










depend on his ability to predict its appearance in 
the blind field—and thus on the expectation that 
he will not be able to actually see it.

The feeling of being aware of something is, of 
course, different from actually seeing it. Because 
DB was aware but unseeing, his damaged brain 
area, V1, may be essential only to the sensation 
of visual perception and not to subjective aware-
ness. Thus, if you sustain damage to V1, you may 
be aware of much that you cannot see.

Still, not all studies of blindsight indicate that 
patients are aware of unseen visual stimuli. Tests 
of a blindsight patient known as GY showed that 
his talent for detecting a symbol was not accom-
panied by the ability to consciously predict (and 
bet on) his performance [see “Put Your Money 
Where Your Mind Is,” by Kaspar Mossman; Sci-
entific฀American฀Mind,฀April/May 2007].

DB is probably a particularly gifted patient. 
From all his experience, he may have developed an 
intuitive sense for when something is going to ap-

pear—and may have learned to trust his intuition. 
Thus, DB may represent the pinnacle of a phenom-
enon in which brain damage or inborn defects that 
lead to amnesia, dyslexia, blindness or myriad 
other difficulties can nonetheless leave behind sur-
prising residual powers. Such revelations give new 
meaning to the legendary rejoinder of the blind 
comic-book superhero Daredevil: “Yeah, tell them 
you got beat by a blind man, too.” M
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฀P eople฀ with฀ blindsight฀
cannot฀see฀anything฀in฀
their฀blind฀field,฀and฀yet฀

they฀may฀be฀vaguely฀aware฀of฀
objects฀there฀and฀even฀prof-
fer฀correct฀guesses฀about฀the฀
objects’฀visual฀features.฀Such฀
a฀peculiar฀skill฀is฀exclusive฀to฀
patients฀with฀bona฀fide฀brain฀
damage.฀ The฀ phenomenon฀
shares฀similarities฀with฀com-
mon฀ experiences฀ such฀ as฀
navigating฀in฀dim฀light฀and฀gut฀
feelings฀of฀danger,฀but฀these฀
subconscious฀capacities฀dif-
fer฀from฀blindsight฀in฀impor-
tant฀ways.

The฀ability฀to฀navigate฀in฀the฀dark—say,฀through฀the฀
woods฀on฀a฀moonless฀night—without฀being฀able฀to฀see฀
exactly฀what฀is฀underfoot฀also฀relies฀on฀an฀awareness฀of฀
objects฀in฀a฀blind฀spot.฀But฀contrary฀to฀the฀situation฀in฀
blindsight,฀researchers฀can฀account฀for฀the฀dim-light฀phe-
nomenon฀with฀known฀properties฀of฀visual฀neurons.฀In฀the฀
eye,฀a฀type฀of฀light-detecting฀neuron,฀or฀photoreceptor,฀
called฀a฀rod฀can฀respond฀to฀very฀little฀light.฀There฀are฀no฀
rods฀in฀the฀center฀of฀your฀vision,฀where฀you฀have฀the฀best฀
perception฀of฀detail฀in฀daylight,฀so฀in฀darkness฀you฀are฀liter-
ally฀blind฀to฀the฀portion฀of฀your฀field฀of฀view฀on฀which฀you฀
focus฀most฀during฀the฀day.฀People฀are฀not฀aware฀of฀this฀
central฀blind฀spot฀when฀they฀are฀in฀the฀dark,฀because฀the฀

brain฀fills฀it฀in฀with฀information฀
from฀the฀surroundings.฀The฀
use฀of฀peripheral฀vision฀(rath-
er฀than฀central฀vision)฀to฀navi-
gate฀in฀the฀darkness฀may฀part-
ly฀explain฀why฀people฀ think฀
they฀are฀using฀their฀hunches฀
to฀prevent฀themselves฀from฀
bumping฀into฀branches.

The฀ability฀of฀some฀peo-
ple฀ to฀ sense฀ approaching฀
danger฀probably฀involves฀yet฀
another฀type฀of฀subconscious฀
process.฀Although฀this฀skill฀
might฀ result฀ from฀ a฀ dim฀
awareness฀of฀unseen฀objects฀
akin฀ to฀ blindsight,฀ it฀more฀

likely฀stems฀from฀expertise.฀Experts฀can฀use฀so-called฀
implicit฀knowledge฀to฀make฀automatic฀analyses฀and,฀in฀
such฀cases,฀are฀often฀unaware฀of฀how฀they฀came฀to฀their฀
decision.฀For฀instance,฀an฀infantry฀soldier฀in฀a฀war฀zone฀
may฀have฀a฀gut฀feeling฀that฀something฀is฀amiss.฀He฀might฀
not฀be฀able฀to฀pinpoint฀the฀problem,฀however,฀because฀
the฀thought฀process฀that฀led฀to฀the฀decision฀“we฀must฀
leave฀immediately”฀was฀subconscious.฀Although฀it฀may฀
seem฀as฀if฀that฀soldier฀has฀a฀“sixth฀sense,”฀his฀skill฀is฀
not฀related฀to฀blindsight฀but฀to฀his฀expert฀ability฀to฀auto-
matically฀analyze฀complex฀information.฀For฀further฀read-
ing฀on฀this฀topic,฀I฀recommend฀the฀book฀Blink,฀by฀Malcolm฀
Gladwell.฀ —S.M.-C.

A฀soldier฀may฀display฀a฀type฀of฀“sixth฀sense”฀that฀warns฀
him฀or฀her฀of฀danger;฀that฀skill฀is฀not฀the฀same฀thing฀฀
as฀blindsight,฀however.
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