
Richard Bright: Could begin by talking about your background? What made you take up your 

interest in the study of the mind and consciousness? 

Raymond Tallis: I’ve always been interested in philosophy. This interest antedated my 

interest in medicine but, I think recognising consciousness as one of the most philosophical 

problems came from my focusing on neuroscience when I was at Oxford. You do a degree in 

physiology before you go on to clinical medicine and my special module was 

neurophysiology. That was when I first came in touch with the idea that “we are our brains”, 

and that neuroscientists are going to really explain what we feel, what we are, what we do, 

and why we do it. It wasn’t particularly vocal then,-  I’m talking about the late 1960’s - but 

the story’s just got louder and louder since then, and I think it’s wrong; that’s why I spend so 

much time arguing against it. All my research subsequently has been in the field of 

neuroscience, particularly epilepsy, stroke, and neurological rehabilitation. It is a discipline 

which is closest to my clinical interests. 

RB: I’d like to talk about the relationship between brain and mind. In your view, how does 

the brain maintain the mind? 

RT: The mind isn’t something that’s maintained solely by the brain. The brain is, course, a 

necessary condition of having any kind of mind. In order to be conscious – particularly in the 

rich way we are conscious - , and behave in the complex way we do, we of course need to 

have a brain in some kind of working order. Treating patients who have suffered from brain 

damage has underlined again and again over the years how everything – from basic 

sensation to the most exquisitely constructed sense of self from stroke – depends on normal 

brain function. But, the mistake is to assume that living a normal human life, is being a brain 

in some kind of working order. It seems to me, the fundamental error is confusing a 

necessary condition – having a brain that’s working ok – with a sufficient condition; that a 

brain working okay is actually the whole story of our consciousness, our behaviour and our 

decisions, and so on. I think separating the necessary, sufficient conditions is very important 

indeed.  

There are several reasons for defending this position. First of all, there’s a logical error, it 

seems to me, at the very heart of the mind/brain identity theory. It is the muddle of thinking 

that, if A is correlated with B, then A is caused by B. So, if my experience of a certain sort 

correlates in a very rough way with neural activity of a certain sort, then my experience is 

caused by that neural activity; that’s the first mistake. The much more important mistake is 

to say, not only is it caused by that neural activity, but it is identical with it. So, there’s a 

logical muddle at the heart of the neural theory of consciousness. You might object, well, if 

consciousness isn’t identical with brain activity, is it just floating in the air? Not at all. 

Increasingly, I think even mind/brain identity theorists have acknowledged that a brain is 

actually embedded in, and inseparable from, a body. That body isn’t just a sort of optional 

extra that it would be if we subscribed to a computational theory in which mind was simply 

the software of the brain. More than that, that body itself is inseparable from an 

environment. This is where we go back to the very nature of consciousness; consciousness is 

profoundly relational. Consciousness, in the philosophical jargon, has about-ness; it has 

intentionality. So, if I look at something, the thing which I look at, or my experience of 

looking, is an experience that is about something; it is about an object that is quite separate 

from the act of looking. I think it is very important to appreciate that, that there are at least 

two players in every conscious experience. Only one of the players can be plausibly located 

in the brain and even that is problematical. 



 

Let me develop this a bit further. If my seeing an object were simply identical with neural 

activity in my occipital cortex, then it would be very difficult to see how my experience of 

the object could be about the object itself. When I look at say, a glass over there, I see 

something that is other than my seeing, that is other than my experience of it. I ascribe to it 

a reality that goes beyond what I’m currently experiencing. That is absolutely central to 

consciousness, whether it is consciousness of objects, on a very basic level, or indeed, at 

more complex levels, whether it is consciousness of other people, or indeed, consciousness 

of the society in which we live. So, consciousness is profoundly and irreducibly relational. 

The neural theory of consciousness tends to see only one of the relata - neural events - if 

they are one partner in the intentional relationship.   What is missing is an explanation of 

how it is that my conscious experiences are always, and often explicitly, about something 

other than themselves. 

RB: In recent years, much research has gone into the hunting for the neural correlates of 

consciousness, or complete neural correlates. Do you think they will be found? Or, is it not 

the whole story, as you were saying? 

RT: The very term, “neural correlates of consciousness” assumes that there is a subset of 

neural activity that is identical with consciousness. There are two reasons for thinking that is 

not going to be the case. Firstly, most of the neural activity in the brain, and the spinal cord, 

and even in the cerebral cortex, is not even associated with consciousness. There’s nothing 

fundamentally different from that which is not associated with consciousness and the 

activity which some people believe is associated with consciousness; it’s still the same kind 

of activity. Secondly, the belief that within a particular area of the brain consciousness is 

generated isn’t consistent with the fact that most experiences engage most of the brain. 

What’s more, at any given moment we have extraordinarily complex experiences: we have a 

conscious field. As I’m talking to you now, I can hear my voice, I can see the world around 

me, I’m aware of you down the line, I’m aware of the sunlight, and so on. All of that belongs 

to a single moment of consciousness.  

There is nothing within neuroscience that can explain this unity of a conscious moment, 

neuroscience tells us that different parts of the brain are associated with different aspects of 

experience; there are different pathways associated with vision, compared with hearing, 

within vision, there are different pathways associated with the detection of edges, and the 

detection of colour, and the detection of significance, and indeed, there are different 

pathways that appear to be associated with memory, thought, and so on. Notwithstanding 

all these different pathways, I can have a moment of consciousness in which I’m thinking 

about something, while remembering something else and being aware of the world around 

me, bringing it all together as a unity. There is nothing within our understanding of 

neuroscience at the moment that would explain that unity. What makes the unity 

particularly mysterious is that it still allows us to attend to its elements. So, I can be 

separately aware of the view of the street outside as I’m talking to you, of myself walking up 

and down the carpet, of you listening down the other end of the line, and so on, and yet it 

all comes together in a single, unified moment. The attempt to deal with this so-called 

binding problem, have been very unsuccessful indeed. So, there’s another reason for not 

expecting that we will find neural correlates of consciousness. 

 



RB: I like your term, “consciousness field”. It reminds me of the particle/wave duality: if you 

ask a particle question, you get a particle answer, if you ask a wave question, you get a wave 

answer. It kind of relates to people looking for particular correlates for consciousness 

experience, rather you’re talking about a whole field of experience related to that. You also 

make the distinction between the importance of neuroscience, and what you term, 

“neuromania”. Can you say what you mean by this? 

RT: Don’t get me wrong: I believe that, neuroscience is one of the great cognitive 

achievements of humanity, it is absolutely extraordinary. Within neuroscience, so many 

other sciences come together. So, I have no quarrel with the kind of neuroscience that tries 

to understand the impact of injury on the brain, and may suggest new ways in which we can 

promote recovery from brain injury, and so on, and so forth. Neuromania is a different 

matter altogether. It says that neuroscience not only answers physiological questions, but 

also addresses metaphysical problems; it explains the nature of consciousness, it 

proves/disproves that we have freewill, and so on. 

RB: Historically, conceptions of the brain included various mechanical devices; telephones, 

telegraph metaphors, and currently, the modern computer. Does the brain behave like a 

computer? Or, is it a computer? 

RT: Neither of those things. There are many fundamental differences between brains and 

computers. First of all, computers serve particular sets of functions which are defined in 

advance. The brain isn’t a machine set up to serve certain specific functions. And if the brain 

really were a computer, then it would be a rather extraordinary computer, one able to 

access the world globally. Most computers carry particular functions in a particular context. 

Take Deep Blue, the chess-playing computer. It doesn’t really go to the congress, play chess 

and feel satisfied at just having beaten Garry Kasparov. It is merely programmed to make a 

certain set of moves according to certain algorithms. When Garry Kasparov is playing, he is a 

person able to make his own way to the congress, who has many other interests, he has a 

narrative of his own life, and is also a fantastic chess player. The difference between Deep 

Blue and Gary Kasparov highlights the fundamental difference between the global 

experience that is what it is to be a person in the world and the narrow, specific, modular 

processing of what is called information. 

RB: So, what is your view on artificial intelligence? 

RT: We are far too generous in our granting intelligence to machines. There have been some 

philosophers who have even ascribed a kind of judgment to thermostats because they 

detect the difference between the set and the actual temperature and regulate the heating 

system accordingly. However, they are not conscious. It seems to me that judgement, or 

indeed any kind of mental capacity such as intelligence, must be based on consciousness. 

We don’t, so far, have any conscious machines; a 25 petabyte supercomputer is no nearer to 

consciousness than a pocket calculator; I think most people would agree. The kind of 

artificial intelligence people are talking about is intelligence in the absence of consciousness; 

which, to me, doesn’t look like intelligence at all.  

This obvious truth has not prevent characters such as Ray Kurzweil predicting that we will 

have conscious machines in the next few decades.. But, I can remember the time in the 

1960’s when Marvin Minsky said, by 1990 we would have machines that would be so 

intelligent they won’t even treat us like household pets! We’ve had 1990 as far as I know 



and I don’t see those computers around. The important thing is, basically, certain kinds of 

processes that you can program a machine to do, may be very complex, but it doesn’t mean 

to say that the machine itself is intelligent. It’s not even conscious of what it’s ‘doing’, even 

less why it’s doing it. 

RB: There’s a whole discussion going on about whole-brain emulation and mind-uploading, 

which has philosophical as well as practical difficulties! 

RT: Indeed. You remember the discussion that we had with Murray Shanahan? The 

argument was that, if you were able to replicate the totality of all the connections of the 

brain in a certain state, then you would effectively replicate the person whose brain it was. 

The trouble is, what does ‘replicate mean’? Does it mean replicate the frozen micro-

structure? Does it mean to replicate it actually “in action”? In which case we would have to 

deal with the problem that the brain has different patterns of action at different times. So, 

there are many, many conceptual problems in the way of imagining how we might replicate 

the brain, or brain activity, of a real person in action. 

RB: Many scientists concede that there are huge gaps in their knowledge of understanding 

consciousness, but they are certain they will be filled in as science progresses. Eccles and 

Popper branded this attitude “promissory materialism.” Where, in your opinion, is science 

taking us today in terms of understanding consciousness? And what do you foresee are the 

limitations of science? 

RT: There are several responses to that question. The first, is what would a neural 

understanding, or scientific understanding of consciousness amount to? Let’s look at a 

neural understanding of consciousness. What would it mean to have a full understanding of 

what’s going on in us in neural terms? Well, presumably it would mean having a complete 

print-out of all the activity of all the neurones in our brain. What would that print-out look 

like? It would look like billions and billions and billions of nought’s and one’s, which wouldn’t 

bring you any closer to understanding what it’s like to be me, or indeed, what it’s like to be 

conscious. I think that’s the main barrier. But, there is, as it were, another principled barrier, 

which is that neuroscience itself is a very sophisticated, higher-level development of 

consciousness. I would be very surprised if, through neuroscience, we’d be able to go right 

back to the beginning and dig under the very roots of science, namely our own conscious 

experiences, in order to actually arrive at what it was that made it possible for us to do 

neuroscience, or indeed, to have any objective knowledge. It’s a bit like an Escher staircase; 

we’d have to be in the position when we get to the top step, to discover it’s the bottom 

step! That kind of thing doesn’t sort of work.  Except as an illusion, an illusion that is a very 

powerful one of course, hence the pandemics of neuromania. 

RB: I’m thinking of your many writings, including poetry. The question I’d like to ask is, what 

role does artistic activity play in furthering our understanding of consciousness? 

RT: Very little at the abstract, general level. First of all, I think there is an important way 

advancing our understanding of consciousness that involves neither science or the arts – 

namely through a discussion of the conceptual framework within which we think about 

consciousness, and the fundamental, metaphysical, dimensions of consciousness, such as its 

relation place in the material world, its extension in time, and so on. As for what art tells us 

about consciousness, it’s far too rich and too particular to illuminate the nature of 

consciousness. It happens that tonight I’m talking at Waterstone’s bookshop in Piccadilly 



about the function and nature of art; what art is about, or what it means today. It seems to 

me, art isn’t about, as it were, explaining the world; rather it invites us to a perfected and 

connected attention to the world, something which perhaps we feel eludes us in the pell-

mell of everyday life. I’m always amused when artists are patronised, for being clever 

enough to anticipate what neuroscientists have subsequently discovered; the idea that 

Proust was, unknowingly, a neuroscientist, or that Malevich or Mondrian were really 

exploring the scientific nature of vision. This is, of course, nonsense. They were practising 

their art and this utterly different from an objective exploration of the very general 

properties of the human or material world. 

RB: And Malevich and Mondrian had totally different intentions about what their art was 

about as well. 

RT: Indeed! And those intentions actually became increasingly explicit as both they as 

persons and as artists developed. 

RB: William James proposes that the mind should be studied, not only by way of behaviour 

and brain functions, but also should include introspection. Scientists have taken up the first 

two very keenly, but have been reluctant to take up the method of introspection. Recently, 

the practice of what’s been called contemplative science, this coming together of 

contemplative and scientific enquiry. Eastern philosophies have, for about two and a half 

thousand years, have included contemplative practice, which is a rigorous practice of looking 

at the mind and consciousness. How might science and contemplative practice collaborate in 

the study of consciousness? And, if so, do you see any benefits? 

RT: I think they might, at first sight, seem to be very uneasy bedfellows, because what 

science seeks above all is objective, robust and generalizable knowledge. Whereas, 

introspection, clearly, almost by definition, doesn’t produce that. What I introspect is very 

much only my impression of what’s going on in me at any given moment. It is subjective at 

two levels; it’s my subjective appreciation of my subjective experiences. Having said that, I 

think reminding people of the data that accessed by introspection is a salutary reminder that 

what science discovers about consciousness is a long way away from moment to moment 

experience. This is a sobering corrective to the claim that neuroscience to will crack the 

nature, consciousness. 

RB: I was thinking more a way of the contemplative practice of a more rigorous type of 

meditation or practices that look at conscious and mind-moments and thoughts in a very 

rigorous manner. 

RT: My experience of that is very limited. But, it would seem to me that there is a difference 

between the rigour of meditating and the rigour of certain quantitative observations made 

in the context of very closely controlled experimental conditions. After all, neuroscientists 

have made most of their progress doing work on animals, and that clearly has relatively 

little, perhaps, to tell us about what it’s like to be Richard Bright or Raymond Tallis. 

RB: In order to fully begin to fathom the mind, some theorists are currently proposing that 

we need new sciences formed by fusing together the ones we already have, for example, 

physics, computer science, neuroscience, cognitive science. Do you agree with this, or do 

you think there are other disciplines that should be included? 

 



RT: It depends on the scope of the claims of neuroscience. If neuroscientists are claiming to 

crack metaphysical problems, or to find basis of our moral compass or to determine whether 

human freedom is or is not an illusion, science needs all the help it can get. And, that help 

largely consists of telling it not to be so stupid! I think that the problem we have with 

understanding the relationship between brain and consciousness is one of those annoying 

little problems that looks like a little local difficulty, the last thing to be tidied up, but is 

actually of enormous significance. To use and analogy I offered in Aping Mankind, recall how 

things were at the end of the nineteenth century in physics. There were just one or two 

slightly puzzling phenomena which really were best brushed under the carpet, like black-

body radiation, and the constancy of the measure velocity of light, and so on. They proved in 

fact, to open up a whole new way of thinking about the world, at every level. Out of these 

little anomalies came, of course, quantum mechanics, which has had huge practical and 

intellectual consequences. If we stubbornly insist on trying to gather up consciousness into 

the frame of reference that’s been so successful in objective, physical and natural science, 

we’ll miss a big trick.  

There’s a marvellous observation by Jerry Fodor when he was talking about the “hard 

problem”, the problem of ‘what it’s like to be’, for example, a bat. He says that by the time 

this hard problem is finished with us, very little will be left standing; that’s not his words, but 

that’s what he means. If we don’t take advantage of the hard problem and if we, as it were, 

try to dissolve it into our existing conceptual frameworks, then we’ll lose a great opportunity 

for a profound re-think. That’s partly why I’ve banged on so long about it. When you try to 

naturalise consciousness, as when you produce a neuroscientific account, you’re missing a 

great opportunity for a radical revision of our ideas about the relationship between mind 

and cosmos, between the consciousness and the world at large, and, most importantly, of is 

the place of human beings in nature.  

RB: Recent debates on the “hard problem” has once again brought panpsychism into 

discussion. What is your view on panpsychism? 

RT: It seems to me, if you set aside materialism, the first temptation is to pick up one of 

three bankrupt ideas. The first is Cartesian Dualism, which has all sorts of problems that it is 

not necessary to spell out. The second is to imagine somehow the new physics of matter, say 

quantum mechanics will deliver the answers we need. Of course it won’t because quantum 

mechanics applies to the entire material world, not just to those material objects such as 

you and I, who are conscious. But, the third mistake is to reach for panpsychism. If, however, 

mind truly is everywhere, we’re still left with the problem of explaining the fundamental 

difference between a pebble, a blade of grass and Raymond Tallis. How did, as it were, little 

fragments of mind in the pebble gather up to become Raymond Tallis’ consciousness, or 

Richard Bright’s consciousness? In other words, all we’ve done is we’ve made a very 

expensive proposal that mind is everywhere, and then generated a problem that’s just as big 

as the one we’ve tried to solve.  

There are variants of panpsychism, but most of them hang onto the idea that there are little 

bits of mind around the place, but they are concentrated in certain objects that have the 

particular kind of complexity that is seen in brains. I think that really is about as good as 

explaining the properties of a sleeping pill by means of its dormative virtues. 

 



RB: What do you think are currently the most important questions, problems and challenges 

facing the understanding of consciousness? And their prospects for progress? 

RT: I think one of the most interesting facts about human consciousness is that it is tensed: e 

have an explicit past and an explicit future. That, in particular, we have episodic memories 

where we can remember something and know it’s not going on at the moment and, at the 

same time relate to it, and indeed be influenced by it, sometimes deliberately and 

consciously. Man is the animal that racks its brain to remember things. I think the 

relationship between tensed time and consciousness is absolutely fundamental. I have put 

my money where my mouth is in this respect I’ve been writing a book on time. First of all, 

rescuing it from the jaws of physics which reduces it to a little ‘t’; that’s Part 1. Part 2 looks 

at tensed time -past, present, future. And then, most relevant to our discussion, Part 3 looks 

at the relationship between tensed time, agency, freedom, and the narrative sense of self.  

This is particularly interesting because the standard physical account of the world, let’s just 

say the general theory of relativity, doesn’t allow for tensed time. Clearly that is a property 

of consciousness which isn’t captured by our current physical account of the material world. 

I’m not suggesting that I should therefore invoke some non-material substance; that would 

be a dualist error, but it does suggest that this is an area in which most physicists would 

agree, that consciousness actually differs from what is captured within their account of the 

world. 

RB: That’s very interesting. Is that what you are working on now? 

RT: Yes, I’ve got a few books coming out, but the one I’ve just mentioned is the most 

important to me. I I hope to finish at the end of this year, after nearly a decade working on 

it. It is called Of Time and Lamentation: Reflections on Transience. A couple of publishers are 

interested in in, and I’ll decide which of them will do it best. 

RB: I look forward to that. 

RT: The thing is, it’s rather big! It is just under 300,000 words! The three parts could be seen 

as three separate volumes. I wrote a trilogy back in the early noughties on human being, 

which was published by Edinburgh University Press, so Of Time and Lamentation may come 

out as a trilogy.  

RB: There’s a final question, which may be unanswerable actually. Can consciousness know 

itself? 

RT: In other words, can consciousness obtain objective knowledge that then captures itself? 

It seems to me that once you get to objective knowledge, you’ve already moved away from 

the ground floor of consciousness. The idea that then you can look back and dig under and 

understand the ground floor of consciousness using one of its more sophisticated 

developments, seems unlikely. I’m not even sure what consciousness understanding itself 

would be. My consciousness has an irreducible, particularity and singularity about it; the 

feeling of warmth, the particular look of a certain view. Whereas, understanding, is objective 

and general. So, your question might be re-phrased: can you capture through general 

concepts, or general, objective observations, something that is intractably singular? And, the 

answer is, I don’t think so! It shouldn’t worry me at all because it’s a part of our 

unfathomability, in which I rejoice. It is a source of a rather obscure hope.  

 


