Split Brains and Divided Minds
The higher connections between the two cerebral hemispheres have been severed in men, monkeys and cats, and the results have led some investigators to speak of the creation of two separate centres of consciousness in a single body. The facts are as follows. 

By and large, the left cerebral hemisphere is associated with the right side of the body and the right hemisphere with the left side. Tactual stimuli from one side are transmitted to the opposite hemisphere - with the exception of the head and neck, which are connected to both sides. In addition, the left half of each retina, i.e. that which scans the right half of the visual field, send impulses to the left hemisphere, and impulses from the left half of the visual field are transmitted by the right half of the retina to the right hemisphere. Auditory impulses from each ear are to some degree transmitted to both hemisphere. Smells, on the other hand, are transmitted ipsilaterally: the left nostril transmits to the left hemisphere and the right nostril to the right. Finally, the left hemisphere usually controls the production of speech.

Both hemispheres are linked to the spinal column and peripheral nerves through a common brain stem, but they also communicate directly with one another, by a large transverse band of nerve fibres called the corpus callosum, plus some smaller pathways. These direct cerebral commissures play an essential role in the ordinary integration of function between the hemispheres of normal persons. It is one of the striking features of the subject that this fact remained unknown, at least in the English-speaking world, until the late 1950s, even though a number of patients had had their cerebral commissures surgically severed in operations for the treatment of epilepsy a decade earlier. It is, for the most part, only in fairly artificial conditions that any behavioural abnormalities are observed. These abnormalities do, however, indicate a clear sense in which two centers of consciousness exist within the single human being. [Some of the details will be presented in class in 4th or 5th week. For a more extensive discussion see Thomas Nagel, ‘Brain Bisection and the Unity of Consciousness’, in Perry (ed); also in Nagel’s Mortal Questions.]

Rival Interpretations of the Split Brain Studies                                                                           There is disagreement about the experimental studies of the commissurotomy patients. There are five rival interpretations: 

1. Their consciousness is not divided, because the minor hemisphere, which does not control speech, is not conscious.

2. Their consciousness is divided only during the experimental studies, and is unified in everyday life. 

3. Their consciousness is divided at all times. 

4. Their consciousness is divided, but only in a way that brings out the previously unrecognised fact that we all have a divided consciousness all the time. 

5. None of these explanations fits all the facts, and so we have to give up our normal assumption that we can make any sharp distinction between one stream of consciousness and two.

Some questions: 

(i) Are there two separate centres of consciousness within the split-brain patients?

(ii) Do these results show that there are two separate centres of consciousness within all of us: two centres that are in close communication through the corpus callosum?

(iii)   If there are two centres of consciousness in a single human body does it follow that there are two people in that body?

