it’s changed it because sitting there for twenty minutes every day, in a particular state like this, the 

brain becomes more used to being in that state. So, that way, one gets out of a whole lot of 

problems. You have to give up an awful lot and that’s why a lot of Buddhist training is giving up stuff 

because, in order to do that properly, you have to give up the sense that there is anybody doing it. 

Now, I don’t know about your tradition, but in Zen, one of the results of practice is said to be ‘non-

meditation.’ So, the awful idea arises that after all these years of hard work and all this horrendous 

fuss about doing my daily meditation, in the end it’s going to be ‘non-meditation?’ Well, yes, 

because as long as there is somebody who thinks they are meditating, the mind is not clear. Learning 

to sit without that is a long, long, long lifetime job. Some people meditate, go into a monastery and 

do it relatively fast. For people like myself, I sit every day and have done for nearly thirty years or so, 

but it’s only a little bit! It’s not surprising that it’s a slow process, but it’s a process of the whole 

person and brain changing through daily practice. The same applies if you go running every day, then 

your legs get stronger and your heart and your lungs grow stronger. If you sit and meditate 

everyday, your brain will do things that we call “the mind calming down” or ‘gaining insight’. 

Now, you started by mentioning one of the deeper jhanic states called “the realm of neither 

perception nor non-perception”. Well, that sounds completely batty doesn’t it! I’ve had some recent 



experience… (remember, I’m not a Buddhist, I don’t do the proper stuff, I do weird stuff on my own 

as well) But I have had plenty of training and I have some skills from that training. One thing that I’ve 

been doing recently is playing on the boundaries of doing and not doing, which I find very interesting 

because free will is an illusion, a very persistent and I think harmful illusion. If you give up free will, 

which I long ago did, then there are weird questions such as, ‘Am I doing this, or is it happening to 

me?’ Once you have given up on the idea of the little “me” in here who’s making the decisions then 

your outlook changes dramatically. For example, I am looking outside at the bridge right now and 

the sun lit it up. So, I can ask the question, ‘Am I looking towards the bridge, or was my attention 

drawn by the light?’ And, you can play with this. When a thought comes up, ‘Oh, am I thinking that, 

or is it thinking me?’ It’s just a little trick I suppose, but I’ve been doing it a lot. 

Then I found one evening, sitting, looking out at the sea, that I had no idea whether I was looking, or 

it was making me see. It was as though the boundary which I had been playing on – it’s quite hard to 

find, but you can find it, this boundary between I’m doing, or it’s doing me – but the boundary had 

gone away. I wasn’t sure whether I was seeing, or the seeing was being done to me. I thought, hang 

on a minute, is that what is meant by neither perception nor non-perception? I think the key to 

some of these weird things – as ever in so much of meditation practice – is that as long as there is 

somebody there who is doing something, then it is impossible to see clearly. Let go of the self who 

would be seeing, or being seen, or anything else, and the boundary is gone, and it’s neither one nor 

the other. I might have misunderstood this completely and some Zen teacher will come along and 

say, ‘Oh that’s rubbish!’ I would defer to greater knowledge and deeper practice, but I would still 

say, ‘Well, that was an interesting experience and I’ll keep on practicing’ 

RB: You mentioned the hunt for neural correlates of consciousness which, from what you said, you 

don’t think they will be found, or they will be found in other aspects of thinking as you say. What do 

you think are currently the most important questions, problems and challenges confronting the 

understanding of consciousness? 

SB: There are so many. I haven’t come across any line of research and thought, ‘Well, that’s where 

we need to go.’ I don’t think there’s a hard problem, I think the hard problem is an illusion that 

comes about because of the way we wrongly think about consciousness. I’m quite good at saying 

what we’re doing wrong. I’m not very good at saying what we should be doing instead. I fully admit 

that. 

I’m really glad that the people looking for the NCCs are doing so, because what I think they are going 

to find are more and more examples of the neural correlates of thoughts, feelings and so on, and 

they won’t find this holy grail of consciousness itself. But, I think where they might be heading now is 

really exciting. , that is looking at the neural correlates of the construct of self. Most of us wrongly 

assume that this mind here, this brain and this body has a self, or is a self all day long. I believe that’s 

rubbish! I think that selves are fleeting, ephemeral constructions that pop up only when needed, I 

would apply the same to self as I do to consciousness; it just comes fleetingly, ‘Oh, here I am!’ and 

we then jump to that conclusion that, ‘I have been for a long time’ when actually this stuff was just 

constructed right away now, and then it will dissipate as this brain starts thinking about the next 

sentence, and that brief self goes away, and when needed a new one comes back. 

We have very similar illusions with vision. I did the first ever experiment on ‘change blindness’, 

which shows that our impression of seeing a rich and detailed view of the world is wrong. Change 

blindness is surprising because you think you are aware of the whole picture  all the time. You’re 

looking around the room and you think there must be some kind of picture in your head of what you 

can see. But change blindness and other research suggests that there is no picture in the head. What 



is there is some kind of pretty sketchy map of roughly where your eye movements need to go. We 

don’t keep very much in our head at all. There’d be much too much if we tried to. Instead, we can 

just look again and when we do we get the impression that we were still looking at it. 

This is similar to the mistake we make with consciousness - ‘Oh! Here I am, mindful, conscious. I’ll 

just assume I was like that a moment ago.’ I love catching myself and others out on that one!  It’s the 

same with “self” - ‘Oh, I’m thinking about self. Here I am, I’m Sue, I’m sitting at my desk,’ assuming 

it’s been that way for some time. It hasn’t. 

Going back to people looking at the brain, we’re beginning to know quite a lot about the 

construction of self, body schema, self-image and so on. I think we’ll soon be able to see selves 

popping up and going away and popping up and going away, and these things will become obvious. 

As I said, I can be shown to be wrong. If the research identifies the NCCs, well, I’m completely 

wrong! But, that’s where I think it’s going. 

RB: What are you working on lately? 

SB: I’ve got quite a few things that have been brewing and I don’t yet know what it’s going to be. It 

might be to do with artificial intelligence, memes and tremes. It might be consciousness and 

meditation or I might go back to where I started - studying out-of-body experiences. It might be the 

children’s book I’m writing… I don’t know! I want to do more reading and more thinking. I just want 

some time to get away from the pressures of the modern world, which is why I’m taking January off 

from emails. We’ll see whether it works. 

RB: There was one other question. Can consciousness know itself? 

SB: I’ll say no. Consciousness does not do anything. So, the idea of it knowing itself cannot make 

sense. 

There was something else I was going to say about the body schema. I started out all my work, as 

you probably know, from having a very dramatic out-of-body experience. Back then, in 1970,  we 

really didn’t have the science to begin to understand it; although some of us made a stab at 

psychological explanations  in the early 1980’s. Now we know that there’s an area in the right 

temporal parietal junction that if it’s stimulated or disturbed, you can get out-of-body experiences, 

as well as other bodily distortions. And what is this area? It  is heavily involved in putting together 

the body schema and self-image by taking input from vision, hearing, from physical bodily senses, 

and building up a sense of self, This is just wonderful to me! It’s fantastic that something that was 

utterly mysterious when I had that experience more than forty years ago, so utterly mysterious that 

we wouldn’t know where to begin, has now become something that we can study scientifically and 

find out exactly how it works. 

I was invited to go to the Society for Psychical Research last week and give them a lecture on out-of-

body experiences; I last gave them a lecture on OBEs in June 1977 so it was lovely to be invited back. 

I spoke in the same lecture theatre, to some of the same people, all this long time on. I was really 

excited to be able to tell them about this new research and how we now understand OBEs. But most 

of them were not excited at all! And one, whom I admire greatly, this ninety year old man who’s 

done fantastic research and was a professor at Cambridge, said he was terribly disappointed. What 

he wanted, and what I think most of them wanted, was evidence that something leaves the body 

and floats off and can see things in the distance… and it just ain’t that way! 

I was really thrilled, ‘Ah, we’re understanding what’s going on in the brain!’ and I’ll feel the same 

about meditation when we can see what happens when I go into this weird state when this 



boundary disappears; I’d love to know what’s happening in there! Yet for some people, that would 

spoil it all, because they want it to be other worlds, other dimensions, the power of the mind. If you 

believe in the power of the mind over matter, or something of that kind, no, you’re a dualist. 


