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David 
Eagleman 

• a renaissance 

man of modern 

• neuroscience 

D1: David Eagleman is a prominent net"-· 
roscientist currently rooted at Baylor College of 
Medicine in Houston, Texas. Dr. Eagleman is 
ti best-selling author of both non-fiction and fic
tion works, including lncognico, which explores 
the unconscious brain, and Sum, a collection of 
vignettes. Sum is an international best-seller and 
was recmtly atkipted into an opera, which will be 
performed at the Royal Opera House in London 
this year. Eagleman's lab is working on a variety of 
projects which expwre the complex inner workings 
of the human brain, and what the discovery of 
these processes means for the human race. Edimr
in-Chief, Fmncis Lawrence, spent his winter term 
in Eagleman's lab, and took the opportunity to 
have a nice chat. 

What ace your areas o f research? 
1liere are severaJ prongs to the laboracory. 

11,e overarching umbrella .. . is how che brai n 
conscrucrs realiry and how that can be very dif
ferenr inside different people's heads. I [also] 
srudy rime percepcion and how char can work 
in different situations. [Thirdly, I] scudy synes
rhesia, which is a good in road co understanding 
how one tiny generic change can make someone 
different from someone else. I scudy neurolaw, 
how chis all marrers on a societal level ... che facr 
that people can be very different on the inside 
and how char makes a difference in how yoLJ ru n 
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rhe society or how you run social policy. l 'm 
aJso inceresced in ... issues of empathy, how peo
ple view Ln-group and our-group distinctions. 
Finally, the fifch prong is plasticity - how the 
brain rewires itself, changes itself - and so we 
are just launching several projects that will cake 
advantage of plastic icy co feed new kinds of data 
screams imo the brain through neural channels. 

"What is something that most people 
don't realize about time perception? 

That rime is not necessarily a fixed Aowing 
river, bur [it] is a construction of che brain and 
it is malleable, so char under different circum
stances you can chink chat chings are longer 
or shorter. Maybe people do realize that, bur I 
don't chink people have any notion of rhe de
gree to which we can manipulate char in a labo
r.awry and make people think something lasted 
loriger or shoner chan it did. 

What is synesthesia? 
Jc is a blending of the senses where some 

sensory stimulation leads to an anomalous or 
unusual sensory consequence. For example, 
hearing music rhar causes someone co see a 
color or shape or texture, or eating something 
[tharJ puts a feeliug on your fingertips or hear
ing something [that] puts a feeli ng in your 
mouth. So it is a ... merging of the senses. le 

used m be thought people were just being po
etic or metaphorical, bur now it is clear char iris 
a genuine perceprual phenomenon triggered by 
cross talk in rhe brain. 

Could you talk about something you are 
wondering currently or found out recently 
about synesthesia? 

Well rwo things are goi ng on currently. 
One, [synesrhesia] appears co be generic. It rw1s 
in fan1ily trees, so we are cryi ng ro figure our 
che generics of ir. Ir is a real challenge because 
like many conditions, ic may be different genes 
in different families. Ir may be polygeneric 
even with in a family, so it's a heck of a chal
lenge to cry to find this. We have been work
ing for many years, so I hope nor co fail there. 
Currently we are [also] pursuing a hypothesis 
that sensory processing dysfunction in autism 
is accually a form of syneschesia. A lot of au
tisric kids can't stand cerrai n words or sights or 
touches or smells. What I realized in looking at 
this carefully is. it's nor necessarily char every
th ing sounds louder to them - because if char 
were che case chey would not like loud sounds 
equally - bur iris very particular. It's particular 
sounds rhac matter to chem and that made me 
wonder if it was a network propercy, just like 
syneschesia, but instead of the sou nd triggering 
a color or a texture or a shape, it is triggering 



nausea or dizzi ness or aversion or something 
like that. 

Would you say you found your niche or 
the best way for you to investigate the world? 

I chink there are many ways of investigating 
the world and so this is one approach lwhich] 
is very fruitful, bur ic is nor the only one. Per
sonally l spenc a fraction of lmy] time explor
ing the world through literamre also, which is 
a different way of understanding humans and 
morivarions and desires and loves and things 
char science is a licrle impotent on. [But] as for 
as a day-co-day job, yeah, I chink ir is optimal 
for me as for as how co spend my daylight hours. 

What do you feel is your role in the neu
roscience comm.unity? 

Well ... sometimes I describe myself as a 
theoretician - wh ich is not quire correct -
and people don't understand that, because what 
I do is experiments all day. I work with numbers 
and daca and fM!U and so on, buc che reason I 
chi11k of myself ... [as a theoretician] is because 
chere are laboratories char smdy che brain al all 
chese different levels - from molecules co syn
apses to neurons co networks of neurons - and 
what's needed is a theoretical framing co stitch 
all rhesc pieces and pares cogecher, and hnd out 
how they 6r cogecher. ' ll,ac's che pare diat I do. 

Now what would you say is the most im
portant thing from neuroscience to commu
nicate to laymen? 

It depends what we mean by important. 
l've been really inceresced in social issues lately. 
One of the things I chink is underappreciared 
is che degree co which half of us, as people, are 
produces of our culture, ou r communities, our 
family, che movies we watch , [and] the fables in 
our culmre. All chose things make us who we 
are, so chere is no sense in imagining yourself 
back as a cavemaJ1 because you would be so to
tally differenc, in ways you can't even imagine 
.. . We all chink there is chis hardcore version of 
us thac ... has some decorations of culture on 
[icl, bur it's probably nor char. Very li ccle of chat 
hardcore [self] is in there. I chink char is a very 
imporranr concept for people when they think 
of people &om ocher culruJes and choices chey 
make and wonder, "Oh how could they make 
that sort of dwice?" It's acrually a big pluralistic 
world. 

What was your purpose in writing lncog
nito: The Sec1·et Lives of the Brain? 

Ali interesting question ... it was probably 
mulripurpose. When I write a book, ic allows 
me to crystallize my rhough rs on something, 
and I'm always about three times smarrcr when 

I nnish rhe book than when I scare ir. I chink 
chcre is this illusion char people have when an 
aurhor sits down and writes a book it's because 
che author has goc all che stuff flgured out and 
wants co express it co the world. But in face the 
process of writing a book rranslates inco figur
ing a loc of srufF our - really cryscallizing ideas 
on the Ay You sore of know generally where 
you are going and you sore of know what's hap
pening in from of you, bur you figure a lot of 
scuff our along the way about che route. J always 
learn things from writing a book. 

Like by making connections? 
Yeah ... so there's chat and the ocher half of 

it, as far as purpose goes, is I believe strongly 
in the endeavor of popular science. I don't un
dersrnnd why, but popular science sometimes 
has a bad reputation within the science com
munity, where there is a loc of pecri ness about 
this. People feel like if you are spending your 
time doing that at nighr, chen you aren'r reading 
academic papers or writing academic papers. 
But the facr is ... [wirhl Incognito, J spent a !or 

When I write a book, it allows 

me to crystallize my thoughts on 

something, and I'm always about 

three times smarter when I finish ... 

of time writing char book, polishi ng thar book, 
making che best book I possibly could. I didn't 
know if anybody would be interested in it by 
the rime ir was done, but then it became a New 
York Times besrseller for almost fou r months, 
and what char tells me is there is a real public 
appetite for science and these ideas ... Instead 
of writing an academic paper char is read by 17 
people on the planet, here was an opporruniry 
ro rurn a lot of people on co a lot of ideas. You 
know, l chink it is so critical for the fumre of 
education, for our legislation evencually, for our 
futu re of warfare, just in terms of ... reaching 
people what is known f and] whar has good evi
dence behind it. It changes how people look at 
the world, what people chink about social pol
icy, how they chink about incernacional policy, 
how they chink about what rhey wanr ro teach 
their own children. I feel like Incognito is prob
ably the biggest impact char I have had in my 
life so far, in terms of actuaJly being able co turn 
people on co a whole consrellacion of ideas. 

You, in the book, discuss the mind as 

being unaware of many of these processes of 
the brain and you say that throughout. These 
terms, "mind" and "brain", what do they 
mean to you and how are you using them? 

'The way I cry to phrase it most consisrcnrly 
in che book is rhe conscious mind and the un
conscious brain. The conscious mind is che part 
char Rickers on when you wake up in rhe morn
ing. Ir is rhe pare chat wasn't there when you 
were sleepi.ng bur is there when you are awalke. 
'The surprise co me when I goc into neurosci
ence and studied it (for rhe lase 18 years now) 
is co gee this deeper and deeper undersrandi ng 
of how little the conscious mind has co do with 
what is actually happening under the hood. 11,e 
vas t activity in your brain is unconscious. You 
don't have access to it. 

Would you say that the conscious mind 
is still a physical section or constellation of 
the brain? 

\Vell, okay, it probably isn't a section in 
tenllS of the geography. And the reason we 
know that is because you can damage essentially 
any pare of rhe brain and, so far as we know, 
there aren't lesions rhar cause someone co be a 
zombie in char chey keep doing the same things 
with cheir conscious mind ... Thar [the] mind 
arises as a properry of the brain may be an 
epiphenomenon, and that's probably che besr 
guess. Bue as I calk about in the last chaprer of 
che book, I devote it to chis issue [of whcrher 
there are] ocher possibilities. 

What is our evidence consistenr with? Does 
ic necessitate char consciousness is an emerging 
property of.the physical pieces and pares? And 
the answer is: not necessari ly. I mean char is the 
operational hypothesis chat all of us come into 
lab every day with and we pursue chis in lab -
how the physical strucrure of the brain trans
lates to consciousness - bur we are absolutely 
certain that is an unsolved question. Nor only 
do we not know how ro rranslare rhe physical 
activity of the pieces and pares into conscious
ness, bur nobody even has a good idea, even a 
seed of a shadow of an idea abouc what such a 
theory wou ld look like. 

To figure our how you could make a theory 
that translates one into another ... leads to a 
whole branch of philosophy chat suggests thac 
consciousness is an inherenr property of che 
world, a pare of the fab ric of rhe cosmos, like 
gravity. lt might be a. special thing. • 

Interview by Francis Lawrence 

Want to learn more aboutl;)r. Eagleman's re
search and views on life:? Read the entire 

interview online at 

TheSynapseMagazine.com 
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