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This is the fi rst in a regular series of newsletters 
that will profi le the Berlin School of Mind and Brain.

Recent progress in the neurosciences has opened 
up new and exciting avenues for research that raise 
 challenging conceptual and ethical questions that lie 
at the heart of contemporary research in the fi eld 
of conscious ness studies. The Berlin School of Mind 
and Brain off ers a unique research and training envi-
ronment for doctoral candidates to work at the inter-
face between science and the humanities. Founded 
in 2006 as part of  Germany’s Excellence Initiative, the 
School off ers a three-year interdisciplinary doctoral 
 program in English. Of particular interest are re-
search areas that fall on the borders between the mind 
 sciences ( e. g., philosophy, linguistics, behavioral and 
 cognitive science, economics ), and the brain sciences 
( e. g., neuro physiology, computational neuroscience, 
 neurology, and neurobiology ).

Hosted by the Humboldt University, and located 
in the heart of Berlin, the School has a faculty com-
prised of 60 distinguished researchers, which includes 
scientists from the Berlin institutions of the Free Uni-
versity, the Technical University, the Bernstein Center 
for Computational Neuroscience Berlin, and the Max 
Planck Institute for Human Development, as well as 
the Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive and 
Brain Sciences (Leipzig), and the nearby universities 
of Potsdam and Magdeburg. 

Editorial 
by Michael 
Pauen and Arno 
Vill ringer
 Academic Direc-
tors, Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain

Conscious and Unconscious 
Perception



Students are strongly encouraged to develop and work 
on any projects that are relevant to interdisciplnary ques-
tions relating to mind and brain. They  acquire a strong 
foundation for interdisciplinary work by attend ing eight 
one-week classes during the fi rst half of their doctoral 
program, which cover all fi elds relevant for mind / brain-
related research, and allow students to explore research 
methods and topics to which they have not been previ-
ously exposed to. In addition each doctoral candidate is 
assigned two professorial advisors – one from the brain 
sciences and one from the mind sciences. 

Given a major research focus of the School is con-
sciousness, we thought it highly appropriate to launch 
this newsletter at the assc-xiii meeting, and profi le 
the work of some our students who are most actively 
involved in exploring issues core to the modern study 
of consciousness. Naturally in such a format it is im-
possible to give more than a taste of the research being 
done. We encourage you to seek out the presentations 
by these and other students of the School at this meet-
ing to get a fuller sense of the depth and breadth of the 
work conducted by our research community. 

It is with great pleasure on behalf of the School to 
warmly welcome all attendees to the 13th annual meeting 
of the Association for the Scientifi c Study of Conscious-
ness to Berlin. 
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Q & A Daniel 
 Margulies

Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain?
A  I visited Berlin a year and a half 
ago. While at a bar one night, I met 
a guy who suggested I contact Arno 
Villringer and look into the Berlin 
School of Mind and Brain. Every-
thing from that point on fl owed 
rather naturally. The fl exibility of 
the program – that I could pursue 
a diverse line of research within the 
umbrella of the School, while also 
having the support to continue with 
neuroscience – was my ultimate 
 motivation for applying. I also wan-
ted to take the opportunity to learn 
German, which has thus far pro-
ven to be more of a challenge than 
expected.

Q  What is your research topic? 
A  I study intrinsic fl uctuations 
in brain activity using fMRI. The 
research explores the relationship 
between functional neural systems 
independent of a specifi c task and 
behavioral diff erences between in-
dividuals. I’ve had some interesting 
results looking at anterior cingulate 
connectivity with respect to how 
people deal with stress in their daily 
lives. We’re also beginning to apply 

these connectivity techniques to 
look at applications for neurosurge-
ry. My other primary interest is in 
exploring how theories and metho-
dologies from contemporary art can 
contribute to neuroscientifi c practi-
ce. I’ll need to get back to you with 
details there. At the moment, it’s just 
about as wishy-washy as it sounds.

Q  Which do you see as the challenges 
of an interdisciplinary study of the 
mind and brain?
A  Of all the challenges inherent 
to any spirit of interdisciplinarity, 
one of the lesser addressed is the 
diffi  culty of succinctly explaining 
to people ( especially to oneself and 
one’s super visor ) what one actually 
does. My close friends know about 
the intrinsic fl uctuations. But given 
the artistic tenor of Berlin, I usually 
tell people that I’m a brain photo-
grapher – which I believe in some 
indirect way accurately conveys the 
interdisciplinary spirit the program. 
I tell my parents that I’m in medical 
school to make things easier for all 
of us. 
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Q  What classes from undergradu-
ate study do you wish you could still 
remember or wish you had taken?
A  Although “The History of Paris 

Through its Architecture,” “Capita-
lism and Psychological Life,” and 
a course on the literature of the year 
1871 have all been peripherally useful 
at some point or another, I feel an 
almost daily regret for not having 
taken more computer science and 
math courses during undergrad. 
 
Q  What do your parents think you 
are studying?
A  See question #3 .

Q  What do you like best about living 
in Berlin?
A  I like knowing that all offi  cial 
forms will arrive in the mail with 
two holes already punched, sugges-
ting a nationwide organizational 
 strategy that far exceeds my own 
cultural upbringing.

A  Another thing I like about living 
in Berlin is that for every three activi-
ties which require signed duplicates 
as a rite of entry, there are another 
three which simply require one to 
know the entrance location, or the 
password, or the friend-of-a-friend. 
The city seems full of these tensi-
ons between explicit and implicit 
structure, between amorphous grass 
roots initiatives and bureaucratic 
hierarchies. Whether looking for a 
challenge or for comfort, it seems 
anyone could fi nd a place here that 
feels right. 

Daniel  Margulies
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Q  What made you apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain?
A  My research is motivated by the 
question “how do human beings 
constitute themselves as conscious 
volitional beings and shape their 
cultural habitats?” After having 
completed an undergraduate thesis 
in computer science, entitled “Can 
computers think”, and a masters 
thesis in philosophy, entitled “Free 
will, neurobiology, and the second 
person”, I naturally thought of get-
ting my hands dirty with cognitive 
neuroscience experiments during 
my PhD. The Berlin School of Mind 
and Brain promised an intensive 
interdisciplinary teaching program, 
as well as an excellent collection of 
neuroscientists, philosophers, lingu-
ists, and psychologists with which to 
investigate the cognitive capacities, 
as well as the social and intersubjec-
tive skills, which go towards making 
a creature a person. In addition, the 
prospect of living and working in 
Berlin won the case against other 
interdisciplinary programs. 

Q  What is your research topic? 
A  Our volitional capacities largely 
depend on our ability to pursue long-
term commitments and plans in face 
of distracting and demanding short-
term tasks. How does the brain en-
code, maintain, and retrieve, future 
intentions and plans of action in the 
face of constant active engagement 
with other demanding tasks? I inves-
tigate these questions by applying 
multi-voxel pattern classifi cation on 
fMRI neuroimaging data collected 
from subjects engaged in a deman-
ding task which requires them to 
endogenously retrieve and execute 
goals during 50 second long trials. 
At the same time, with the help of 
my second supervisor, I am looking 
into the philosophical implications 
of my empirical work on theories of 
intentions and actions.

Q  Which do you see as the challenges 
of an interdisciplinary study of the 
mind and brain?
A  I see two major challenges for 
the interdisciplinary study of mind 
and brain. The most salient is a 
divide between a socio-historically 
embedded perspective on the mind 
and what it is to be a human on the 
one hand (i.e., one based on 

Ida
MomennejadQ & A
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normative reasons and philosophi-
cal/historical/cultural narratives); 
and on the other a ‘bird’s-eye’ measu-
ring/scaling perspective on the diver-
se dimensions of human behavior, 
traits, and experience. Strikingly, in 
attempts to bridge such a ‘gap’ by 
measuring and scaling cultural and 
narrative phenomena we run the 
risk of adopting a utilitarian atti-
tude at the cost of dismissing other 
approaches and traditions of investi-
gation. The second challenge is what 
I would like to call the challenge 
from experience. Whether in the 
jargon of ‘consciousness’, ‘qualia’, 
or ‘mindfulness’, it is embarrassingly 
apparent that we have not yet come 
close enough to what the ‘experi-
ence’ of being human (or any other 
conscious creature) is, how it comes 
about, and why it has evolved. 

Q  What do you like best about living 
in Berlin?
A  I enjoy the thriving bedrock Ber-
lin provides for independent currents 
in music, dance, and performing arts, 

as well as its generous discounts and 
funding opportunities for students 
interested in art, sciences, and cultu-
ral events. On the other hand, the di-
versity of strong scholarly programs 
in the sciences and humanities in 
Berlin allows for fruitful interdiscip-
linary encounters and collaborations. 
Finally, exploring its history refl ected 
in its architecture and cityscapes is a 
privilege, especially to the eyes of an 
amateur photographer. Since I have 
left my more populated and polluted 
home town Tehran, I have not felt as 
much at home in any other city. 

Ida Momennejad
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Radoslaw 
CichyQ & A

Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the School of Mind 
and Brain?
A  After a bachelor’s degree in cog-
nitive science and a master’s degree 
in neuroscience I looked around for 
a suitable doctoral program. Very 
soon I realized that most doctoral 
programs would require me to let 
go of either neuroscience or philoso-
phy. But that did not seem the right 
thing to do. How could I be happy 
with a program that was bound to 
throw light only on one half of the 
questions I have, and deal with only 
one half of the issues I yearn to 
understand? I believe one can only 
progress fully from an integrated 
perspective on philosophy and neu-
roscience. Furthermore I did not 
want to miss out on the challenge 
and fun of such an approach. I 
wanted a program which makes the 
explicit vow of interdisciplinarity, 
and the Berlin School of Mind and 
Brain did exactly that. And that’s why 
I applied. 

Q  What is your research topic? 
A  The topic I am interested in is 
visual object perception. Humans 
seemingly eff ortlessly recognize and 
categorize objects of all sorts under 
radically diff ering environmental 
conditions, but how the human vi-
sual system achieves this cognitive 
capacity is very little understood. 
How do we recognize objects ( e. g., 
a chair, as a particular exemplar, and 
simultaneously as a member of a 
class of the family of chairs )? How is 
a unifi ed and structured perception 
of the world as made out of specifi c 
objects that are category members 
possible? To tackle these questions 
I conduct research using fMRI and 
multi-voxel pattern analysis, analy-
sing the structure of object represen-
tation in higher visual areas in the 
human brain. 

Q  Which do you see as the challenges 
of an interdisciplinary study of the 
mind and brain?
A  One major challenge is to access 
questions concerning cognition from 
diff erent disciplines on a real par. 
This requires the middle way of not 
getting stuck in a priori confessions 
of belief of one’s own discipline and 
at the same time not abandoning 
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one stance or perspective for the 
lure of another. It requires fi rst to re-
construct the way issues concerning 
the mind and the brain are posed, 
second to crystallize out well descri-
bed, specifi c and clear questions, and 
third to take the endeavor of answe-
ring these questions long distance, 
creating a sustainable technology of 
research and debate. 

Q  What do you like best about living 
in Berlin?
A  Berlin off ers a vibrant cultural 
scene in philosophy, music, theatre 

and dance. As the world is not a part 
of the brain, but the brain a part 
of the world, studying and living in 
Berlin is not contradictory, but com-
plimentary. 

Radoslaw Cichy 

Friederike Hohlefeld 
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Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain?
A  Since undergraduate study 

I have been interested in the connec-
tion between the life sciences and 
the brain sciences. How do soft-
ware and hardware interact in the 
 human being? In computer science 
a separation of both fi elds is un-
thinkable, whereas the gap between 

“mind” and “brain” disciplines is still 
striking. The interdisciplinary focus 
of the School bridges this gap.

Q  What is your research topic?
A  Movements are fundamental 
for daily communication. In the case 
of spinal cord injuries or neurologic-
al illness people can lose their ability 
to move and thus communicate. 
Such loss can be restored by using 
a brain – computer interface. This 
device relies only on the brain acti-
vity of the user, who can manage 
by just thinking about the goal, for 
instance, text spelling programs or 
move wheelchairs. I am working on 
the optimization of brain – computer 
interfacing by investigating how 
intention and decision-making are 
realized in the human brain.

Q  Which do you see as the challenges 
of an interdisciplinary study of the 
mind and brain?
A  A major challenge is fi nding a 
common language. The long isolati-
on of the disciplines has generated 
specialized knowledge as well as 
diff erent terminologies for similar 
things. The disciplines must learn 
to eff ectively communicate with 
each other by establishing a com-
mon language, from which further 
knowledge can be developed.

Q  What do you like best about living 
in Berlin?

A  Berlin scientifi cally off ers a 
great platform for interdisciplinary 
work in the neurosciences and life 
sciences. The network of three big 
universities and various research 
institutions provide a good start for 
a doctoral student. Non-scientifi cally, 
Berlin is a melting pot of cultures, 
which continuously change the city’s 
face, while its core is determined by 
the intense historical background. 

Q & A Friederike 
Hohlefeld
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Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the School of Mind 
and Brain?
A  During my earlier studies in psy-
chology I did research on basic func-
tions of the human mind and brain, 
such as action monitoring, both from 
a cognitive and clinical perspective. 
I decided to continue my research at 
the School because it off ered the pos-
sibility to become familiar with other 
approaches, such as philosophy.

Q  What is your research topic? 
A  I am examining the sense of agen-
cy: How do we recognize that we are 
causing our own actions and their 
eff ects? My research focuses on iden-
tifying the underlying mechanisms. 
For instance, how sensory and central 
information is integrated to give one 
the experience that when your hands 
turn a steering wheel that you are the 
source of that action. I currently use 
eeg to investigate the time course of 
the neural processes involved in the 
sense of agency.

Q  What do you fi nd most interesting 
about your research?
A  There are forms of psychopatho-
logy in which the sense of agency 
is disturbed. In schizophrenia, for 

example, patients with delusions of 
control describe the experience that 
their thoughts or actions are not 
produced by them, but made by an 
external agent or force. In order to 
explain the origin of these symptoms 
we need a better understanding of 
the basic mechanisms underlying the 
sense of agency.

Q  Which do you see as the challenges 
of an interdisciplinary study of the 
mind and brain?
A  The prerequisite for fruitful inter-
disciplinary work is to develop a com-
mon language and precisely defi ne 
what each approach can bring to the 
topic. The role of cognitive psycholo-
gy is to contribute elaborated theories 
and testable hypotheses about func-
tions of the mind, which can then be 
validated using convergent evidence 
from neurophysiological or neuropsy-
chological measurements.

Q  What do you like best about living 
in Berlin?
A  Berlin is a multicultural, open-
minded and fresh city with many 
diff erent facets. What I like most 
about Berlin is its lively and inspiring 
art scene. I am currently taking part 
in a modern dance theater project led 
by Marc Headley.

Q & A Antje 
Gentsch
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Q & A Kristina 
 Musholt

Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the School of Mind 
and Brain?
A  Given my interdisciplinary back-

ground ( I have master’s degrees in 
both neuroscience and philosophy ), 
working towards a doctorate in 
philosophy within the School’s pro-
gram almost seemed like the logical 
continuation of my education. It 
enables me to focus on my philoso-
phical interests while at the same 
time staying in close contact with 
the empirical sciences and acquiring 

additional knowledge in areas that 
I was not previously exposed to, 
such as linguistics and computatio-
nal neuroscience. In addition to the 
interdisciplinarity of the program 
I was attracted by the internationality 
of the School. 

Q  What is your research topic? 
A  My research topic is self-con-

sciousness; that is, I am trying to 
understand how we come to have 

Antje Gentsch 

Kristina  Musholt 
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a sense of self, of being distinct enti-
ties in the world. I am particularly in-
terested in the relation and transition 
between implicit and explicit forms 
of self-representation and the role of 
intersubjectivity for self-conscious-
ness. In other words, I am interested 
in the interdependence of our sense 
of self and our sense of others. Apart 
from the fact that I fi nd questions 
relating to our sense of self deeply 
fascinating, I also like combining dif-
ferent methodological approaches in 
my research, for example, by using 
insights from analytical philosophy, 
as well as from phenomenology, cog-
nitive neuroscience and developmen-
tal psychology. 

Q  Which do you see as the challenges 
of an interdisciplinary study of the 
mind and brain?
A  In my opinion one of the big-

gest challenges of interdisciplinary 
research consists in the diff erent 
perspectives and the diff erent langu-
ages that are employed by diff erent 
disciplines. Often, researchers from 
diff erent areas use the same expres-
sion to refer to entirely diff erent 
concepts, which can make it diffi  cult 
to communicate eff ectively. This is 
why I think an interdisciplinary edu-

cation is important. Also, I believe 
that while there are many issues that 
call for an interdisciplinary approach, 
we should not forget that sometimes, 
diff erent disciplines simply ask dif-
ferent questions, each of which has 
their rightful place. In other words, 
we should resist the temptation to 
confuse cooperation between discip-
lines with the reduction or eliminati-
on of certain approaches. 

Q  What do you like best about living 
in Berlin?
A  What I love most about Berlin is 

the sense of creativity, constant trans-
formation, and liveliness in combi-
nation with a certain weight that the 
history, which is visible everywhere, 
imposes on the city. In my mind, this 
creates a fascinating dynamic that 
is matched by few, if any, places in 
the world, and that is very inspiring. 
I also love the fact that Berlin is an 
incredibly tolerant city – it feels as 
though no matter who you are or 
what you do, there is a place for you 
here. 
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Apply by 15 January 2010 for

three-year doctoral program
in transdisciplinary 
mind and brain research

Applications invited for

• Conscious and unconscious perception

• Decision-making

• Language

• Brain plasticity and lifespan ontogeny

• Brain disorders and mental dysfunction

• Philosophy of mind

Funding available !

Enquiries: newsletter @ mind-and-brain.de

berlin school of mind and brain

www.mind-and-brain.de
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