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Homework 7
1. Read Chapter 2 in Ramachandran’s book The Tell-Tale Brain.  Then answer the following questions.
a. Ramachandran describes that our visual system is estimated to have 30 (or more) distinct visual areas in our brain, each with its own capacity to “explain” or “interpret” a piece of the overall images that we “see.” In brain science, it’s always difficult answering the “why” questions. Having said that, give some serious thought to the questions: Why might it be advantageous to have a brain designed with 30 or more functional systems devoted to vision? Also, why might it be problematic?
The advantage of having a brain designed with 30 or more functional systems devoted to vision is that it makes human to be unique beings with the ability to create symbolic visual tokens and juggle them around in the mind’s eye to try out novel juxtapositions. While other creatures like apes can probably create mental pictures of different objects in their brain, it is only human beings who can mentally juggle visual symbols to create novel combinations. This is particularly important as it helps human beings to interpret a wide range of things within their environment, making it easier to effectively manage or control the world around them. It is due to the mediation of different subtle functions by the 30 or more distinct visual areas in our brain that we are able to see our world as being coherent and unified (Ramachandran, 2012; pg. 47). However, the problem with having 30 or more functional systems devoted to vision is that the symbol juggling in the brain creates another unique human trait, language. This makes different people to have different languages with words that have totally different meaning. This creates the problem of communication as different people who have developed different languages cannot understand one another. The lack of understanding of different human languages has the potential of causing chaos due to misunderstandings among people.
b. Try to characterize the world that “John” the 60-year-old who has a condition referred to as prosopagnosia.
John’s world is characterized by objects that do not have real identities but which can be dealt with in terms of their spatial extent, their dimensions, and their movement (Ramachandran, 2012; pg. 47). This is a world in which human beings cannot recognize their own faces and the faces of other people, something that makes it a world free from racism. In John’s world, items belonging to the same class are the same and they do not have unique features that can set them aside from their group. For instance, animals are the same, irrespective of whether it’s a dog or a goat, plants in the garden are the same irrespective of whether they are flowers or weeds, there are no forests, there are trees in John’s world.
c. Dr. Larry Weiskrantz saw a patient known in the literature as Gy who exhibits a strange visual problem that was eventually given the name “blindsight.” Describe Gy’s symptoms. What implications does this condition pose in terms of understanding the relationship between vision and consciousness?

One of the Gy’s symptoms is that he had substantial damage to his left visual cortex. Consequently, Gy was completely blind in his right visual field. However, Gy could correctly point at the right targets when asked to despite being completely blind in his right visual field. One of the implications that Gy’s blindsight condition pose in terms of understanding the relationship between vision and consciousness is that there is anatomical division between the old and new pathways in the brain. Gy‘s new pathway, running through V1, was damaged, but his old pathway was perfectly intact. Another implication of Gy’s condition is that only the new pathway has visual consciousness and hence when Gy’s new pathway was blocked, visual awareness winked out. On the other hand, the old pathway continued to perform complex computations uninterruptedly to guide Gy’s hand, but without a wisp of consciousness creeping in (Ramachandran, 2012; pg. 61).
d. Briefly, describe what is possibly one of the most bizarre syndromes which is called Capgras delusion, then answer the following:

Capgras delusion can be described as one of the most bizarre syndromes in which the victim is able to recognize objects or faces but is unable to respond to them emotionally. This implies the victims of this bizarre syndrome cannot execute the very last step in the chain of events that we call perception in their brain.
i. When one encounters the symptoms associated with this delusion, one question that comes to mind is:  Is Capgras delusion caused by an organic malfunction with the brain—making it a neurological problem—or is it a psychological problem?  What did you read from David’s case that would make you believe it was an organic or psychological problem?

Having read David’s case, I now believe that Capgras delusion is a neurological problem. This is because the car accident that David had might have selectively damaged the fibers in pathway 3 that connect his fusiform gyrus to his amygdala while leaving both those structures, as well as pathway 2, completely intact. Because pathway 2 (meaning and language) is unaffected, he still knows his mother’s face by sight and remembers everything about her. And because his amygdala and the rest of his limbic system are unaffected, he can still feel laughter and loss like any normal person. But the link between perception and emotion has been severed, so that his mother’s face does not evoke the expected feelings of warmth. This means that there is recognition in David’s mind but without the expected emotional jolt and the only possible way that David’s brain can cope with this dilemma is to rationalize it away by concluding that her mother is an imposter (Ramachandran, 2012; pg. 65).
ii. Briefly, describe what Ramachandran believes is responsible for the problem of Capgras delusion?

Ramachandran’s belief of what is responsible for the problem of Capgras delusion is neurological. Consequently, Ramachandran explains that visual information is initially sent to the fusiform gyrus, where objects, including faces, are first discriminated. The output from the fusiform is relayed via pathway 3 to the amygdala, which performs an emotional surveillance of the object or face and generates the appropriate emotional response (Ramachandran, 2012; pg. 65). When the fibers in pathway 3 that connect the fusiform gyrus to the amygdala are damaged, and individual is only able to recognize objects or faces but is unable to respond to them emotionally and hence the Capgras delusion syndrome.
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