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What aspects of conscious experience can be revealed through functional neuroimaging?   To address this issue the following propositions must and will be considered:
1) A person’s discriminant behavioral responses (typically verbal reports and responses to suitable queries) constitute the basis for deciding whether a person is or is not conscious.

2) Consciousness is not a substance (whether material or mental) nor a unitary cognitive function.  Rather, it is a category name for conscious experiences, each of which is the result of the operation of several cognitive functions such as attention, perception, memory, language.

3) Each cognitive function is mediated by a brain mechanism, that is, by the coordinated pattern of activation of one or several brain structures.

4) The result of such activation is not always a conscious experience (i.e., sometimes perception can be subliminal).
5) Yet to each experience (and to each non-conscious event that results from the operation of any functions) corresponds a pattern of activation that accounts exclusively for that and for no other experience (or for that and for no other event).

6) Each and all experiences that constitute the “stream of conciseness” are unique and unrepeatable; therefore the patterns of brain activation that correspond to them are also unique and unrepeatable.

These propositions along with several others of technical nature that will be also described, lead to the following four main conclusions:

1) No activation pattern corresponding to any unique experience has been thus far obtained. Moreover, no such pattern will ever be obtained, even with ideal neuroimaging devices that may become available in the future.  That is, we will never be able to identify any unique experience on the basis of its functional image.

2) No activation pattern has been thus far obtained that corresponds to particular types or kinds of experiences, that is, to those invariant and repeatable features that allow us to classify each unique experience as a specific case of this or that percept or concept.  In other words, there are no functional images that by looking at them the expert can exclaim: “This is the pattern corresponding to the perceptual experience of tables”, say, or “this pattern corresponds to the concept justice”.  Nevertheless, it is possible that some such patterns may eventually be derived and such identification may become possible in the future.

3) It is today possible to record and recognize some parts of the brain mechanisms of some functions with sufficient certainty to use that information in clinical practice. And, is eminently reasonable to expect rapid progress in this direction in the future.

4) But no functional image, present or future, may be informative, in the absence of other discriminant responses, as to whether the result of cognitive operations is or is not a conscious experience, though it is possible to infer from such images whether or not several brain mechanisms are or are not operative.

