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Abstract

Binocular rivalry provides a useful situation for studying the relation between the temporal flow of conscious experience
and the temporal dynamics of neural activity. After proposing a phenomenological framework for understanding temporal
aspects of consciousness, we review experimental research on multistable perception and binocular rivalry, singling out
various methodological, theoretical, and empirical aspects of this research relevant to studying the flow of experience.
We then review an experimental study from our group explicitly concerned with relating the temporal dynamics of rival-
rous experience to the temporal dynamics of cortical activity. Drawing attention to the importance of dealing with ongoing
activity and its inherent changing nature at both phenomenological and neurodynamical levels, we argue that the notions
of recurrence and variability are pertinent to understanding rivalry in particular and the flow of experience in general.
! 2007 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

When two different patterns are presented simultaneously, one to each eye, they seem to alternate back and
forth at irregular intervals, a phenomenon known as binocular rivalry. This paper explores how binocular riv-
alry can be used to investigate the temporal structure and dynamics of the ongoing flow of conscious
experience.

Binocular rivalry has received considerable attention from neuroscientists for several reasons (Blake &
Logothetis, 2002). First, it is an intriguing experience in itself. How is it that this perceptual alternation comes
about? Why do we not see either a static mixture of two images or both images at the same time, one super-
imposed on the other? Second, binocular rivalry has been proposed as a way to identify those neural processes
that correlate directly with visual consciousness (Crick, 1996). Because the same stimulus alternates between
being consciously perceivable and unperceivable, depending only on the subject’s internal state, we can
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compare the neurobiological state of the subject while he is conscious of the stimulus and while he is not.
Finally, it has been suggested that such perceptual alternation might share biological substrates with attention
and reflect basic mechanisms that secure an ongoing perceptual ‘‘sampling’’ of the available world (Leopold &
Logothetis, 1999).

Yet binocular rivalry can also been seen in the context of the ongoing dynamics of the experience it reveals.
We see one possible image, transit to the alternative, hold it for a moment, transit back again, and so on. This
invariant structure holds true for the perception of many ambiguous figures, but is also relevant to general
considerations about the temporal dynamics of the flow of subjective experience (Cosmelli, Lachaux, &
Thompson, 2007).

This paper explores this idea. Using binocular rivalry as a paradigm, we propose some new theoretical and
methodological tools for the neuroscientific study of the temporal dynamics of the ongoing flow of subjective
experience.

The approach we take here belongs to the research program known as neurophenomenology (Lutz &
Thompson, 2003; Varela, 1996). Neurophenomenology uses phenomenological investigations of the phenom-
enal structure of subjective experience to guide neuroscientific investigations of the brain activity subserving
consciousness (see, e.g., Lutz, Lachaux, Martinerie, & Varela, 2002; Rainville & Price, 2003). Our specific con-
cern in this paper is with how phenomenological analyses of the temporality of consciousness can benefit neu-
roscientific studies of the temporal dynamics of the brain activity associated with the ongoing flow of
experience.

We begin in Section 2 with some phenomenological considerations about the temporality of consciousness.
These considerations provide a conceptual and phenomenological framework for our discussion of binocular
rivalry. We then review some of the extant literature on rivalry, with emphasis on recent experimental work by
our group that takes a neurophenomenological approach. Finally, we explore the implications of this work for
advancing the neuroscientific study of the ongoing flow of experience.

2. A phenomenological framework

During both unreflective everyday experience (walking the dog, watching the rain fall, daydreaming, etc.)
and more constrained mental activity (self-conscious reflection, attentive concentration, etc.), the dynamical
aspect of our conscious experience is pervasive and unavoidable. Whether we are startled by a unique and sur-
prising event, such as a thunder clap, or we are following the ongoing train of ideas during a lecture, our expe-
rience seems always to be on the move. Yet we can recognize not only an ongoing movement or flow, but also
a certain standing now or present moment, which seems always there—or rather here—invariant throughout
the flow. These two structural features of our experience—a standing now and an ongoing flow—are central to
both James’s (1981) and Husserl’s (1991) analyses of consciousness.1 According to Husserl (1991), they form
one unified phenomenal structure, which he calls the standing-streaming structure of time-consciousness (see
Zahavi, 2003, 2005). To set forth a phenomenological framework for our treatment of binocular rivalry in this
paper, let us highlight a few basic features of this phenomenal structure.

2.1. Standing: The now

The experience of time can be understood as the consciousness of things and events as temporal, as the
awareness of them as enduring, changing, staying the same, and so on. This sort of consciousness would
not be possible if our consciousness of the present moment were that of a punctual or instantaneous now.
Rather, consciousness of the present moment must be of the present as having temporal width. In James’s
words, ‘‘the practically cognized present is no knife-edge,’’ but instead a ‘‘duration-block,’’ a temporal expanse
containing past and future phases, ‘‘a bow and a stern. . . a forward- and rearward-looking part’’ (James, 1981,
p. 574). Whereas James takes this duration-block or so-called specious present as a basic datum of experience,
Husserl takes it as requiring further phenomenological analysis (Gallagher, 1998, pp. 32–52). More precisely,

1 For further discussion, see Gallagher (1998), Thompson (2007), Varela (1999), and Zahavi (2003, 2005).
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the extended present, as a phenomenal content of consciousness, needs to be understood in relation to the type
of intentionality that brings about or makes available this content.

According to Husserl (1991), the intentionality of time-consciousness has a threefold structure. Three inten-
tional processes, called primal impression, retention, and protention, work together in any experience and can-
not operate on their own apart from one another. Husserl’s favorite example is listening to a melody. For each
now-phase of the melody, each currently sounding note, there is a corresponding primal impression directed
exclusively toward that now-phase. Primal impression makes no reference to either past or future, and so by
itself is insufficient for the perception of the melody (and for the experience of any temporal object, no matter
how brief its duration). Primal impression must be accompanied by retention and protention. Retention is
directed toward the just-elapsed phase of the melody, the just-heard note, which although no longer actual,
is still being heard in the mode of just-past. The note still subjectively sounds not because it is really present
to consciousness; on the contrary, it is no longer actual. Rather, it is present only intentionally; it is mentally
intended as just-past. Protention, on the other hand, is directed in a more indefinite way toward the immediate
future, in this case toward the notes of the melody sensed as just-about-to-occur. Unlike retention, which is
intentionally filled or determinate in content, protention is unfilled or indeterminate. This openness, however,
does involve a sense of anticipation, for were the melody to stop abruptly or were a wrong note to sound, we
would be surprised. It is always possible in principle for us to be surprised in this way, no matter what the
content of our present experience, and thus our consciousness at any given moment always involves an open
and forward-looking horizon.

The unified operation of protention, primal impression, and retention underlies our experience of the present
moment as thick with duration. Primal impression is the continuous intending of the new, even if it be only the
newly unchanging (as in the case of a continually sounding tone); retention is the continuous holding onto the
present as slipping away and sinking into the past; and protention is the continuous going beyond the present
as opening into the future. This threefold structure is invariant and present synchronically as a unified whole
throughout the course of experience. Although the specific phenomenal contents of this structure change from
moment to moment, the structure itself does not (unless consciousness suffers a radical breakdown).

2.2. Streaming: The flow

As justmentioned, our experience comprises not only the extended nowas an invariant structure of awareness,
but also constantmovement, as the not-yet andabout-to-happen come topass andbecome the just-happened and
no-more.Amoment agoperhaps youwere asking yourselfwhether the previous analysismade sense, nowyouare
reading this sentence, andmaybe in amoment you will decide to get up and take a break, while letting yourmind
wander elsewhere. In these and other ways, our awareness seems to be constantly on the move. James (1981) viv-
idly captures this flowing quality with his famous metaphor of the stream of consciousness.

James distinguishes two important aspects of this flow—substantive, stable moments, in which one is actu-
ally conscious of something, and transitive, feeling moments, in which one passes from one content to another
(James, 1981, chap. IX). He describes consciousness as like a bird’s life, for it seems to be made up of an alter-
nation of flights and perchings. James remarks that substantive moments can be recognized as such, whereas
transitive moments are quite difficult to pinpoint accurately. They present themselves as tendencies and
changes between states, and not as distinct contents immediately definable in themselves, save by some retro-
spective exercise.

Although this analysis captures a significant portion of the dynamics of ongoing experience, it tends to
focus on the sequential character of substantive (perching) and transitive (flying) moments. Yet the substantive
moments too are never static, for any momentary ‘‘perching’’ of consciousness is itself intrinsically labile and
unstable (Cosmelli et al., 2007; Hanna & Thompson, 2003), as we will see concretely later in this paper. The
dynamics of consciousness thus lies deeper than simply its change of focus (Cosmelli et al., 2007).

2.3. The living present as standing-streaming

Let us synthesize these brief phenomenological considerations. Within ongoing experience we can distin-
guish between, on the one hand, the changing or varying contents of consciousness, and on the other hand,
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how these contents appear, the mode or manner of their givenness. The particular contents of phenomenal
consciousness change from moment to moment. But the way they appear—that they appear to flow or stream
within a stretched-out now—does not change or vary; it remains invariant. In other words, the flowing or well-
ing up of contents within a stretched-out now is an invariant structure of appearance. Although not itself any
particular phenomenal content, it appears in them as an invariant phenomenal structure. Husserl calls this
invariant structure the living present. The living present is the unified standing-streaming structure that results
from the continual operation of primal impression–retention–protention. It is standing because it itself does
not move in or through phenomenal time, being instead a basic structure of phenomenal time. It is streaming
because it is the continuous transformation of the about-to-happen into the happening-now into the just-hap-
pened. This intentional transformation underlies any appearance of flow whatsoever (including the appear-
ance of consciousness to itself as a subjective flow in so-called internal time-consciousness; see Zahavi,
2003, 2005) (see Fig. 1).

We propose that this analysis can have significant implications for the neuroscience of consciousness (see
also Lloyd, 2002; Thompson, 2007; Varela, 1999; Vogeley & Kupke, 2007). In particular, it suggests that we
might try to approach the experimental study of consciousness by taking the unique phenomenal temporality
of conscious experience as our reference point. In this way, phenomenological analysis might be able to guide
and inform psychological and neurobiological investigations of consciousness.

3. Multistable perception as an experimental approach

Trying to study the standing-streaming structure of ongoing experience raises difficult experimental ques-
tions. How can we investigate the invariant flow of experience—understood as its standing-streaming charac-
ter—rather than the changing contents of experience? Given the inherent variability of the spontaneous stream
of mental activity,2 the situation poses a nontrivial methodological problem. How can we set up a properly
controlled setting in order to investigate the structure of the ongoing flow as such rather than the myriad
changing contents? Furthermore, given that this standing-streaming structure is supposed to be invariant
across all conscious experience, we cannot proceed according to the classical scientific method of contrasting
conditions in which the aspect under investigation is present with conditions in which it is absent. Thus what
we need is some way to constrain the contents of experience so as to make evident how they are continuously
modified through and by their ongoing flowing.

We propose that ambiguous or multistable perception paradigms offer a promising setting in which to
approach this problem. These perceptual paradigms can be understood as highly constrained flow-of-experi-
ence situations, in which the possible contents of experience have been reduced to a small number (the con-
flicting perceptual alternatives). In other words, multistable perception offers a situation in which the invariant
phenomenal form or structure of the flow as such (standing-streaming) can be made evident, precisely because
the flowing contents are so highly constrained or restricted. From this perspective, our task is not to explain
the particular contents of a given multistable perception situation, but rather to investigate the way these con-
tents are phenomenally modified in time. In this way, we can focus on the structure of the ongoing flow, using

Fig. 1. The standing-streaming character of conscious experience.

2 Although we are quite good at recognizing what we have seen before, we do not experience something in exactly the same way twice.
Furthermore, if somehow this happened, we would be in no position to distinguish both events.
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multistable perception as a model or study case. In the rest of this section, we review some of the general fea-
tures of multistable perception from this perspective.

When viewed continuously, certain visual patterns produce a sequence of alternating perceptual interpre-
tations. Such perceptual oscillations persist as long as the figures are viewed, and they occur in the absence of
any physical change in the stimuli. The first published evidence of such multistable visual phenomena can be
traced back quite far in the history of vision science. In 1760 Dutour described a phenomenon, which after
Wheatstone’s work in 1838, would be known as binocular rivalry. In 1832 Necker observed in viewing a crys-
tal that at least two interpretations were possible. From his work issued the well-known Necker cube, perhaps
the paradigm multistable figure. In 1915, Rubin introduced what eventually became known as the Rubin vase.
Many other multistable visual phenomena have subsequently been described (Fig. 2).

In general, multistable phenomena exhibit a certain distribution of ‘‘residence’’ times on each possible inter-
pretation. Perceptual dominance durations are distributed unimodally with a sharp growth and a long tail.
They have typically been fitted to gamma distributions (Leopold & Logothetis, 1996) or log-normal distribu-
tions (Lehky, 1995). Average reversion rate may vary from approximately 1 to 6 s, depending on the pattern
and the conditions used (Ditzinger & Haken, 1989).3 Nevertheless, no short term autocorrelation has been
found in the time series (Lehky, 1995). Therefore, although we know what the probability distribution will
look like, we cannot predict the duration of a given dominance period based on preceding events.

Although the alternation among perceptual interpretations is essentially spontaneous, the dominance times
of a given interpretation can be strongly influenced by a diversity of factors. Changes in stimulus contrast,
luminance, and orientation can modify how long one given interpretation will remain. Furthermore, these fac-
tors are not restricted to low-level characteristics of the stimulus: surrounding context, contour completion,
recognizability, and semantic content can bias in favor of one interpretation (Alais & Blake, 1999; Blake,
1989; Kovacs, Papathomas, Yang, & Feher, 1996). Voluntary control can also be exerted at various levels
(Carter et al., 2005; Windman, Wehrmann, Calabrese, & Güntürkün, 2006). One can intentionally favor which
interpretation is preferentially retained (though not absolutely) and modify the rate of alternation to a signif-
icant degree (fast versus slow transitions). Attention to various aspects, either semantic or positional in the
ambiguous figures, can also determine which interpretation dominates longer.

Another interesting point about multistable phenomena is that their temporal randomness can also be
found in exploratory behaviors, such as free viewing or eye movements during cognitive tasks. In these behav-
iors, no low- or high-order correlation is found between successive fixation times, and the same type of dis-
tribution in residence times is observed (Leopold & Logothetis, 1999).

Multistable phenomena therefore exhibit at least four fundamental characteristics: (i) a dynamic, multiple
perceptual experience; (ii) exclusivity, i.e., only one possible interpretation is present at one time and in one
point of the perceived space; (iii) spontaneity, meaning that transitions among perceptual interpretations
occur whether the observer wants them to or not (although one can introduce bias voluntarily); and (iv) ran-
domness, so that one cannot predict the future duration of a dominance period based upon previous periods.

Somewhat analogously, (i) during our daily ongoing conscious lives, we can choose among multiple views,
thoughts, and actions, but when we hold onto any given one it fills momentarily our experience as a coherent
whole; (ii) this dynamic ongoing experience appears exclusive, so that we do not normally experience two dif-
ferent objects (or thoughts or conscious states) at the same time and place; (iii) in this stream of conscious
moments we transit from one content to another one spontaneously, though we can also direct the flow to

Fig. 2. From left to right: Necker cube, Schroeder staircase, My wife and my mother-in-law and Rubin’s vase.

3 Shorter and longer periods also occur for certain figures (Kelso, 1995).
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a greater or lesser extent; (iv) finally, as suggested by the temporal distribution of successive fixations, our
‘‘scanning’’ of the world apparently proceeds in an unpredictable manner.

These considerations suggest that multistable perception can be described as a case of a constrained flow of
experience, and thus that it offers a model or study case for investigating the flow of ongoing experience, as
proposed above.

4. Binocular rivalry

4.1. The experience

When corresponding regions of the retina of the two eyes are shown two different patterns that cannot be
fused, the stimuli alternate as contents of conscious perception. This perceptual alternation is known as bin-
ocular rivalry and is one of the most interesting cases of multistable perception. In general, rivalry shares all
the aforementioned dynamic characteristics of multistable perception, except that it happens between non-fus-
ible stimuli that are projected independently to each eye, so that it is the outcome of a highly constrained sit-
uation. Rivalry is exclusive (only one image is seen) when and where it happens, but the zone of exclusive
rivalry depends strongly on the size of the stimulus.4 When viewing large stimuli, a patchwork pattern of dom-
inance may arise that is known as mosaic rivalry.

Dutour gave the first description of rivalry in 1760 when he noted alternations in perceived color when two
different colors were viewed by each eye. Yet the phenomenon was not studied systematically until 1838, when
Wheatstone, in his seminal work on stereopsis, published the first stereogram demonstrating contour rivalry.
The next step was taken by Breese in two monographs in 1899 and 1909. In a series of rigorous observations of
his own perception, Breese described accurately most stimulus determinants of rivalry (many of which still
hold today), and exhaustively reported dominance times in different viewing and stimulation conditions (Bre-
ese, 1909).

The renewed neuroscientific interest in binocular rivalry has much to do with the re-emergence of con-
sciousness as a valid scientific issue. One of the central questions in the neuroscience of consciousness is which
neural processes correlate directly with conscious visual awareness of a given stimulus (in contrast with uncon-
scious visual discrimination). Because one image is consciously perceived in binocular rivalry while the other is
not, it seems possible to address this question using this experimental paradigm. By contrasting the brain pat-
terns during dominance and suppression of a given image, we may be able to use binocular rivalry as a window
into the neuronal processes directly responsible for our capacity to be visually conscious of a given content
(Crick, 1996).

This claim rests in part on the idea that dominance periods during rivalry can be valid surrogates of uncon-
strained conscious visual perception. An additional requirement is that it be legitimate to describe the sup-
pressed phase as constituting a case of nonconscious perception of the stimulus, so that the contrast
between both states can truly target neuronal processes endowed with some kind of specificity for
consciousness.

These requirements appear to be met. On the one hand, subjects show normal performance in visual sen-
sitivity for the detection of probes superimposed on the dominant figure, suggesting that conscious perception
during this phase has not suffered major alteration (Blake & Logothetis, 2002). On the other hand, suppression
behaves as an energy filter that entails a drop in visual sensitivity to targets presented during these periods
(Fukuda, 1981). Nevertheless, the suppressed pattern can be neurally processed to a certain extent, as indi-
cated by the existence of visual adaptation effects, such as the tilt aftereffect, induced by the non-perceived
image (Blake & Fox, 1974; Dragoi, Sharma, & Sur, 2000). Moreover, although changes in the suppressed stim-
ulus can capture involuntary attention, voluntary attention cannot be directed to it (Blake, Yu, Lokey, & Nor-
man, 1998; Schall, Nawrot, Blake, & Yu, 1993). This suggests that a certain degree of nonconscious perception
can be attributed to the suppression phases.

4 Ultimately, exclusivity depends on the contrast of both images. Very low contrast images can produce a fusion pattern that does not
entail rivalry (Blake & Logothetis, 2002).
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Although these considerations will be important in the interpretation of the results reviewed below, we wish
to stress that our main aim is not to enter into the discussion of the specific neural processes that could
distinguish conscious from nonconscious perception. Rather, our aim is to use binocular rivalry as a case
study for examining aspects of the dynamics of ongoing experience. Our next step is to review briefly some
neurobiological aspects of this phenomenon.

4.2. Neurobiology

Although binocular rivalry is an extensively studied phenomenon, its neurobiological mechanisms have not
been fully explained. In a recent review, exponents of two dominant views came together to propose that bin-
ocular rivalry should be understood as arising from a combination of several mechanisms spanning lower and
higher levels of brain function (Blake & Logothetis, 2002; Wilson, 2003).

Numerous studies have addressed the nature of rivalry in the human as well as the monkey brain. Logo-
thetis and collaborators have used single cell recordings in alert behaving monkeys and psychophysical exper-
iments in humans to tackle this issue. They have found that when the two conflicting images are swapped
between the eyes (thereby preventing one monocular channel from being continuously stimulated), rivalry
is present and exhibits all the phenomenological and psychophysical characteristics for traditional viewing
conditions (Logothetis, Leopold, & Sheinberg, 1996). This finding suggests some kind of brain-scale mecha-
nism is involved in solving the conflict rather than a competition between monocular channels. Work done by
the same group, but in single cell recordings in awake behaving monkeys, has provided direct neurophysio-
logical evidence of the different brain structures that may be involved in this phenomenon (Leopold &
Logothetis, 1996). It was reported that in V1 and V2 only 20% of the neurons followed the percept, despite
full-fledged perceptual alternation. In contrast, as one moved ‘‘up’’ the processing pathway a higher
percentage of neurons followed the percept (from 40% in V4, MT, and MST to 90% in IT and STS).

In an fMRI study in humans, Tong, Nakayama, Vaughan, and Kanwisher (1998) showed that the neural
activity correlated with perception during rivalry oscillated between the fusiform gyrus (when the subjects per-
ceived a face) and the parahippocampal place area (when the subjects perceived a house). In another fMRI
study, Lumer and coworkers provided evidence suggesting that distributed yet specific brain activation under-
lies the alternation (Lumer, Friston, & Rees, 1998). Using a subtraction paradigm, they were able to show that
spontaneous transitions among percepts were specifically associated with activation of right frontoparietal
cortex, in contrast to stimulus driven alternations, which engaged mostly non-lateralized activity in visual cor-
tex. Finally, following an idea of Diaz-Caneja from 1928, Kovacs and coworkers used two complementary
patchwork patterns to induce rivalry (Kovacs et al., 1996). They observed that alternations were perceived
between not only the actual presented patterns, but also and more interestingly between full reconstructed fig-
ures. It was as if prior to rivalry an interocular (higher level) grouping had taken place.

Yet not all studies favor such a ‘‘high level’’ or distributed brain activity hypothesis. Recently, rivalry
related fluctuations of neural activity were detected as early as V1 (Polonsky, Blake, Braun, & Heeger,
2000). The authors used a contrast tagging method, in which the difference in contrast between the two images
allowed them to follow the corresponding signal by fMRI. At the same time, another study using the blind
spot to generate rivalry has shown that interocular competition could resolve rivalry, thereby challenging
the view of high-level processes as necessary to account for the alternation in perception (Tong & Engel, 2001).

Whether it results from a low-level competition among monocular channels or a high-level brain-scale pro-
cess, or a complex mixture of both (Wilson, 2003), binocular rivalry remains unexplained. What the experi-
mental results do indicate, however, is that dominance periods in visual rivalry are related to brain
patterns that comprise mainly visual areas, but also in some cases distributed brain activity that can include
parietal and frontal cortices. These cortical regions have also been found to be active in a number of different
experimental paradigms that address the neurobiological underpinnings of visual perception, working mem-
ory, and attention (Rees, Kreiman, & Koch, 2002; Tong, 2003). While the precise location of such activity is
an interesting issue in its own right, it will not be our main focus in the rest of this article.

On the basis of the aforementioned evidence, it is reasonable to suppose that, both at the neural level and in
the general context of multistable perception, dominance periods in binocular rivalry can represent valid surro-
gates of unconstrained ongoing conscious perception. In Section 5 we present experimental work from our group
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that aims to develop new concepts and analytical tools for studying the temporal flow of human experience
using the binocular rivalry paradigm.

As described below, this work tested the hypothesis that during binocular rivalry cortical activity exhibits a
dynamical structure corresponding to the phenomenal structure of the flow of conscious perception. In par-
ticular, it tested the prediction that brain activation for the flow of experience during rivalry can be identified
without considering it as a two-state (perceive/no-perceive) system, but instead as one recurrent-variable meta-
stable system, i.e., a system whose trajectory recurs in time without ever doing so in the same way.

5. Methods

The methodological framework we discuss in this section as well as the experimental results have been
reported in detail in a series of recent articles (Cosmelli et al., 2004; David, Cosmelli, Hasboun, & Garnero,
2003; David, Garnero, Cosmelli, & Varela, 2002). Here we reproduce the most important aspects that are rel-
evant to our project in this paper.5

5.1. Experimental setup

Te healthy voluntary subjects (nine men, two women) participated in the original binocular rivalry exper-
iment (Cosmelli et al., 2004). Of these, seven subjects (six men, one woman; mean age 29.8 yrs) were retained
for further MEG recordings while presented with the rival stimulation. Neuromagnetic recordings were done
in a 151-SQUID sensor CTF MEG (CTF System Inc., Port Coquitlam, BC, Canada) in the MEG Centre,
Hôpital de la Salpêtrière, Paris, France. The experimental protocol was approved by the Hôpital de la Sal-
pêtrière ethics committee (CCPPRB). Subjects were exposed to two viewing conditions: a black screen (resting
condition) and a rival viewing condition. Rival viewing was obtained by projecting polarized non-fusible
images onto a screen situated 85 cm in front of the subject. To separate both images, subjects used polarized
MEG-compatible lenses. During rival viewing one eye saw a series of expanding black and white checkerboard
rings while the other eye saw a black and white feminine face of emotionally neutral expression (Fig. 3). Stim-
uli were viewed foveally through a circular aperture of 4" radius. Subjects were instructed to maintain fixation
on a dim spot at the center of the aperture. For each subject luminance was adjusted for each stimulus inde-
pendently until a full and comfortable perceptual oscillation was achieved, as indicated by his/her verbal

Fig. 3. Experimental setup for the binocular rivalry experiment: Subjects viewed through MEG-compatible polarized lenses the conflicting
images presented with two different orthogonally polarized projectors as indicated in the top part of the figure. The face remained
unchanged through the successive video frames of the first projector. In contrast the expanding checkerboard rings were constructed using
different successive frames (see text for details). The lower panel presents 5 s of the time-course of a diode placed at the output of the
second projector showing the 5 Hz frequency tag.

5 Figs. 3–7and text excerpts reproduced from Cosmelli et al. (2004) with permission by Elsevier.
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report. The face was projected into the dominant eye to favor a good suppression of the expanding rings. Sub-
jects reported smooth and consistent transitions from one image to the other and clear dominance/suppression
periods. They were instructed to indicate by pressing one of two buttons when full dominance of each image
was achieved. Subjects were instructed not to indicate mixed periods of dominance. Each viewing condition
lasted two minutes and was followed by a pause of 40 s. MEG signals were acquired continuously at
1250 Hz and band passed between 0 and 200 Hz, and horizontal and vertical electro-oculogram (EOG) was
recorded in parallel (for further details regarding the experimental setup and behavioral results see Cosmelli
et al., 2004).

5.2. Frequency tagging

In this experimental setting we used a frequency tagging approach (Brown & Norcia, 1997; Cobb, Morton,
& Ettlinger, 1967; Lansing, 1964; Tononi, Srinivasan, Russell, & Edelman, 1998). The principle of this
approach consists in using an intrinsic frequency in a given stimulus that can be followed in the subsequent
evoked brain response. In our experiment, the expanding checkerboard rings extended radially from 0" to
4" of visual eccentricity, as in an optical flow. Because of the retinotopic organization along the calcarine
and primary visual cortex, the expanding checkerboard rings will produce a concomitant posterior-anterior
wave of activation. The spanning velocity can thus be used as a frequency tag (Wandell, 1999), which in
our experiment was fixed at 5 Hz (see Fig. 3).

5.3. Descriptive and intersubjective invariants

All subjects participating in this study were extensively trained prior to actual MEG recording, totaling a
minimum of 2 h of perceptual rivalry viewing per subject. During this training period we asked the subjects to
freely describe the experience as they were engaged in it. All descriptions were recorded and transcribed for
further analysis.

The main objective of asking for the subjects’ descriptions was to explore the possibility that a first-person
characterization of the subjective experience could help guide the analysis of the neurophysiological data. The
approach we used was guided by the methodological framework of neurophenomenology (Lutz & Thompson,
2003; Varela, 1996). The aim is to produce descriptive phenomenal invariants of the experience as it is lived in
the first-person by the individual subject. These descriptive invariants can then be contrasted across subjects in
order to obtain intersubjective invariants that can guide or constrain the collection and analysis of the neuro-
physiological data.

In this experiment, we explored two intersubjective invariants that emerged from the first-person descrip-
tions. Given the preliminary nature of the implementation of this approach, we chose to restrict ourselves to
very coarse-grained invariants that we could confidently say would hold for the experimental group. Every
subject undergoing the experience described recurring periods of dominance of the checkerboard rings alter-
nating with recurring dominance periods of the face. Yet they had difficulty in pinpointing stable forms of
transition between both images and usually described them as extremely variable in their timing and in the
way in which they developed.6 Of course, this description might seem almost trivial to anyone who has expe-
rienced rivalry with stimuli that extend more than one degree of visual field. Yet beneath the apparent triviality
lies a crucially important fact, namely, that the experience of binocular rivalry is both recurrent and variable.
Recurrence and variability are two strong intersubjective invariants of experience that hold for most naı̈ve
observers.7 Although obvious, these invariants have not been considered previously in binocular rivalry exper-
iments in the way we have done here, namely, as significant constraints on the detection and interpretation of
the underlying neural activity. If we wish to study the brain patterns that underlie binocular rivalry in time,

6 For example, sometimes the transition from face to rings was reported to start at the center of the face and expand outwards rapidly; at
other times it began on the side of the face and slowly invaded the rest of it in a wave-like fashion; at other times it appeared as a
destabilization of the entire face that was then submerged by the rings that appeared from the background as a coherent whole, and so on.
7 Whether highly trained subjects can hold one image indefinitely is an unresolved issue (Blake & Logothetis, 2002; Carter et al., 2005).
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then we have to allow for at least these two aspects of the experience. As the following section explains, we
used a framework that explicitly takes these dynamic aspects into consideration.

5.4. An analytical framework adapted to the experience

Given that an important part of our objective in this paper is to explore methodological developments rel-
evant to the study of the dynamics of ongoing experience, we need to present in some detail the methods used
in our binocular rivalry experiment. These methods comprised three main steps—scalp analysis, cortical
source analysis through MEG inverse problem estimation, and dynamical analysis of the estimated cortical
time-courses. We now summarize these three steps.

5.4.1. Scalp data analysis
To determine the presence of the frequency tag during the binocular rivalry experience continuous segments

of scalp data filtered between 1 and 45 Hz were analyzed using a fast Fourier transform (FFT) (MATLAB 6.5,
The MathWorks, Inc.). To evaluate the specificity of the frequency tag for conscious perception periods of the
expanding checkerboard rings during rivalry we then followed the evolution of the 5 Hz tag amplitude in time.
To this end we first selected the MEG scalp sensor with the best sensitivity to the 5 Hz tag for each subject. It
was defined as the sensor showing the highest ratio of 5 Hz peak amplitude of the power spectra to the average
amplitude around it in the 3–7 Hz band. We then evaluated the average amplitude of the selected sensors in a
500 ms time window centered on the button presses signaling full perceptual dominance of the rings and of the
face, for each subject individually, and across subjects.

Fig. 4. Schematic presentation of the methodological approach followed in this study. (I) Continuous scalp MEG data of either viewing
condition is segmented into one second successive epochs (1,2,3, . . . , i, . . . ,N). Broken and unbroken vertical lines indicate dominance of
face and rings respectively. Each epoch is subject to the inverse estimation of cortical sources using a focal solution of a distributed model.
(II) Only those sources that recur significantly throughout the N epochs (as compared to surrogate data) are kept and used to adjust the
entire scalp viewing period. The cortical time-courses are then used for further dynamical analysis.
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5.4.2. MEG estimation of cortical activity
The inverse problem approach used in this study is composed of two main steps (see Fig. 4 for a schematic

presentation of this part of the analysis). Data was filtered between 3 and 7 Hz prior to inverse estimation.
Successive 1 second epochs of continuous scalp data, for each viewing condition, are considered individually
and the corresponding active cortical source space for each epoch is estimated using a focalization of a cor-
tically distributed inverse solution (David et al., 2002). A unique source space is defined as the ensemble of
sources that show significant recurrence across the successive epochs (David et al., 2003). A null distribution
of source recurrence is constructed using surrogate data as described in detail elsewhere (David et al., 2003).
The unique source space is then used to compute the time course of the entire data segment using a minimum
norm source estimate (Dale & Sereno, 1993; Hamalainen, Hari, Llmoniemi, Knuutila, & Lounasmaa, 1993).
In order to obtain realistic extensions of locally coherent brain activity (Nunez & Silberstein, 2000) and to
regroup clusters of correlated sources we apply an expansion algorithm using the recurrent source space as
seeds (David & Garnero, 2002). We thus explain the scalp energy of the steady state condition (the ongoing
perceptual alternation or the ongoing resting state) by a source space composed of those brain sources that are
detected recurrently with no restrictions on the temporal sequence of their activation. This approach explicitly
takes into consideration the variable dynamics of the perceptual transitions in binocular rivalry and avoids
any averaging procedure. Sources are then labeled according to standard morphological landmarks (Duver-
noy, 1999).

5.4.3. Dynamical analysis
As a measure of dynamical interaction among sources oscillating in the same frequency band we quantified

phase-locking between reconstructed brain signals (Lachaux, Rodriguez, Martinerie, & Varela, 1999; Le Van
Quyen et al., 2001; Tass et al., 1998). Using the wavelet-based approach described in Lachaux et al.
(1999,2002), it is possible to obtain an index of phase synchrony q that quantifies the dispersion of the differ-
ence of instantaneous phases between two filtered signals during a given temporal extension. This value was
computed every 50 ms for each cortical source pair on a sliding time window (1 s duration, i.e. 5 oscillations at
5 Hz). q values are comprised between 0 and 1, and increase with the strength of the phase locking.

Given the descriptive invariants introduced above, we are interested in synchronous activity that shows
recurrence throughout the viewing period without necessarily being time-locked to a particular event. Further-
more, because we are interested in studying the phenomenon as it deploys in time we wish to avoid averaging
of (supposedly) independent trials. We have therefore proceeded in the following way, taking into account the
temporal extension of the signals. We define a first threshold (th1) for a p < 0.01 by generating K = 99 surro-
gate q (qs) time courses from independent Gaussian noises with the same length and filtering as the original
signal: th1 ¼ max½qs

1 . . .q
s
K #. We choose a demanding p < 0.01 threshold at this point because the hypothesis

test is relatively weak. Over these K realizations, the maximum percentage of time that surrogate qs reaches
th1 defines a temporal threshold (th2). If the synchrony value of a given pair of brain signals is above th1 longer
than th2, it is considered significant. After determining the specificity of the evoked activity at the frequency
tag, for the perceptual dominance periods (see Fig. 5), and to reveal the cortical evoked synchronous networks
that correlate with the perceptual dominance of the expanding rings, we calculated the normalized cross-cor-
relation (CC) at lag = 0 between all q time-courses and the 5 Hz envelope of the MEG scalp sensor with the
best tag sensitivity. CC was then thresholded for each source pair at a value of CCs which was determined
using surrogate data of type FT1 (Palus & Hoyer, 1998).8 We set the threshold to p < 0.05 by generating
19 FT1 surrogate qs time-courses for each possible source pair and estimating the CCs with the corresponding
5 Hz envelope. Only those q time-courses with higher CC to the 5 Hz envelope than the maximum of their
surrogate distribution are considered.

In summary, if a given source pair is synchronous for a certain total amount of time during the entire view-
ing period, it will be considered significant, regardless when this happens. Here again we seek to apply the con-
straint imposed by the descriptive invariants to the actual analysis of the data.

8 These surrogate data realize the null hypothesis of two linear stochastic processes asynchronously oscillating with the same frequencies
(power spectra) as the original time series under study.
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6. Results

There are three main results of this work we wish to present in view of the central concern of this paper. We
will first show that the frequency tag can follow under non-averaged conditions the evolution of the domi-
nance periods of the rings on the scalp data. This result is in agreement with previous works by Lansing
(1964) and Brown and Norcia (1997). We will then be concerned with the evolution of the cortical network
of evoked activity during a rival viewing period as estimated using the inverse problem approach presented
above. Finally, we will present the dynamics of the modulation of the frequency-tag amplitude both at the
scalp and at the cortical level for an average dominance period. This last point is of particular significance
in light of the phenomenological framework introduced earlier. (We will not discuss the precise localization
results in detail or the individual distribution of the cortical evoked synchronous networks for each subject.
The interested reader is referred to the original report for these questions.)

6.1. Scalp specificity of the frequency tag

We first studied the amplitude time series of the 5 Hz tag to evaluate its specificity to conscious percep-
tion of the expanding checkerboard rings during rivalry. As described above, we selected the MEG scalp
sensor with the best sensitivity to the 5 Hz tag as the sensor showing the highest ratio of 5 Hz peak ampli-
tude of the power spectra to the average amplitude around it, in the 3–7 Hz band. For the seven subjects
(S1–S7) ratios were S1: 34.1; S2: 14.9; S3: 16.1; S4: 14.7; S5: 14.1; S6: 9.0; S7: 22.9; mean = 17.97, and the
selected sensors were consistently occipital. Average amplitude of the selected sensors upon rings and face
dominance is presented in Fig. 5b for each subject and across subjects. All subjects presented higher ampli-
tude during ring perception than during face perception (Mann-Whitney U-test for independent samples:
p < 0.025). The mean difference across subjects was also significant (Wilcoxon test for paired samples:
p < 0.025). Nevertheless, the difference in the ratios presented above and the average amplitudes seen in
Fig. 5b suggest a differential sensitivity to the frequency tag among subjects. Fig. 5c shows the ongoing
modulation of the frequency tag for one subject during binocular rivalry. It can be seen that the ongoing,
non-averaged modulation of the frequency tag already shows a strong correlation to the subject’s response

Fig. 5. Specificity of the frequency tag for perceptual state: (a) Average overall scalp spectra for both resting and rival viewing conditions
showing the sharp peak at 5 Hz. Frequency is plotted against normalized power. (b) Mean amplitude during rings (filled bars) and face
(gray bars) perception, of the MEG sensor with the best sensitivity to the tag, for each subject (S1–S7), and across subjects (X). Error bars
indicate one standard error of the mean (SEM). (c) Time course of six MEG sensors filtered in the 3–7 Hz band for S1. Position of the
sensors are indicated on the left diagram. Dotted lines indicate subject’s answer to face perception; continuous lines indicate expanding
rings perception.
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to the perceptual dominance of expanding rings. These results are in accordance with previous work
(Brown & Norcia, 1997; Cobb et al., 1967; Lansing, 1964; Tononi et al., 1998) showing that during bin-
ocular rivalry the evoked brain response to a frequency tag is consistently modulated throughout percep-
tual alternations.

6.2. Cortical dynamics during rivalry

The specificity of the frequency tag suggests that by estimating the brain sources in the 3–7 Hz band it
should be possible to reveal an important part of the cortical dynamics specific to the perceptual dominance
periods. The results of the MEG inverse estimation showed that throughout the entire viewing period activity
was evoked at the tag’s frequency throughout several distinct brain regions. Most of the energy was concen-
trated in the medial occipital cortex as well as the lateral occipito-temporal junction (putative MT). Addition-
ally, bilateral superior parietal, temporal pole, and several frontal regions including posterior parts of the left
superior and inferior frontal gyri, bilateral anterior cingulate cortex and adjacent medial aspect of the superior
frontal gyrus, and orbitofrontal cortex were detected (Cosmelli et al., 2004).

To analyze the spatio-temporal dynamics of the specific cortical networks evoked by the tagged stimulus
during conscious perception we then followed the ongoing pattern of synchronous brain activity throughout
a series of perceptual transitions. Fig. 6 shows this evolution for one subject (S2). It is possible to see how the
average cortical synchrony in the tag’s frequency band follows tightly the perceptual alternation throughout
the rival viewing. When a series of individual dominance periods are analyzed, a dynamical buildup of the
evoked synchronous brain network is apparent. At the beginning of each transition very few synchronous

Fig. 6. Dynamic cortical patterns during conscious perception in binocular rivalry: the figure shows a series of four perceptual moments
(labeled 1 through 4) during binocular rivalry in subject 2. The upper part of the figure shows the sagittal view of the evolving cortical
network in successive snapshots. Color codes for sources’ energy (normalized to the maximum) according to the color scale on the left.
Black lines link brain regions among which synchrony, in the 3–7 Hz band, reaches significance at the moments indicated by the black dots
on the blue curve just below. The latter is a detail of the time-course of average synchrony shown in the lower. Vertical black continuous
and gray dotted lines are the subject’s indication of full perceptual dominance of the expanding rings and the face, respectively. (For
interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this paper.)
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pairs are evident (first column of snapshots). As dominance develops, the occipital pole shows an increase in
local synchrony involving primary visual cortex and more dorsal occipital areas. Long-range synchronous
activation is then established between the occipital regions and more frontal areas, including mainly medial
frontal regions. This pattern of occipito-frontal co-activation is maintained for several moments (1–2 s) and
coincides with the full dominance of the tagged expanding checkerboard rings. As suppression begins,
long-range synchronous activation falls apart leaving coactive areas in the occipital pole, and in some cases,
infero-temporal regions up to the temporal pole. During full suppression very few synchronous regions are left
and brain patterns return to the pre-transition situation.

6.3. Average modulation of cortical dynamics

It has been extensively argued that perceptual integration may rely on a coordinated network of temporally
coherent brain activity (Edelman & Tononi, 2000; Engel, Fries, Konig, Brecht, & Singer, 1999; Engel &
Singer, 2001; Rodriguez et al., 1999; Singer et al., 1997; Varela, Lachaux, Rodriguez, & Martinerie, 2001).
Accordingly, the estimation of the cortical sources suggested that the modulation of brain activity during per-
ceptual dominance may implicate distributed brain regions. It was therefore expected that during conscious
perception of the 5 Hz rings, synchronous activation among cortical sources in this frequency band would rise
and fall in concert with perceptual dominance. Fig. 7 shows the time-course of significant phase synchronous
activity between brain sources (see Section 5.4.3 for definition) centered on the response for ring perception,
averaged across subjects and dominance periods. A consistent correlation between the time course of the syn-
chronization of the cortical network and alternations in conscious perception is evident. As expected, the time-
course of the evoked synchronous activation tightly correlates with the envelope of the 5 Hz scalp response.
Thus the frequency tag revealed a specific co-activated cortical network that was endogenously modulated
throughout the successive waves of conscious perception during binocular rivalry in the form of a distinct bell-
or mountain/valley-type pattern.

7. Discussion

An extensive discussion of the technical points regarding the experimental work presented here can be
found in the original article (Cosmelli et al., 2004). Here we wish to discuss some specific points relevant to

Fig. 7. Modulation of brain activity and conscious perception: Average around the answer (t = 0) indicating full dominance of the
expanding checkerboard rings of the response function (blue line), scalp sensor with the best tag sensitivity 5 Hz envelope (red line) and
mean cortical synchrony (black line) over all seven subjects. Inset shows detail on the construction of the response function and 5 Hz
envelope. Average z-score values are shown. Individual values for synchrony are indicated by the different symbols lined onto the subjects’
indication for face perception and onto t = 0. Time is normalized respect to the previous ($1) and subsequent (+1) indication of face
dominance in order to represent varying dominance/suppression periods that occur across subject in a common (relative) temporal frame.
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neurodynamical approaches that view consciousness as an ongoing process having its own phenomenal tem-
porality and dynamics (Cosmelli et al., 2007).

7.1. Binocular rivalry, consciousness, and metastability

In this work we have made use of rather minimal descriptive phenomenal invariants and intersubjective
invariants of the experience of binocular rivalry—perception recurrently and spontaneously alternates, exhib-
iting variable dynamics of transition. Nevertheless, these invariants have not previously been taken into con-
sideration in assessing the underlying neural processes. On the contrary, binocular rivalry is usually viewed as
composed of contrasting and clear-cut conscious and nonconscious states (Crick, 1996). The temporal and
intrinsically metastable dynamics of the rivalry experience is rarely considered as a basic and ineliminable fea-
ture (but see Kelso, 1995). Yet if we actually attend to the descriptive phenomenal invariants of the experience,
we are immediately confronted with the dynamic alternation as a fundamental structure, and not with two
stable and independent perceptual experiences clearly differentiated one after the other (see also Noe &
Thompson, 2004).

By explicitly constraining the analytical methods through this invariant of the experience of rivalry, we have
been able to describe ongoing patterns of neural activity that are modulated in concert with the perceptual
dominance of a target stimulus. Importantly, the cortical distribution of the network of evoked brain activity
during the dominance of the frequency tagged stimulus can be considered as a test and eventually a validation
of the framework proposed here.

In other studies, it has been shown that non-rival visual presentation of a stimulus analogous to the expand-
ing checkerboard rings used in our study is correlated with the strong activation of striate and extrastriate
visual cortex, including bilateral V1/V2 and more dorsal regions including MT in the lateral occipito-temporal
junction (Tootell et al., 1995, 1997; Wandell, 1999). These areas were consistently detected by our approach
and showed robust activity throughout the dominance periods (see Table 1 in Cosmelli et al., 2004). Further-
more, we also detected activation in bilateral anterior cingulate and medial frontal cortex (anterior cingulate
cortex), as well as right superior parietal gyrus. Using fMRI, Lumer et al. (1998) found strong activation of the
medial frontal region during rivalry. Likewise, they showed that right prefrontal cortex was specifically
engaged during spontaneous transitions of perceptual dominance. In a subsequent study, Lumer and Rees
(1999) presented evidence of co-variation of parietal and lateral frontal regions in a similar paradigm.

The convergence of these results (see also Section 4.2 above) with those obtained through our approach
suggests that the framework proposed here is well suited to capture an important part of the brain dynamics
during ongoing conscious experience, as exemplified in the restricted case of binocular rivalry. A central and
novel feature of our framework is that provides a statisical instantiation for the phenomenal invariants of
recurrence and variability. Using this method, it becomes possible to reveal cortical dynamics without any
averaging procedures that would destroy precisely the variable aspects that are arguably constitutive of the
phenomenon. In this way, we can describe the distributed neural activity as constituting a metastable
regime—as a continuous process of tendencies toward regions of relative stability (during dominance phases)
through changing trajectories (Friston, 2000; Kelso, 1995; Thompson & Varela, 2001).

It is interesting to note that the bell-type form of the dominance periods during binocular rivalry (Figs. 6
and 7) is reminiscent of William James’s prediction of the form brain activity would take for any given con-
scious moment (James, 1981). The main idea is that conscious experience and the underlying brain processes
do not occur in a clear-cut step-wise fashion, but rather develop dynamically from a previous non-neutral
state, are sustained and then subside, only to give rise to the next moment. In accord with James’s intuition,
several authors have stressed the transient pulsating nature of neural dynamics (Freeman, 1999; Friston, 2000;
Kelso, 1995; Varela, 1999) as a way of accounting for the streaming momentariness of consciousness (VanRul-
len & Koch, 2003).

7.2. Toward the study of the flow of experience

We thus return to our guiding theme of the standing-streaming character of conscious experience. As dis-
cussed in Section 2, the experience of both a standing now and a streaming flow constitute an indissociable
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phenomenal structure of consciousness. We have argued that neuroscience can begin to study this structure,
but that to do so we need to develop methods that take these features of momentariness and flow as a guide to
defining meaningful observations and measurements of brain dynamics. As a first step, tracking the two
(coarse-grained) invariants of recurrence and variability enables us to capture both the stability of the dynamic
process and simultaneously its temporal singularities.

We are certainly not the first ones to argue for the importance of taking the uniqueness of mental events
from moment to moment as a basic constraint in the choice of analytical tools in cognitive neuroscience
(see Frith, 2002; Jack & Roepstorff, 2002). A growing number of neuroscientists have argued for the need
for single-trial approaches that take into account not only the invariant aspects of each individual event,
but also their ineliminable variability. Single-trial analyses have been developed in several domains of cogni-
tive neuroscience, such as the study of phase-relations between brain signals (Hurtado, Rubchinsky, & Sig-
vardt, 2004; Lachaux et al., 2000, 2002), the estimation of underlying brain sources from scalp EEG/MEG
recordings (David & Garnero, 2002; David et al., 2002, 2003; Ioannides, 2001; Ioannides et al., 1995; Jensen
& Vanni, 2002), evoked potential analysis and classification (Jung et al., 2001; Laskaris & Ioannides, 2001;
Makeig et al., 2002) and the analysis of event-related BOLD responses (Bingel et al., 2004; Burke, Murphy,
Garavan, & Reilly, 2004; Duann et al., 2002; Lloyd, 2002). In the case of complex dynamical systems—of
which the nervous system is probably the most paradigmatic example (Friston, 2000)—this methodological
constraint seems a basic requirement. Complex dynamical systems can present recurrent trajectories while
always following a slightly different (variable) path, and must therefore be described accordingly (Cosmelli
et al., 2007; Faure & Korn, 2001; Huang et al., 1998; Korn & Faure, 2003).

In this paper we have proposed an electrophysiological approach that seeks to operationalize the notions of
recurrence and variability in the analysis of brain data from subjects experiencing multistable perception. In
closing, we wish to call attention to an important qualification. In the experiment described above, a fre-
quency-tag approach was used in order to facilitate the estimation of neural activity. In this way, the sig-
nal-to-noise ratio is enhanced and the target process is marked for further analysis, thereby providing an
ideal situation in which to test the validity of the strategy. Yet this frequency-tag approach might not be so
easy to implement when dealing with unrestricted, ongoing experience. For example, how could one tag a
thought?

It is possible, however, to think of an approach to this problem in the domain of visual experience. One of
the most typical activities human beings perform is free visual scanning of the immediate and surrounding
environment. It is easy to see that, by selectively tagging different objects in a visual display on a computer
screen, one could make use of the framework proposed here in order to study the neural processes that under-
lie ongoing perceptual selection. Indeed, work by Hillyard, Muller, Morgan, and collaborators suggest that it
is possible to follow the time-course of attentional facilitation by using a frequency-tag approach (Morgan,
Hansen, & Hillyard, 1996; Muller, Teder-Salejarvi, & Hillyard, 1998; Muller et al., 1998).

In any case, the invariants of recurrence and variability apply not only to multistable perception, but also
are constitutive of conscious experience in general. Most of our daily experience is that of already known
(recurrent) objects of consciousness or states of mind that follow one another in new and always changing
(variable) ways. This basic fact strongly supports the plausibility of the framework proposed here as a first
step in developing a general strategy to investigate the flow of human experience.
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