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Figure 7.2 Transduction of a visual image from retina to striate cortex. (Adapted from Frisby
1979, by Dave Cantrell.)

works its way back via the lateral geniculate nucleus to the cortex. As Frisby’s
illustration vividly shows, by the time the information gets back to the occi-
pital cortex, to visual area 1 (V1), the information seems distorted. Some-
body who looked at your cortex while you were looking at the woman in
the figure would not see the image depicted; nevertheless, the patterns of
stimulation on the cortex would be approximately as shown—distorted,
inverted, and twisted. A natural reaction is to say, “Well, that’s interesting,
but that’s surely not how it seems to me when I look at the woman—so I
guess the seeming to me must happen at some later point in the process.
There must be some place in which how it seems to me is restored or put
together in some later transduction.”

The transduction at the retina, into neuronal pulses, seems to have taken
us into an alien medium, not anything we recognize as the intimate medium
with which we are familiar. “The activity in V1 is not in the Medium,” one
might say. “It may be a medium of visual information in my brain, but it’s
not “moi.” It’s not the medium in which I experience consciousness.” So the
idea takes root that if the pattern of activity in V1 looks like that (and that is
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there you are already “home”! There is no more central headquarters toward
which input moves in the brain. 1

There might have been. People ask whether my theory is an empirical |
theory or an a priori theory. It is both. It might have been the case that there ‘
was a little guy who sat in a little house in the middle of your brain, who *
looked at many screens, who listened to many speakers, and who pushed
many buttons. There might have been what I call a “Cartesian Theater” in
each of our heads. It is an empirical discovery that there is no such thing. If !
there were, however, we'd simply have to start our theory all over with the *
homunculus: What happened inside his brain (or whatever occupied that
functional role in him)? The empirical side of my theory is quite uncon-
troversial, though not trivial because empirical researchers often stumble
over it: there is no Cartesian Theater in the human brain. The conceptual
point of my theory is that at some point, one must get rid of the Cartesian
Theater, get rid of the little guy sitting in the control center. As soon as that
happens, one must change the assumptions of the theory in a rather dramatic !
way.

Figure 7.5 is the Cartesian Theater (in an old spoof that first appeared in
Smithsonian magazine many years ago). We can all laugh at this; we all know
this picture is wrong. The tough question is: With what do we replace it?
Exactly what is wrong? It is not that the little observers are wearing white
coats or that they have arms and legs or that there are two of them. What is
wrong is actually much subtler. We know what is wrong, but we have not
yet come to grips with all the implications. Here is what is wrong:

The work done by the homunculus in the Cartesian Theater must be dis-
tributed in both space and time within the brain.

Figure 7.5 The “Cartesian Theater.” (Adapted by Dave Cantrell with permission from Sally
Bensussen. Originally published in Smithsonian 16, no. 1 (April 1985): 97.
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There is widescale agreement on this view. But there is also a lot of back-
sliding; understanding this is no easy task.

I want to comment at this point on the word “work.” David Chalmers
might say:
Yes, the work done in the Cartesian Theater—all that functional work—
that’s all distributed around in various parts of the brain just as you insist.
Getting clear about all that work—those are the Easy Problems. But after
we've figured out how all that work is done (and distributed it around in the
brain) we won't have touched the interesting, Hard Problem—which is the
play, the fun, the qualia, the subjective experience itself (which of course we
want to distinguish from all that work).

However, the work that must be distributed is not just pattern recognition,
discrimination, locomotion, and the like. It is also the generation of feelings
of disgust or delight; it is the appreciation of the scene. Getting the appro-
priate emotional reactions is just as much part of the work that has to be
distributed within the brain as controlling the stroke of a tennis racket. If we
recognize that the work done in the Cartesian Theater has to be distributed
in space and time, we have an answer to Jeffrey Gray’s problem about the
tennis player. It is simply a mistake to suppose that first all the work is done in
the brain and later comes the consciousness (ohmigosh, too late to matter!—
as if consciousness itself were something that happened too late to control
the tennis stroke.)

Consciousness itself is distributed in time, not just in space, and there is
no good reason not to say that part of one’s conscious reaction to the tennis
stroke starts within 10, 15, 20, 50, or 100 milliseconds of the arrival of the
visual information at your cortex. It is a mistake to suppose that one must
wait 100, 200, or 500 milliseconds for a finished product to be created in your
consciousness, a building process that takes too much time, so much that
it will be too late for you to do anything about it. We fall into this error
if we suppose that there is still a task to be performed in the Cartesian
Theater—a task of conscious appreciation and decision in addition to the
processes that have already begun to take effect thanks to the distributed
activity in the brain.

The task of deciding when and how to hit the tennis ball has to be dis-
tributed in time. One should not make the mistake of withholding the hon-
orific of consciousness until all the work is done. (This point has often come
up in discussion of Benjamin Libet’s results. All his evidence for how long it
takes to become conscious of something—what he calls “rising time to con-
sciousness”—could just as well be taken as evidence for what we might call
“curing time in memory.” There can be only arbitrary grounds for taking
some point in that interval of several hundred milliseconds and declaring it
to be the onset of consciousness. Consciousness does not have fo have an
onset measurable to the millisecond; it is much better to think of conscious-
ness as distributed in both space and time.

Figure 7.6 is one of Vesalius’ wonderful anatomical drawings of the brain.
In the middle, marked L, is the pineal gland, the epiphysis. But for the
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Figure 7.6 Anatomical drawing of the brain. (By Vesalius; adapted by Dave Cantrell.)

moment consider Figure 7.6 a picture of the globe, and let me use it to tell a
rather different story—the story of the war of 1812 and the battle of New
Orleans. The war officially ended on Christmas Eve, 1814, at Ghent (marked
G in Vesalius’ diagram!), when the British and American ambassadors signed
a treaty. The news that the war was over traveled out from Ghent in all
directions, at various rather slow speeds. The news arrived in London in
hours or maybe even a day or two after the signing. It took weeks for the
news to get across the Atlantic to New Orleans, where, in the meantime,
British and American troops fought a battle in which several thousand
British troops were killed. The battle was needless in one sense because
the war was officially over; the truce had already been signed. But neither
army knew that. It may have been even later when the people in Calcutta
or Bombay or Moscow or Hong Kong learned about the signing of the
truce.

Ask yourself a weird question: When did the British Empire learn about
the signing of the truce? You may protest that the British Empire was not the
sort of thing that could be said to learn anything. But that is not really true.
In a certain important sense, the British Empire was a person, a legally re-
sponsible agent, a framer and executer of intentional actions, a promise
maker, a contract signer. The Battle of New Orleans was a legitimate,
intended activity of an arm (almost literally) of the British Empire, fighting
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d because, if you did not, it would not be your body! The acts and
ents you can tell us about, and the reasons for them, are yours because
11 made them—and they made you. What you are is that agent whose life
ou’jcan tell about. For me the “hard problem” is getting people to see that
on e you have solved the “easy problems,” you have solved them all—
‘ xcept for my hard problem, which I am continuing to work on as you can
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