
20TH ANNIVERSARY
THE ASSOCIATION FOR THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF 
CONSCIOUSNESS



Stuart Sutherland (1989), on 
consciousness: “it is impossible to 
specify what it is, what it does, or 
why it evolved. Nothing worth 
reading has been written on it.”

Science  (2005): “What is the 
biological basis of 
consciousness?” as one of the top 
25 questions facing science.
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BERNIE BAARS

“Neolithic humans observed the stars on 
clear nights and saw how they seemed to 
move in great circles around the Pole Star 
(as seen in the northern hemisphere).”



BERNIE BAARS (1997)
By the 1980s an “invisible college” of interested neuroscientists, psychologists, 
mathematicians, physicians, engineers and the like, were slowly coming into view around the 
world, and beginning to work around the scientific taboo against personal consciousness. It 
seemed like a good time to get a “respectable” scientific society going, and a small group of us 
around Berkeley, California, decided to meet one day in a tiny coffee shop on Telegraph 
Avenue, to talk it over.  

Bruce Mangan was working on an important dissertation at UC Berkeley on the topic of 
“vague” or “fringe” conscious states, a vast, badly-neglected topic well-known to William 
James (and to poets throughout history). Patrick Wilken was destined to be the crucial 
organizational talent behind ASSC in the early years, when there was no institutional support 
to be found anywhere in the world. My late, great friend Bill (William P.) Banks gave us a 
chance to have a first meeting at the Claremont Colleges in Southern California. I was dragged 
in to be president by fiat, based on some prior notoriety. I’m not aware that I actually did 
much. And ASSC was born. We didn’t make it happen. In some mysterious way it happened 
because many people in many places were looking for something like it. Our main specific 
contribution in Berkeley was to figure out our long name, the Association for the Scientific 
Study of Consciousness, which sounded all the bells we needed to ring.  

The invisible college started to shimmer into being. And here we are today. 
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Bernie Baars

seminars in Iw NE~ci~, V012, 1990 : pp 263-275 

Francis Crick and Chri.dof Koch 

Visual awareness ;ir a favorabk fmm of consciousness to stdy 
neurobiologically. We propose that it takes two forms: a very 

fat form, &z&i to iconic naemoryr, that may be dl~cu~t to 
study; and a somewhat slower one involv&g visual attention 

and short-term memory. In the slower form an at~tiona~ 
mechanism tra~~t~ binds together all those neurons whose 
activily relates to the relevantfeatures of a sing& visual o&ect. 
We suggest this is done by generating coherent semi- 
spchronow oscillations, probabb in the 40- 70 Hz range. 
These oscillations then activate a transient short-term 
~workin~ ~~~. We outfit several lines ofexp~‘~~~ 
work that might advance the understanding of the neural 
mechanisms involved. The neural basis of very short-term 
memory especia& needs more exjw%nental study. 

Key words: consciousness / attention I binding f 40 Hz 
oscillations I short-term memory 

IT IS REMARKABLE that most of the work in both 
cognitive science and the neurosciences makes no 
reference to porousness (or ‘awareness’), especially 
as many would regard consciousness as the major 
puzzle confronting the neural view of the mind and 
indeed at the present time it appears deeply 
mysterious to many people. This attitude is partly 
a legacy of behaviorism and partly because most 
workers in these areas cannot see any useful way of 
approaching the problem. In the last few years 
several books have appeared’-* that address the 
question directly but most of theseI-3 have been 
written largely from a functional standpoint and SO 
have said rather little about neurons and other 
machinery of the brain. 

We suggest that the time is now ripe for an attack 
on the neural basis of consciousness, Moreover, 
we believe that the problem of consciousness 
can, in the long run, be solved only by expl~ations 
at the neural level. Arguments at the cognitive level 

From the Salk Inrtitutc, 10010 N Torrey P&s Road, 
La Jo&, CA 92037, USA, and Comfiutation and NeuralSyskms 
216-76, Cat$omza retitle of TechnoZo~, Pasta, CA 
9.2125, USA 

01990 by W. B Saunders Company 
10#4-5765/90/02~-0003~5.OO/U 

Towards a neurobiological theory of consciousness 

are undoubtedly important but we doubt whether 
they will, by themselves, ever be sufficiently 
compelling to explain consciousness in a convincing 
manner. Attempting to infer the internal structure 
of a very complex system using a ‘black-box’ 
approach (i.e. manipulating the input variables while 
observing the output of the system) will never lead 
to unique answers. In short, such methods are not 
by themselves powerful enough ever to solve a 
problem, though they are good enough to suggest 
tentative solutions. 

Our basic idea is that consciousness depends 
crucially on some form of rather short-term memory 
and also on some form of serial attentional 
mechanism. This attentional mechanism helps sets 
of the relevant neurons to fire in a coherent semi- 
oscillatory way, probably at a frequency in the 40-70 
Hz range, so that a temporary global unity is 
imposed on neurons in many different parts of the 
brain. These oscillations then activate short-term 
(working) memory. In the later parts of the paper 
we shall be mainly concerned with visual awareness. 

Before approaching the problem in detail, it seems 
sensible to describe our general approach to conseious- 
ness and to decide what aspects of it are best left on 
one side. 

Prolegomenon to the study of consciousness 

We make two basic assumptions, The fast is that there 
is something that requires a scientific explanation. 
There is general agreement that we are not conscious 
of all the processes going on in our heads, though 
exactly which might be a matter of dispute. While 
we are aware of many of the results of perceptual 
and memory processes, we have only limited access 
to the processes that produce this awareness (e.g. 
“How did I come up with the first name of my 
grandfather?“). In fact, some psychologists5 have 
argued that we have only very limited introspective 
access to the origins of even higher order cognitive 
processes. It seems probable, however, that at ~JV 
one moment some active neuronal processes correlate 
with consciousness, ‘while others do not. What are 
the differences between them? 
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1994: CREATION OF ASSC

Bernie Baars Stanley Klein Patrick Wilken Bruce Mangan David Chalmers



DAVID CHALMERS (2014), CHAIR 1997-2004
the discussions leading to the formation of ASSC started after the 
first tucson conference in april 1994.  the initial email discussions 
were among a number of people who had attended that conference, 
including patrick wilken (who had recently set up the PSYCHE journal), 
bernie baars, stan klein, bruce mangan, and me, and in the early 
stages stuart hameroff. 

at first people hoped that there might be a unified group growing out 
of the tucson conference, but it became clear that there were deep 
disagreements between people who wanted the group to focus mainly on 
mainstream psychology, neuroscience, and philosophy and those who 
wanted it to subsume a broader variety of approaches (including 
e.g. contemplative, quantum, and parapsychological approaches as 
well).  in the end the tucson conference went one way and ASSC went 
the other, though plenty of people, including me, stayed closely 
involved with both groups.  at the time, i was against the split and 
hoped that something unified and intermediate could be worked out.  in 
retrospect, i think the two-tiered approach has worked out very well 
for the field. 



DAVID CHALMERS (2014), CHAIR 1997-2004

aside from the split with tucson, there were endless issues to resolve 
in setting up the new association.  i remember lengthy debates about 
whether it should be a society or an association and whether "science" 
or "international" should be in the title.  we could easily have been 
SSSC, ASC, IASSC, or something else.  in the end i ran a vote and ASSC 
nudged out the alternatives.  from 1994 to 1997 we gradually moved 
toward setting up a formal structure with bylaws, a board of directors 
(with many distinguished figure in the field), and an executive 
committee.  bernie baars was the first president, i was chair of the 
executive committee (a role i played until 2004), and patrick wilken 
was ASSC secretary. 

finally in june 1997 we had our first conference, on "what does 
implicit cognition tell us about consciousness?", held in claremont 
and organized by bill banks, patrick wilken, and thomas metzinger.  it 
was a huge success and led to subsequent equally successful 
conferences in bremen (1998), london, ontario (1999), brussels (2000), 
and so on from there.  ASSC was off and running and never looked back. 



1997: FIRST ASSC MEETING

Patrick Wilken Bill Banks† Thomas Metzinger
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Taipei, Taiwan!
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ASSC2 (1998)



ASSC3 (1999)
“I still have in my mind an experience from the 1999 
meeting, in which I and some eminent aficionados of 
consciousness, including, I think, David Chalmers & 
David Rosenthal, sat in the front row of an almost 
empty cinema in down-town London (Ontario) 
watching the Phantom Menace, when it was first 
released. 

The consequence of this encounter can be seen all 
over the internet with the various speculations as to 
whether Jar Jar Binks has already reached that state 
of pure non-self-consciousness endlessly sought by 
the Jedi.” 

— Chris Frith 



ASSC4 (2000)



ASSC4 (2000)



ASSC9 (2005)

“My biggest concern while being both 
the second president of ASSC back in 
1998 and in organizing ASSC9 at 
Caltech in the summer of 2005 was to 
further legitimize the study of 
consciousness in the eyes of the hard 
science community in general and in 
the eyes of neuroscientists, already at 
the time a vast community” 

Christof Koch 



LASSCVEGAS (ASSC11)
  
I suggested that I knew a few of the many magicians who lived or worked there, and 
would see if any of them would like to do a lecture-demonstration on the cognitive 
science of magic, a topic that had fascinated me for years. I was given the green light 
to look into this, and sure enough, my good friend James (the Amazing) Randi said 
he would organize something, and he certainly did, bringing Apollo Robbins, Mac 
King, Teller (of Penn and Teller), and Johnny Thompson together for a special 
symposium.  

The symposium Martinez-Conde and Macknik arranged, “The Magic of 
Consciousness”,  was one of the best attended and most enthusiastically discussed 
sessions at any ASSC meeting I’ve attended, and it led to a good deal of favorable 
publicity for ASSC. 

I don’t know whether the symposium bolstered the support for my claim that the 
“magic” of consciousness is more stage magic, more a bag of  tricks, than 
something science-defying or beyond human ken, but it was both instructive and 
hugely entertaining. 

 — Dan Dennett 



LASSCVEGAS (ASSC11)

“My feeling is that, if you can 
remember an ASSC meeting, then 
you probably weren’t there.” 

— Chris Frith 



ASSC12 (2008)



ASSC12 (2008)



ASSC PRESIDENTS
1997 Bernard Baars, The Wright Insitute, Berkeley 
1998 Christof Koch, California Institute of Technology 
1999 Mel Goodale, University of Western Ontario 
2000 Phil Merikle, University of Waterloo 
2001 Chris Frith, University College London 
2002 Larry Weiskrantz, Oxford University 
2003 Ned Block, New York University 
2004 Petra Stoerig, Heinrich-Heine-University 
2005 Stanislas Dehaene, I.N.S.E.R.M. 
2006 Daniel C. Dennett, Tufts University 
2007 Michael Gazzaniga, UCSB 
2008 David Rosenthal, CUNY Graduate Center 
2009 Giulio Tononi, University of Wisconsin-Madison 
2010 Thomas Metzinger, Universität Mainz 
2011 Ralph Adolphs, Caltech 
2012 Victor Lamme, University of Amsterdam 
2013 Andreas Engel, Hamburg University 
2014 David Chalmers, New York University and ANU 
2015 Marisa Carrasco, New York University 
2016 Steven Laureys, Université de Liège



ASSC COMMITTEES
Board of Directors 

Past President 
 • Marisa Carrasco - New York University, USA 
President 
 • Steven Laureys - Universite de Liege, Belgium  
President-Elect 
 • Catherine Tallon-Baudry - Ecole Normale Supèrieure, France 
Members At Large 
 • Ned Block (2014-2017) - New York University, USA 
 • Axel Cleeremans (2014-2017) - Université libre de Bruxelles, Belgium 
 • Anil Seth (2013-2016) - University of Sussex, UK 
 • Naotsugu Tsuchiya (2013-2016) - Monash University, Australia 
 • Sid Kouider (2016-2019) - Ecole Normale Supèrieure, France 
 • Simon van Gaal (2016-2019) - University of Amsterdam, Netherlands 

ASSC Officers 

Executive Director 
 • Steve Fleming 
Director of Committees 
 • Sundeep Teki 
Director of Communications 
 • David Zhou 
 • Maria Niedernhuber (Deputy) 
Treasurer 
 • Eve Isham 
Secretary 
 • Cassandra Gould

Conference Committee 

 • Aleksandra Mroczko-Wasowicz (2013-2016) Chair 
 • Roy Salomon (2013-2016) 
 • Andrew Dykstra (2015-2018) 
 • Jacobo Sitt (2016-2019) 

Student Committee 

 • Sara Kimmich (Student Member, 2013-2016) Chair 
 • Maria Giovanna Corrado (Student Member, 2014-2017) 
 • Henry Shevlin (Student Member, 2015-2018) 
 • Aurelio Cortese (Student Member, 2015-2018) 
 • Bruno van Swinderen (Full Member, 2013-2016) 

Membership Committee 

 • Lucie Charles (2013-2016) Chair 
 • Michael Beaton (2013-2016) 
 • Monica Gagliano (2014-2017) 

Prize Committee 

 • Ralph Adolphs (2011-2016) 
 • Thomas Metzinger (2013-2017) 
 • Andreas Engel (2014-2018) 
 • David Chalmers (2015-2019) 

Elections Committee  

 • Executive Director - Stephen Fleming 
 • Independent Observer - Cassandra Gould

http://psych.nyu.edu/carrasco/
http://www.coma.ulg.ac.be/home/steven.html
http://www.iec-lnc.ens.fr/visual-cognition-group/
http://www.nyu.edu/gsas/dept/philo/faculty/block/
http://srsc.ulb.ac.be/axcwww/axc.html
http://www.anilseth.com/
http://monash.edu/research/people/profiles/profile.html?sid=1585888&pid=6457
http://www.lscp.net/persons/sidk/
https://sites.google.com/site/simonvangaal/
http://www.stevefleming.org/
http://sundeepteki.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/pub/david-zhou/29/59b/5b1
http://mindbrain.ucdavis.edu/people/eaisham
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/informatics/people/peoplelists/person/242943
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Patrick Wilken



THE GREAT 2008 LOGO DEBATE (THANKS OLIVIA!)

Olivia Carter
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WILLIAM JAMES RECIPIENTS
2004 (Antwerp): Steven Laureys — “Brain function in the vegetative state”

2005 (Pasadena): Hakwan Lau —“Attention to intention”

2006 (Oxford): Sang-Hun Lee — “Traveling waves of activity in early visual cortex during binocular rivalry”

2007 (Las Vegas) Sid Kouider —  “Cerebral bases of subliminal and supraliminal priming during reading”

2008 (Taipei) Naotsugu Tsuchiya —  “Continuous flash suppression reduces negative afterimages”

2009 (Berlin) Joël Pearson — “The functional impact of mental imagery on conscious perception”

2010 (Toronto) Yann Cojan — “The brain under self-control: modulation of inhibitory and monitoring cortical networks during hypnotic paralysis”

2011 (Kyoto) Ian Philipps — “Perception and iconic memory: What Sperling doesn’t show”

2012 (Brighton) Stephen Fleming — “Relating introspective accuracy to individual differences in brain structure”

2013 (Brighton) Aaron Shurger — “An accumulator model for spontaneous neural activity prior to self-initiated movement”

2014 (Brisbane) Zhicheng Lin — “Priming of awareness or how not to measure visual awareness”

2015 (Paris) Alexandra Vlassova — “Unconscious information changes decision accuracy but not confidence”

2016 (Buenos Aires) Satohiro Tajima — “Untangling brain-wide dynamics in consciousness by cross-embedding"



JOURNALS

PSYCHE (1992 - 2010) 
Patrick Wilken

Consciousness and Cognition 
Baars & Banks

Neuroscience of Consciousness 
Anil Seth 
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SEA SERPENTS
NEW KIDS ON THE BLOCK



PATRICK WILKEN (1OTH ANNIVERSARY LECTURE)
Concluding remarks

It is only in the last dozen years that consciousness has again become an 
active topic of conversation within the sciences.

The ASSC was formed right at the beginning of this new golden age, and our 
role - that of promoting consciousness as a worthy topic of consideration in 
science - has so far been highly effective. 

We have been responsible for holding ten successful meetings; of which 
three key volumes have been published. In addition, we support the 
development of new researchers in the field with the annual and increasingly 
prestigious William James Prize.

In the future we plan a move into Asia to make us truly international in 
scope, an e-print archive, and possibly even our own journal.

We do this all within the framework of a 600 member democratically run 
organization, composed of many of the key players in the field. 

Our prospects are bright.

Patrick Wilken 
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I am feeling sort of dry today 
Where is my body? 
Do I have a body? 

Am I getting old already? 
Where do I come from? 

I wish I could eat myself! 
What was I thinking? 
Where is everybody? 

HAPPY XXTH 
BIRTHDAY  

ASSC!


