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Shift the focus from what we can 
say about dementia to what 
dementia says about us.
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 Tough and difficult in parts

 Little practical use and not much fun

 That’s philosophy for you

 My prime aim is to make you astonished at 
your selves, the selves that dementia assaults
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‘...our flesh/Surrounds us with its own 
decisions’

‘Ignorance’ 
Philip Larkin The Whitsun Weddings
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 More than we sometimes think

 Less than we sometimes fear
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That, even in health,  we are helpless 
playthings of our brains, that free will 
is an illusion, and that the self is to be 
understood in entirely biological 
terms.
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 Are we ‘just’ our brains/just our bodies/just 
organisms?

 The nature of ourselves, our identity

 Our freedom, our dependency
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 The  brain is a necessary, but not by itself a 
sufficient, condition of personhood and self-
consciousness.

 Human beings, unlike other living creatures, 
are not simply pieces of the natural world

Alzheimer's Conference 8



Alzheimer's Conference 9



 Are we ‘just’ our brains/just our 
bodies/just organisms?

 The nature of ourselves, our identity

 Our freedom, our dependency
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Men ought to know that from the brain, and 
from the brain only, arise our pleasures, 
joys, laughter and jests, as well as our 
sorrows, pains, grief and tears.  Through it, 
in particular, we think, see, hear and 
distinguish the ugly from the beautiful, the 
bad from the good, the pleasant from the 
unpleasant

Hippocrates ‘On the sacred disease’
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Decapitation results in a steep 
decline in IQ

 Bang on the head makes you 
behave oddly or lose 
consciousness

Holes in the brain correlate with 
holes in mental capacity
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In cerebral damage the parts 
suffer as much in voluntary 
operations as they do in 
automatic operation; in other 
words, the will is affected.
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Archive 
pictures of 
Phineas 
Gage 
showing the 
massive 
injury to the 
skull

A reconstruction of the position 
of the rod which passed 
through the frontal lobe of 
Gage’s brain



Gage was at times pertinaciously obstinate, 
yet capricious and vacillating, devising many 
plans of future operations which are no 
sooner arranged than they are abandoned…. 
A child in his intellectual capacity and 
manifestations yet with the animal passions 
of a strong man.

John Harlow
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 Neurofibrillary tangles parallel severity 
(Arriagada et al, 1992)

 Beta-amyloid deposition and other 
measures of neuropathology predicts 
cognitive status  (Cummings et al, 1996)
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 Cognitive decline strongly correlates with 
cortical atrophy (Mouton et al, 1998)

 Correlation between changes in nucleus 
basalis correlate with clinical measures of 
dementia ( (Itaizoz et al, 1999)

 Etc
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 Correlation between structural changes in key 
areas (e.g hippocampus) and severity of 
dementia

 Correlation between reduced metabolic 
activity and severity of dementia
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Correlation between the location of 
structural/functional abnormalities and 
the kind of cognitive, emotional and 
behavioural abnormalities seen  e.g. 
Alzheimer’s disease versus Fronto-
temporal dementia
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The  brain is a necessary, but not 
a sufficient, condition of 
consciousness and various 
aspects of mental function.
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 It is necessary for me to be in Brisbane to 
be knocked down by a bus in Brisbane

 Being in Brisbane  is not sufficient for me to 
be knocked down by a bus in Brisbane 
(thank God!)
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 That A depends on B does not mean that A 
is B

 That consciousness depends on neural 
activity does not mean that consciousness 
is neural activity
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The belief that the activity 
of the (evolved) brain 
provides an adequate 
explanation of human 
consciousness
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The truth of the following
 Brain activity is a necessary condition of 

consciousness
 Generally ‘normal’ brain activity is a 

necessary condition of generally ‘normal’ 
consciousness

 Brain activity correlates with consciousness 
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Does not demonstrate the truth of the 
following

 Brain activity is a sufficient condition of 
consciousness

 Brain activity is a cause of consciousness 
 Brain activity is identical with consciousness
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 The body

 The world of appearances in the material 
environment

 The community of minds
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 To head off the misunderstanding that we 
can be understood in solely biological terms

 To head off the misunderstanding that people 
with dementia can be understood solely in 
biological terms

 To head off the misunderstanding that people 
with dementia are just ‘damaged brains’
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 Bits of the nervous system supposedly 
underpinning consciousness are not 
fundamentally different from those not said 
to be associated with consciousness

 No basis for secondary qualities

 No basis for location of secondary qualities in 
different parts of the brain. 
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 No conceivable neural basis of unity of the 
conscious moment and  connectedness of 
the life lived

 You cannot get first-person being out of 
bits of no-person being (the brain)
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INTENTIONALITY OR ABOUTNESS
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Glass

OBJECT

“Glass”

Neural activity

BRAIN

Perception

Light as Cause 

Intentionalityl 
of gaze



 Explain how the light gets into the 
brain

 Does not explain how the gaze looks 
out

Alzheimer's Conference 34



Alzheimer's Conference 35



Central to consciousness

Neural theories make it more, not 
less, mysterious
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The basis of the polarity - between object 
(the things out there) and the subject (me) -
that is the key to a distinctively human 
reality. 
This is the seed of the sense of a world out 
there that is beyond me 
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This sense of an ‘out there’ shared with 
that of others is the basis of the human 
world. 
The human world (and human persons) are 
is built up through the sharing and 
elaboration of that sense of an ‘out there’ 
using technologies and non-linguistic, 
paralinguistic and linguistic signs, and  
codes. 
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 This human world, and the 
community of minds, in which we 
participate as people, cannot be 
found in the material transactions 
of the nervous system.
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 Right conclusion: every aspect of our 
consciousness is dependent upon normal 
brain functioning

 Wrong conclusion: any aspect of our 
consciousness is identical with the neural 
activity in our brains
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 Are we ‘just’ our brains/just our bodies/just 
organisms?

 The nature of ourselves, our identity

 Our freedom, our dependency
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 I Am. A Philosophical Inquiry into First-
Person Being  Edinburgh University Press, 
2004

 ‘The Mind and Personal Identity’ Darwin 
College Lectures  Identity (Cambridge 
University Press, 2010)
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What makes me the self I am at a 
particular time?

What makes me the same self 
over time?
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 The subjective feeling of being (the 
same) self

 The objective criteria for being the 
same self – identity as it plays into 
identification
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 Bodily

 Psychological

 Social
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 At any given time, I am my body in some 
sense – it is the object in the universe with 
which I am most identified 

 It is exclusively my body

 It changes only slowly: the audit trail is 
complete
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 Objective continuity of the body is not 
enough

 Our sense of who and what we our for 
ourselves draws on our knowledge, skills, 
traits, CV, explicitly remembered past 

 Our sense of who and what we are for  others 
draws on our knowledge, skills, traits, CV, 
shared explicitly remembered past
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 My enduring sense of what, who and where 
I am

 The familiarity that makes the world my 
world and guides me through my life

 My feeling committed by my commitments
 My sense of having temporal depth, being 

perched on a pile of yesterdays
 My sense of having a definite future to 

reach into
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 The inner truth within the external facts of 
my constancy, reliability, predictability

 ‘The private ‘take’ on what gives coherent 
meaning  to my life
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 We make sense of ourselves in our 
interactions with individual others and with 
‘the general other’ , the myriad that is the 
world we live in

 Our reflections on ourselves, our sense of 
who and what we are, are mediated by a 
variety of languages that belong to Everyone.
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 Preservation of the body and many bodily 
functions until a very late stage

 Preservation of many skills, habits, 
fragments of traits until a very late stage
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 Early damage to  key aspects of memory, 
judgement, orientation

 Early damage to those things by which one 
has defined one’s purpose in life – the 
biographical or narrative sense
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 Undertakings in the past that are 
recalled and bind the future

 Rooted in the past and reaches 
towards the future
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 Making sense of what is going on

 Understanding one’s role in relation to 
bringing about events

 Understanding our relation to others
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Without [memory] all life and thought 
were an unrelated succession. As 
gravity holds matter from flying off into 
space, so memory gives stability to 
knowledge; it is the cohesion which 
keeps things from falling into a lump or 
flowing in waves.
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 [It] holds together past and present, 
beholding both, existing in both, abides in 
the flowing, and gives continuity and dignity 
to human life. It holds us to our family, to our 
friends. Hereby a home is possible; hereby 
only a new fact has value.
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 Dementia severs internal  connectedness

 Islands of disconnected experience

 Selfhood and being in  a human world  is based 
upon an infinitely complex lacework of 
connectedness

 The ‘internal’ stitching of the person
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 The feeling that ‘I’ am ‘I’ does not change, 
even if the ‘I’ in question changes

 Raymond Tallis  aged 21 and Raymond Tallis  
at 64 still feel like Raymond Tallis 
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 In dementia, when the objective ‘I’ changes 
– how I behave and so on – the subjective ‘I’ 
may change little

 We may feel that it is the world that has 
changed

 The world is at fault – paranoia, anger, and 
so on
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‘Untaking’ the  for granted
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A humbling, salutary reminder of the long-
range, explicit internal connectedness of 
consciousness that is necessary for us to be 
the kind of responsible agent who is able to 
operate effectively in our complicated 
everyday world.
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 ‘I hear the tortoise of time explode in the 
micro-wave of eternity’
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 Are we ‘just’ our brains/just our bodies/just 
organisms?

 The nature of ourselves, our identity

 Our freedom, our dependency
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Our freedom, which is made possible 
by the way intentionality tears the 
otherwise seamless fabric of the 
causally closed material world,  is 
forged in the community of minds of 
which each of us is a part.
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 [It] holds together past and present, 
beholding both, existing in both, abides in 
the flowing, and gives continuity and dignity 
to human life. It holds us to our family, to our 
friends. Hereby a home is possible; hereby 
only a new fact has value.
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 ‘His daughter and caregiver Ellen stood by as, 
a sort of Seeing Eye memory guide. He 
continually looked up at her to be sure that 
he did not repeat his words or 
sentences…Without her help, Emerson had 
recently lost his place many times in lectures, 
skipped or repeated sentences, and even 
reread entire pages over again without 
noticing’. David Shenk
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 We shall not find it in the stand-alone brain

 It is located in the community of minds in 
which we participate

 We are the guardians of each others’ freedom
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The experience of dementia 
affecting those close to us, and 
which we know may affect 
ourselves,  underlines the extent to 
which our freedom is something 
we collectively make possible. 
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 We are intimately dependent on our brains 
but not identical with them

 The self that is affected by dementia is a 
wonderful multidimensional network  of 
experiences, memories, events, emotions, 
propensities, competencies stitched together 
in an infinitely complex way, that we selves 
do not usually appreciate. 
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 Dementia reminds us of the extent to which 
our ordinary freedom is inseparable from the 
community of minds of which we are a part; 

 Our independence is forged in our 
interdependence 

 Our deep human vulnerability calls out to 
what is most nobly human in others.
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 Consciousness and neural activity

 Level versus content of consciousness

 Selfhood and connectivity

 Advances directives and selfhood
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Advance decisions to refuse treatment

People can make decisions to refuse 
treatment if they should lose capacity in 
future

Doesn’t apply to  any treatment which the 
doctor considers necessary to sustain life 
unless strict formalities have been observed
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 Practical 
 Philosophical
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If I become demented:
Am I the same person as the one who 

made the advanced directive? Yes and No.
Am I a person at all? Yes and No.
Can I ‘enslave’ a future different person or 
non-person? Mmmm...

How do we weigh present interests (as 
interpreted by others) against past wishes 
as enshrined in the AD?
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The Case of the Happy 
Mathematician
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 Experiential – present interests
 Critical – what makes one’s life have 
meaning (according to one’s self)
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 No practical use

 Do not raise  all the relevant philosophical 
issues

 Do not resolve any fundamental philosophical 
questions

 Superficial treatment

 Stray beyond the printed abstract
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 Consciousness and neural activity

 Level versus content of consciousness

 Selfhood and connectivity

 Advances directives and selfhood
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The brain as a causal way station 
does not capture the nature of 
consciousness: its essential 
intentionality/transcendence
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 Connexions the basis of the responsibly, 
responsive self able to lead his/her life

 But things that are connected must retain 
distinct identity – have to be separated

 Components need to be subordinated but not 
lost

 Global openness
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