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“Is Hysteria Real? Brain Images Say Yes” - Erika Kinetz

· Hysteria (4 000 year old diagnosis, disappearing since 1960s)
· never disappeared, changed name to “conversion disorder”
· originally thought hysteria was something wrong with the physical body, but is it the body expressing something wrong in the psyche or the mind?
· neuroscientists today - no such division between the physical brain and mind
· Single photon emission computerized tomography-SPECT  and positron emission tomography-PET (neuroimaging technologies) monitor changes in brain activity
· brain mechanisms behind hysterical illness not fully understood
· new studies have started to bring mind back into body, by identifying the physical evidence of hysteria
· Symptoms of hysteria, common in practice but not well studied
· no consensus on how conversion disorder should be classified, not a defined diagnostic criteria, epidemiology is hazy etc
· Two things all patients have in common
· They are not faking the illness
· Even with extensive testing, doctors can find nothing medically wrong with them
· Problems with scientific studies conducted on conversion disorder
· small sample sizes and methodological differences
· complicate the comparison of results from different scientific teams = general conclusions difficult
· Hysteria predates Freud, but some argue Freud popularized it
· his innovation was to explain why hysterics swooned and seized
· he coined term “conversion” to describe mechanism by which unresolved, unconscious conflict might be transformed into symbolic physical symptoms
· his fundamental insight: body might be playing out the dramas of the mind
· scientists can see disruptions in brain function - able to sketch a physical map of what might be going on in minds of modern-day hysterics
· emotional structures in the brain might modulate the function of normal sensory and motor neural circuits
· brain imaging studies done on patients suffering from hysterical paralysis
· have healthy nerves and muscles
· problem functional, not structural - something wrong in the higher reaches of the human mind that govern the conception of movement and the will to move 
· movement product of a multistage process
· initiation; planning, in which the muscles prepare for coordinated action; then finally execution, in which you move your arm
· in theory, paralysis could result from a malfunction at any stage of this process 
·  parts of brain involved in emotion may be activated inappropriately in patients and may inhibit the normal functioning of brain circuitry responsible for movement, sensation and sight
· hysteria may be derived from an instinctual response to threat 
“In Battle, Hunches Prove to Be Valuable” - Benedict Carey

· ‘Hunches’ save lives - ex Soldiers in Afghanistan foiling bomb attacks, they often cite a gut feeling/hunch as first clue
· high-tech gear helps reduce casualties, really only a supplement to most sensitive detection system: the human brain
· How is it in a life-or-death situation, some peoples brains can sense danger and act on it before others?
· experience matters
· small differences in how the brain processes images, how well it reads emotions and how it manages surges in stress hormones help explain why some people sense imminent danger before most others do
· Steven Burnett, overseen study into human perception and bomb detection, 800 military men and women 
· work suggesting that the speed with which the brain reads and interprets sensations (feelings in ones body/emotions in body language of others) central to avoiding imminent threats
· Emotions are practical action programs that work to solve a problem, often before we’re conscious of it
· patrol never becomes routine - everything even a discarded can raised the same question: Is there something out of place? A bomb can even be encased in cement
· the soldiers who performed best in the Army’s IED detection study had knowledge gained through experience, according to a preliminary analysis of the results
· many also had superb depth perception, a keen ability to sustain intense focus for long periods, and also anomaly detection
· fighters become very sensitive to small changes in the environment 
· Neuroscientists demonstrated how sensitive this visual ability is and how a gut feeling may arise before the person is conscious of what the brain has registered
· Study: students pick out figures (peoples or cars) in a series of photos that flashed by on a computer screen, images flashed 4 at time, participants told to scan only two of them (confirmed by eye-tracking)
· brain scans showed the student’s brains registered presence of people or cars even when the figures appeared in photos that they weren’t paying attention to
· can improve with training
· brain primes whole visual system to be more sensitive to categories of visual input, some people process a lot faster, can act as an ‘alarm’
· gut feelings about potential threats/opportunities not always correct - neuroscientists debate the conditions under which the feeling precedes the conscious awareness of the clues themselves, the system evolved for survival, and can be really sensitive
· even the most perceptive, observant brain will not pick up subtle clues if it is overwhelmed by stress - soldiers with impeccable bomb spotting generally think of themselves as predators, not prey = reduces anxiety
· “The big question is whether these differences perceiving threat are natural, or due to training,” Dr Paulus said.

