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Barmaid: “Would you like some wine?”
Descartes: “I think not.”
Then he vanishes.

—Anonymous joke

Our brain is a small lump of organic molecules.
It contains some hundred billion neurons, each
more complex than a galaxy. They are connected
in over a million billion ways. By what incredible
hocus-pocus does this tangle of twisted filaments
become aware of itself as a living thing, capable of
of love and hate, of writing novels and symphonies,
feeling pleasure and pain, with a will free to do
good and evil?

David Chalmers, an Australian philosopher, has
called the problem of explaining consciousness
the “hard problem”. The easy problem is under-
standing unconscious behavior, such as breathing,
digestion, walking, perceiving, and a thousand
other things. Grappling with the hard problem has
become one of the hottest topics facing philoso-
phers, psychologists, and neuroscientists. Accord-
ing to philosopher John Searle, reviewing Nicholas
Humphrey’s Red: A Study of Consciousness (New
York Review of Books, November 2005), Amazon
lists 3,865 books on consciousness. The most
recent, published this year by Basic, is Douglas
Hofstadter’s | Am a Strange Loop.

Hofstadter, a
professor of cogni-

[ AM A tive science at In-
STRANGE diana University,
is best known for
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his Pulitzer prize-
winning Godel,
Escher, Bach, or GEB
as he likes to call
it. His new book, as
brilliant and provoc-
ative as earlier ones,
is a colorful mix of
speculations with
passages of autobi-
ography. An entire
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Martin Gardner wrote Scientific American’s Mathematical
Games column for 25 years. His most recent books are
The Annotated Hunting of the Snark and Are Universes
Thicker Than Blackberries?

NoTICcES oF THE AMS

chapter is devoted
to a terrible tragedy
that Hofstadter is still trying to cope with. His wife
Carol, at age 42, died suddenly of a brain tumor.
The preceding chapter links his love for Carol to
a fantasy he once conceived about a mythical land
he called Twinwirld. Its inhabitants are identical
twins, so nearly alike that they think and act like
single individuals.

| suspect Hofstadter will be surprised to know
that L. Frank Baum, in his non-Oz fantasy The
Enchanted Island of Yew (you?) imagined a similar
land he called Twi. Everything in Twi is duplicated,
like seeing the world through glasses that produce
double images. Residents of Twi, like those of
Twinwirld, are identical twins. The rulers of Twi
are two beautiful girls who think and speak as a
single entity.

In his heart-rending chapter on Carol, Hof-
stadter makes clear why he preceded it with a de-
scription of Twinwirld. He and Carol were so much
alike they they resembled a pair of Twinwirlders.
Unable to find consolation in hope for an afterlife,
Hofstadter’s only solace is knowing that for at least
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