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“Blind, Yet Seeing: The Brain’s Subconscious Visual Sense” - Benedict Carey

· Subject: African American doctor, blind after two successive strokes 
· Experiment: navigating an obstacle course (cluttered hallway)
· Result: he zigzagged down the hall, sidestepped garbage can, a tripod, a stack of paper, and several boxes as if he could see all in silence
· was shadowed incase he fell
· included extensive brain imaging, no evidence of visual activity in cortex
· no evidence patient was navigating by echolocation
· Blindsight
· native ability to sense things using brain’s primitive subcortical (and subconscious) visual system
· Scientists previously reported cases of blindsight in people with partial damage to visual lobes, new report shows that people with completely destroyed visual lobes in each hemisphere can still have blindsight
· people with similar injuries may be able to recover some crude visual sense with practice
· Dr Richard Held, Ernst Poppel and Douglas Frost wrote first published account of blindsight in a person: 1973 
· Brain digests what comes through the eyes using two sets of circuits
· cells in the retina project to the visual cortex and to subcortical areas (which remained intact in the patient) such as the superior colliculus (eye movements, other sensory functions) and circuits running through the amygdala (registers emotion)
·  earlier experiment: Dr Alan Pegna found that this same African doctor had emotional blindsight
·  when presented with images of fearful faces, he cringed subconsciously in the same way that most people do, even though he could not consciously see the faces
· subcortical (primitive visual system) registers not only solid objects, but strong social signals
· Dr Held: said in lower mammals, these midbrain systems play larger role in perception 
·  study of rats published, researchers demonstrated cells deep in brain specialized to register certain qualities of environment
· include place cells (fire when animal passes certain landmark) and head-direction cells (track which way the face is pointing)
· New study: found evidence of “border cells” (fire when an animal is close to a wall or boundary of some kind)
· all of these types of neurons exist in some form in humans may have assisted the patient in his obstacle course
·  people with brain injuries may learn to lean more heavily on such subconscious/semiconscious systems with time and practice
·  begin to construct some conscious vision from them?
· “It’s not clear how sharp it would be,” Dr Held said. “Probably a vague, low-resolution spatial sense. But it might allow them to move around more independently.”
“Just Another Face in the Crowd, Indistinguishable Even if It’s Your Own” - Nicholas Bakalar 

· Heather Sellers (English prof) never remembers a face “essentially they all look alike”
· disorder called prosopagnosia (face blindness) she had it since birth
· remembers books
· can’t follow TV shows and movies because all the actors’ faces seem similar
· can recall a name and telephone number
· can’t remember her own face, or pick it out in a group photograph
· Face blindness can be rare result of a stroke or brain injury
· study published is first report of the prevalence of a congenital or developmental form of the disorder 
· researchers say phenomenon more common than previously believed
· 2.47% of 689 randomly selected students in Munster, Germany had the disorder
· Dr Thomas Gruter (coauthor of paper) said condition was equally common in other populations 
·  Dr himself is prosopagnosic, him and wife did not realize this until she had known him for 20+ ears
· he was so good at compensating for his deficits
· Thomas consciously looks for the details that others notice unconsciously = alternate strategies for identifying people (clothes, mannerisms, gait, hairstyle, voice)
· Most people don’t even know they have prosopagnosia 
· able to adapt so well
· no known cure
· People with face blindness can typically understand facially expressed emotions
· can detect subtle facial cues
· determine gender and attractiveness
· just can’t remember it once they stop looking 
· Part of brain: fusiform gyrus responds much more strongly to faces than to other objects
· using MRI scans, researchers detected differing responses in this part of the brain among people with face blindness compared with normal subjects 
· Face blindness differs from pervasive cognitive disorders like autism
· it usually involves only one specific symptom 
·  sometimes accompanied by other problems: ie difficulty in finding way around, or one dog from another
· specific gene for disorder hasn’t been found, evidence mounting trait is inherited
· if this is true, everyone with the disorder will have at least one affected parent, that men and women will be equally likely to inherit the trait, and risk for each child with an affected parent will be one in too
· will only be 100% sure once gene is found

