
llooAngeleo @imeo Monday, Arrgrrst 21, 1989/Part ll 3

Science / Medicine

Kihlstrom, an exp€rt in the unconsious
mind who work; at the University of
Arizrna in Tucsn. "llut we're finding a
kindcr, gcntlcr and morc rational un-
conscious that can do all thosc things wc
normally ascribc to thc conscious mind."

Common expcricncc and controlled
studics reveal that thc utrconscious mind
is a critical behind-thc-sccnes dircctor
of thc thinking necdcd to do a task
aulomatically. Whcn a pcrson first
lcarns to typc, lor examPlc, hc has to
conccntratc and consciously link his
finscrs to thc kcYs nccdcd to tYPc
woids. Whcn hc bccomcs proficicnt at
the task, howcver, typingbccomes auto-
matic-shiftcd ovcr to the unconscious
rc the conscious mind can attcnd to more
challcnging tasks' But oncc this typing
knowledgc takcs up rcsidcnce in thc
unconscious, il's difficult for a pcrson to
tap into it. "Just tty to gct an old salt to
tcich you how to tie a sailor's knot,"
Kihlstrom poinls out.

f,

A stu( ly by Ul imbcl h Spclke at Cor-

ncl l  Univcrsi tv has shown that subjccts

could bc traincd lo rcad unfamiliar prose

matcrial and take dictation at thc samc

timc, Althoush tcsts showcd thc srrbjccls
wcrc ablc to comprchcnd about 80% of

thc poctry thcy rcad, thcy couldn' t

recal i  thc words thcy l ranscr ibcd from

thc dictat ion. ' t 'hc dictat ion task was

apparently bcing donc by the uncon-
scious mind so that thc conscious mlnd

could conccntratc on rcading thc prose.

I t  is unl ikcly that l ' rcud would havc

cvcr supposcd thc unconscious mind

could havc such Dractical use[ulncss

The irrational and secthing uncon'

scious that Freud imagincd also ncver

would havc bcen uscd for the complex
problcm-slving that scms to occur

outside of consciousncss.
l'robably all of us have experienced such problem-

"oiuins.th"t 
acurs beyond our awarenes whilc

workiis on a solution to a math problcm, for cxamplc,
or a crissword puzzlc Aftcr minuLcs of concentratcd

"if*t 
tno solution cludes us only to "pop into mind"

PerhaDs th€ most dramatic evidence
for the unconscious mind comes from
studics of pwple who have damage to
thc Dart of their brains that reccives
ootii ncrve signals from the cycs and
tianslatcs it into visual information.
'fhcse Datients are lotally blind and they
confirm that fact when asked. Bul if an
obiccl is flashed on a TV scrcen in frcnt
ofihem and they are then asked to point
to where that object appeared, they €n
do s with a high dcgree of accuracY.
They can't identify thc qbi€t, howcvcr.
'l'his Dhenomcnon is known as "blind-
sight.;'

D
"A blindsishted Persn wouldn't bc

abte to pinDo'int whcrc thc obj€ct was"'
Kihlstrom sys, "unles at some levcl
seeing was taking place-not conscious
seeing but unconscious secing " Hc
susccsts that there may bc two visual
sviicms-onc tied to consciousncs that
o-crmil,s a ocrson to idcntify objccts, and
anothcr ticd [o unconsciousncss that
allows a persn to scnsc that an objcct is
orescnt and whcrc that objcct is. lllind-
iight might bc akln to thc "sixth scnsc" a
mrson can havc that someonc k prcscnt
with him in a darkencd r@m, evcn
though he can't scc. hear or smell him.

llron6is studics havc also turncd up
mmc' intriguing findings that support
thc notion that thc brain is fragmentcd
into a consclous and unconscious, which
can operatc indepcndcntly of each other.
Psychotogist Erncst tlilSard of Stanford
University showcd that whcn peopte are
subiected to pain during a trance' they
oftcn have what is known as a "hiddcn
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r n the late 19th Century, Sigmund l'r€ud revolu-

I lioni^a psychiatry by promoting the notion that
I our conrcious thoughtE and actions werc drivcn
I bv unconscious motives. A hundred years later'
I rcsearchers in psychology and neurobiology are
atr*nine up some cipcrimcntal cvidcncc for I'reud's
ihcoretiial'unconscious. These scientists arc finding
itrai aitnou*tr tnc unconscios mind has a grcat deal of
influcnce in-our cvcryday livcs, as Freud proposcd. thc
unconscious is much more vast and versatile than
originally thought.

'7ln clissical'irrcudian thcory, the unconscious mind
is primitivc. aSSresive, sexually chargcd, emotional
ini rasicatty -inacsirable," says psychologis[ John
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Findings Suggest
A'Kinder, Gentler
More Rationil..,,'
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conceDts wcre for the slvable triads. The volunteers
rcooricd havins a vaguc "fceling of knowinS" which
triads wcrc solvabie. Such fcelings apparcntly
stcmmcd from thc problcm-solving that was going on
in thcir unconscious minds.

Encrimcnls such as Spelke's and Bowers'are
imDoitant, Kihlstrom says, bccausc they show thal' a
grcat deal of complcx thinking can 8o on outside
ionscious awareneis and guide our judgmenls and
actions, !'or cxamplc, information compilcd and prc'
cessed in the unconscious mind can color our first
imorcssions of a Dcrson.

in a study conducted by John uargh at New York
Univcrsity; hosti le words such as "unkind" or
"thoughtl;s" were flashed on a screcn in front of
subjecit-s too quickly for them to consciously perceive
thein. 'the words alparently registercd in the subjccts'
unconscious, howcver, for whcn they were then shown
a Dicturc of a Dcrson's facc, they ratcd thc pcrson morc
ncgatively than thosc subjccts not Sivcn thc subliminal
exDGure to hostile words'

; 'when we trust our intuit ion"'Kihlstrom says'
"wc're probably trusting our unconscious mind."
Intuitive dccisions are bascd, he suggests, on an
abundancc of in[ormation compilcd in thc unconscious

This information can provide somc amnesiacs with
mcmory and in somc cascs give blind people a sense of
sisht, studics show.

-An abundancc of rcscarch has bccn donc on pcople
who suslain injury to certain sections of thcir brain and
have what is'known as amnesiac syndrome. Thcse
amnesiacs arc unablc to consciously remcmber any

ncw evenls or information that transpire since lheir
iniurv. But Herbcrt Corvitz and his collcagues at Duke
U;iv;rsity found that the thort-term memory abililies
of peopl; with amnesiac syndrome are prcserved in
thcir unconscious minds. The researcher performcd
emeriments in whiqh they asked amnesiacs to spot a
hliden tisure in a picturc A short time latcr thcy
would shiw lhe persbn the same picture and ask them
to reDeat the tasli.'-eliftoueh 

the subjccts claimed that they hadn't
pre"lousti seen the picture the sccond timc around'
Itrcv ldcntificd thc hidden fiSure morc quickly' The
excicise apparenlly did not rcSister in thcir conscious
memories'but did pcnetrate their unconsicous mcmo'

hours latet whcn we havc given up hopc'
'fhis "eurcka" phcnomenon is being

Kenncth Bowers of the University of
Ontario, Canada. In

studicd by
Waterlm in

observer" that metaphorically rccords
thc amount of pain expcricnced, but does not let thc
Dain come to consciousnes.' 

The hidden observer was discovercd in the ly/os
whcn hvDnotired sublects werc asked to envision the
"part" oiihemselves ahat fclt the pain. They were thcn
askcd to write down how much pain that part was
emeriencinq on a numbcr scale. Simultancously l.hcy
wcre instruited to tcll thc hypnotist what thcy felt.
Many subjects wrote that they experienced a high

degree ol pain at
some level, while
telling the hypno-
tist they felt noth-
ing. "The hidden
observer shows us
that lhe informa-
tion is there and is
somehow pro-
cessed and storcd
in the brain, but is
not availablc to
consciousness,"
Hilgard explains.

"These studies

'The hidden observer
shows us that the
information is there
. . . but is notavailable
to consciousness.'

-Emort Hllg6rd,
psychologist at

Stanlord Univ€rsitY

a study publishcd
in thc journal Ca-
nadian Psychology
in 198?, he gave
votuntcers a group
of threc words and
asked thcm lo find
the conccpt the
words all havc in
common. "Play-
ing," "credit" and
"report"  have
"card" as the unit-

'In classical Freudian
theory, the
unconscious mind is
primitive. . . and
basically undesirablc.'

-John Klh|stlom,

Psychologist at the Uiiversity
of Arizona in Tucson

inc concept, for
cximolc. ll; thcn showcd the subjccls a scrics of such
word triads, Somc of thc [riads in the scrics wcrc
solvablc-i.c,, thcy sharcd a uniting conccpt-and
somc were not.

When llowers asked his subjccts to indicatc which
triads were slvable, hc found that they could do this
task with a grcatcr-than-chance dcgrcc of accuracy,
cvcn though thcy did not know what the uniting

show that the unconscious is smething we need to
take scriously," Kihlstrom says. "People don't always
know why they're doing what they're doing because
thcv are influcnccd by motivcs' fcelings' ideas'
pcrieptions and memories of which they'rc not
awarc."

Pollnk is a lreebrce urilcr based ir Portland, Orc.


