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Introduction


Consciousness has been a hot topic in recent decades, and
rightly so. What does consciousness mean? It is the same in different cultures?
Can Artificial Intelligence become conscious? If so, how will it be different
from human consciousness? If AI develops consciousness, will it also develop
emotional, social, or "spiritual" intelligence?


This short essay explores the many ways humans have tried to
understand the mind and its mysterious inner light. It looks at how modern
science maps consciousness in the brain through the Global Workspace Theory,
Integrated Information Theory, and quantum-based models.


Instead of treating consciousness as a purely Western scientific
problem, this essay opens the conversation to cross-cultural perspectives. Among
others, it revisits ancient ideas from animistic traditions that viewed
consciousness as a shared and relational force in nature—where forests, rivers,
and animals were seen as sentient kin.


The essay also explores the uniquely Chinese conception of xin,
the integrated “heart-mind,” which has guided ethics and political life in
China for centuries. And it looks at the Indian view of consciousness that
mirrors recent Western interest in developmental psychology. Indian cosmology
has played a crucial role in the development of consciousness theories in the
Western world since the 1960s.


Putting Consciousness to the Test takes an integrative
approach. Rather than choosing between science and spirituality, East and West,
the book invites readers to see how each tradition contributes a vital piece to
the puzzle. It doesn’t promise a final answer—but it shows how the very act of
questioning can deepen our understanding of both mind and world.


In today’s interconnected world, grappling with complex
challenges requires drawing on the rich diversity of global thought—Eastern and
Western, ancient and modern, philosophical and scientific. By weaving these
perspectives together, we can gain a deeper understanding of our world and our
place in it.


Putting Consciousness to the Test is the first part of a trilogy
exploring the intersections of consciousness, computing, and physics. The
second book, From Hexagram to Algorithms, traces the surprising parallel
between ancient Chinese cosmology on the development of binary logic and
digital computing. The third book, Between Waves and Bits, examines the
divide between analog and digital thinking at the heart of modern science and
technology.


 



1. Mapping the Mind
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Consciousness is often described as one of the last great
mysteries of science and the oldest question in philosophy. From René
Descartes's rationalism to the Tao's cosmology, from the circuits of artificial
intelligence to the synapses activated by psychedelics, consciousness today
stands at the intersection of many disciplines. However, the word consciousness
is hard to define and means different things in different cultures. Many
scientists have claimed in recent years that Nature itself is conscious.


In Western thought, the word consciousness as we commonly use it
today is traced back to Descartes. He defined consciousness as "an
intrinsic property of all thoughts." John Locke offered a more
introspective view, describing consciousness as "the perception of what
passes in a man’s own mind." An 18th-century French encyclopedia
characterized it as "the opinion or internal feeling that we ourselves
have from what we do." In the 20th century, consciousness was further
explored in fields like philosophy, behaviorism, and psychology.
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Apart from being hard to define, the word consciousness doesn't
translate well in non-Western languages. In Chinese, the closest equivalent is xin.
The Chinese character for xin combines the pictograms for "heart"
and "mind" and has an ethical (Confucian) connotation. The ancient
Indians identified four parts of the mind: consciousness, memory, ego, and
intellect, together known as Antahkarana or "Inner Instrument".
It is clear that while the "hardware" of the mind is universal, the
way it develops seems to be culture-dependent.


In recent years, advances in brain imaging, cognitive science,
and machine learning have opened up new avenues for studying the brain. One of
the most ambitious research efforts is the COGIGATE project, funded by the
Templeton World Charity Foundation. The TWCF, a nonprofit that funds research
at the intersection of science and religion, is conducting an international
study involving 11 institutions on three continents to unravel the mystery of
consciousness.


The COGIGATE project, inspired by tests carried out in the 1920s
on the conflicting gravity theories of Newton and Einstein, pits two competing
neuroscientific theories against each other: Global Neuronal Workspace (GNW)
and Integrated Information Theory (IIT). GNW argues that conscious behavior
arises when sensory information collected in a cognitive "workspace"
is broadcast to other brain centers. IIT holds that consciousness is not
something that arises while turning inputs into outputs but "an intrinsic
property of the right kind of cognitive network." Fig. 3 shows the key
distinctions between the two models
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The COGIGATE project tries to bring scientific, empirical discipline
to a field long dominated by philosophical speculation. Its organizers hope
that by identifying neural correlates of consciousness, we may one day
understand why consciousness arises and how it functions. The study deploys the
latest brain-monitoring technology, including electrocorticography and
magnetoencephalography. Researchers hope to find the neurological triggers that
give rise to consciousness (or states of awareness) and provide insight into
the "wetware" of the mind.


GNW is controversial. It has been criticized for focusing on the
cognitive functions and mechanisms of consciousness, rather than addressing the
fundamental nature of consciousness itself—what David Chalmers has called the "hard
problem" (i.e., why and how subjective experience arises at all). Critics
argue that while GNW explains how information becomes globally available in the
brain, it does not explain why this process should be accompanied by conscious
experience. They point to the explanatory gap between neural activity and
conscious awareness.


Similarly, IIT has been criticized for its implication of
panpsychism, the idea that consciousness is a fundamental property of all
matter, even in very simple systems. Critics like prominent American
philosopher John Searle argue that this implication is meaningless or
unsupported, as IIT lacks a clear account of what it means for simple systems
to be conscious. Other philosophers have criticized IIT's axiomatic approach,
arguing that the so-called "axioms" are not self-evident or
universally accepted, which weakens the theory's foundational basis.


2. Emerging Consciousness


Charles Darwin did not offer a detailed theory of
consciousness, but in The Descent of Man (1871), he assumed a mental
continuity between humans and animals, suggesting that consciousness emerged
gradually. Traits that enhance survival and reproduction were passed on. Basic
forms of awareness and sentience—such as pain sensitivity, decision-making, or
social bonding—could have evolved for adaptive reasons.


Darwin argued that the mental faculties of humans differ in
degree, not kind, from those of other animals. Thus, even primitive
consciousness in non-human animals is part of evolutionary continuity. Darwin's
view aligns with emergentism: consciousness is seen as an emergent property of
increasingly complex biological systems (e.g., nervous systems).


Like the tiny water-borne trichoplax adhaerens, early
biological life forms operated on a binary node: rest and movement. These early
creatures communicated with their environment through chemical signals. They only
moved when they needed nourishment. They evolved by developing sensory organs
and independent mobility to locate food. Mobility, in turn, led to the
development of memory and situational awareness ("Earlier I saw food there").
The binary distinction between finding food or becoming food led to the
development of what came to be known as instinct and, after many mutations, the
human mind.


The mind is widely regarded as the most complex "system"
in the known universe. And rightly so. When the mind develops in childhood,
neurons form connections with other neurons at the rate of 500.000 per second, ultimately
making a minimum of 100 trillion connections. The quantum level that underlies
the brain's trillions of connections is even more dazzling. Each neuron is
composed of tens of trillions of atoms—an unfathomable complexity that
underlies the chemical orchestration of consciousness. They play a role in the
five chemical processes that are active in the brain: dopamine, serotonin,
oxytocin, endorphins, and acetylcholine.


Each chemical has different atomic properties and operates on
different electromagnetic frequencies, ranging from Delta (0.5Hz-4Hz) to Beta
(14Hz-30Hz). They control movement, speech, thought, and hearing, and regulate
everything from dopamine levels to the body's circadian rhythm. As some
scientists have argued, the sheer complexity of the mind precludes the
possibility of developing an artificial brain. With current technology, the
best we can do is to create a crude simulation of the brain.
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Advances in quantum physics have led to new theories about the "architecture"
of the mind and how it works. British mathematician and physicist Sir Roger
Penrose, in collaboration with anesthesiologist Stuart Hameroff, proposed a
controversial theory of consciousness known as Orchestrated Objective Reduction
(Orch-OR).


Penrose argued that consciousness arises from quantum processes
occurring in microtubules—tiny structures within neurons—rather than from
classical neural computation. These quantum processes are said to be governed
by the statistical rules of quantum physics, and their "orchestrated
collapse" (or "objective reduction") leads to moments of
conscious awareness.


Orch OR has faced significant criticism for lacking empirical
evidence, especially for its reliance on unverified assumptions about quantum
phenomena in biological systems, and the brain's "warm, wet, and noisy"
environment, which is thought to hinder the maintenance of quantum coherence. However,
recent studies in quantum biology have rekindled interest in quantum effects in
biological systems, lending Orch-OR some renewed attention.


India has the oldest tradition of speculating about the nature of
consciousness. The concept of Brahman argues that infinite consciousness
underlies all existence. But infusing the cosmos with consciousness was
probably a spiritual religious construct. More likely is that the cosmos
furnished the conditions in which consciousness was able to emerge. Fig. 5
shows how thinkers over the ages have struggled to define consciousness.
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Fig. 4. The mind's frequency depends literally on our state of mind

Gamma Waves WMDY cexctetttncss

e
157 AN NS VAV AVAVAVAVAVAVAVAVAVAVAVAVAVAVARES i
AlphaWaves  NANNNNVWN - G

veeoniion
Theta Waves AN\






OEBPS/Images/FIG2.jpg
Fig. 2. Modern views of consciousness
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Fig. 1. The multi-faceted dimensions of consciousness
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