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Introduction

 

Have you ever stopped to wonder why we exist? Isn’t it incredible that we are thrust into awareness of the fact that we are aware? Philosophers and scientists alike have grappled with this enigma for as long as those fields of study have existed. Why is there something rather than nothing? Physics offers fascinating insights into how the universe behaves, yet it often falters when asked: What is matter? As we peel back layers of physical reality, from atoms to protons to strings of energy, the ultimate nature of existence remains elusive. This invites us to explore not just the cosmos, but the very fabric of consciousness itself. Isn’t the magic of knowing that you know strangely profound?

Philosophers have written on every imaginable aspect of existence, yet we keep asking the same questions, walking in circles. Why is that? All the while, we contemplate one of the biggest mysteries. Physicists proclaim that you can’t have something out of nothing, yet our understanding of matter keeps evolving. It has always been clear to me that physics offers just one perspective on existence: explaining how things behave, rather than what they are actually made of. Every time we try to answer this question, we hit a wall. It all started in ancient times. Ancient thinkers described the atom as the smallest indivisible unit of matter. The “atom” in Greek means “uncuttable.” Leucippus of Miletus (5th century BCE) is thought to have originated this atomic philosophy. Yet atoms themselves are colossal compared to the electrons and protons discovered later, about a hundred million times larger than electrons. It’s not that Leucippus was wrong, but rather that scientific inquiry naturally progresses by unveiling new layers of mystery. However, this quest seems to have no end, and many in the physics community have realized that physics will not be able to prove the ultimate theory of everything.

As a species, we continue to invest ever-greater resources into explaining existence from a physical standpoint. We seek to explain matter through behavior, believing that understanding behavior will reveal essence and, ultimately, the nature of the universe. It’s almost humorous that we think we can explain the universe, God, or the ultimate by going down this rabbit hole. We have built immense particle colliders to smash protons together at high speeds, only to discover new subatomic particles like the Higgs boson at CERN’s Large Hadron Collider near Geneva. All in the name of science and the quest for answers.

Don’t get me wrong, I don’t oppose high-stakes exploration. Physics has provided humanity with technologies that transform our experience of life, enabling us to survive and thrive. But to claim that physics alone can explain the mind of God is far-fetched. Physics by itself will not eliminate hunger or dismantle the flawed systems we have built. In the domain of physics, every discovery merely contributes another scientific perspective, nothing more or less. It’s like viewing a mountain from afar versus standing on top of it, or peering through a microscope only to see increasingly smaller parts, divided into more intricate patterns. It is my belief that no theory, whether quantum mechanics, general relativity, or string theory, will answer the ultimate question. We will always encounter the same mystery within atoms, protons, and electrons.

Yet we will continue to spend resources and enjoy the byproducts of these scientific quests. There is nothing wrong with that, as long as we don’t put ourselves or the environment in danger. But what if the next theory confirms that everything is made of strings of energy, validating those six or seven extra dimensions? Do we stop there, or keep going? Do we finally say, “Well, energy is just consciousness”? Do we echo mystical teachings that matter doesn’t truly exist? Might we proclaim that philosophy, physics, and mathematics are a cosmic play or a path to self-discovery from another point of view, another attempt to understand the universe in the eternity of things? Perhaps consciousness is trying to understand itself, manifesting in everything we see around us and within us, dissolving illusionary frames of reference until ultimate reality is reached. “I think; therefore I am,” to quote René Descartes. “I know that I know. I am that I am.” But why do I know, and why am I?

My position is that existence and reality are ultimately perspectives, ideas, and concepts. In essence, nothing concrete exists within any philosophical construct. We are creatures, manifestations of the universe, who awaken not at birth but later, when we can think about thinking. Most of the time, our actions belie deep intellectual curiosity or existential exploration; we operate on autopilot. In the animal kingdom’s struggle for survival, obstacles arise and opposing forces appear as we climb the social ladder and fight to provide for a family. Yet antagonism provides the lift, just as air pressure does for an aircraft. We need that tension to advance.

Contemplation and self-exploration can be both beautiful and painful. Knowing that the cosmic dance is just a dance might bring solace or melancholy. Am I cursed or blessed to ponder philosophy daily? I always return to the conclusion that philosophical exploration is another form of play, sometimes rough, where an existential crisis can take over and threads of interpretation become impossible to unweave. These questions are impossible to answer with certainty.

We confront the unanswerable questions and realize our finite time in this reality will end. Our attachments will cease; our perspectives will outlive us only to be swallowed by a black hole in an impermanent universe. It’s dramatic, but it’s true: leaves wither, beauty fades, and truth includes its own ugliness. I believe we must face darkness to embrace light. Daily struggles act as a veil that lulls us back to sleep, immersing us in tasks and relationships. It can be overwhelming to wake up and understand ourselves and see the cosmic dance for what it is.

Consciousness, the very fact that we know and can reflect on our knowing, may hold the key to understanding existence. While science seeks answers in external phenomena, consciousness invites us inward, challenging us to confront the subjective experience of being. This book does not offer definitive answers; it offers perspective shifts, an invitation to dance with the mysteries of existence. Therefore, I cannot promise you a synthesis of quantum mechanics and general relativity, nor a new insight into string theory, but I can promise you a dance: dramatic play and self-reflection. If the universe is a dance, who is the choreographer?

 

CHAPTER 1

The Puzzle of Awareness

 

I know that I am alive at this moment, at this point in time. Because I am aware of my existence, I understand that at some point, I will cease to exist. Consciousness allows us to question and ponder our purpose and the meaning behind our finite existence. But what exactly is this awareness that makes us conscious? Why do philosophers find it so challenging to define, and why do neuroscientists struggle to pinpoint it within the brain? It seems as though the act of studying consciousness is consciousness reflecting upon itself, like a hall of mirrors, endlessly repeating, and impossible to see the end. What makes us aware? How do we know we exist, and why does it matter?

Let’s try to break this down. I know I am alive because I can see, think, and even reflect upon my own thoughts. Yet, as René Magritte pointed out, “Everything visible hides something invisible.” This makes me wonder: just as my skin is the outer layer that encloses the blood vessels and organs of the cardiovascular system, the glands and lymph nodes of the lymphatic system, and the bones of the skeletal system, perhaps my awareness is also just the surface layer of a much larger field of consciousness.

Physics offers compelling metaphors for exploring consciousness. For example, physicists theorize about the Higgs field, which is accompanied by a fundamental particle known as the Higgs boson. This field continuously interacts with other particles, effectively connecting and providing the foundation for their interactions. Similarly, consciousness could be seen as the field that imbues existence with meaning, facilitating the interactions we experience as life. Our individual consciousness, therefore, might be part of a greater consciousness. In Hinduism, this is referred to as the Self or Brahman, the origin of all material and spiritual things. Brahman, or the Self, or God, does not create all things, but rather is all things. Ultimately, I am of the school of thought that my awareness is part of a larger awareness, and it is merely an illusion that leads me to perceive myself as separate.

I have always admired Alan Watts’s teachings, especially his insight that “The Godhead is never an object of its own knowledge. Just as a knife does not cut itself, fire does not burn itself, and light does not illuminate itself, it is always an endless mystery to itself.” This idea has provided solace in my quest to understand consciousness. My inability to fully comprehend self-awareness is not a personal weakness. Rather, it results from the inherent nature of consciousness. Being part of consciousness, the observer, makes it impossible to fully grasp its totality. The notion that our consciousness is a fragment of a greater whole challenges how we experience ourselves. We perceive ourselves as separate from other people, objects, and the world around us. But is that separation real, or is it simply a convenient illusion that allows consciousness to localize itself into “you” or “me”?

Consider the ocean. Each wave rises and falls, appearing distinct for a fleeting moment, yet every wave remains part of the same body of water, inseparable from its depths. Our consciousness might be a temporary expression of a vast, boundless ocean of awareness. The wave is no less water than the ocean itself, yet its perspective is limited by its form. Alan Watts’s analogy of the knife that cannot cut itself resonates deeply here. By its very nature, consciousness cannot fully perceive or define itself. Attempting to do so is like trying to cut the knife with the knife itself. This limitation does not imply failure but highlights the profound mystery of existence. Perhaps the purpose of our limited awareness is not to solve the puzzle, but to experience the pieces from unique perspectives. This perceived separation also gives rise to something more profound: the ability to reflect on existence itself.

Self-awareness is both a gift and a burden, a double-edged sword. It grants us the ability to create, to empathize, and to imagine futures beyond our immediate needs. Yet, it also confronts us with the inevitability of death, the weight of uncertainty, and the realization of impermanence. This makes human existence unique and challenging. When we say, “I know that I exist,” we are not merely acknowledging our presence in the world. We are also silently understanding that this existence is finite. Such awareness brings existential tension. Why are we here? What purpose does our awareness serve if it is bound to vanish one day? Perhaps this tension itself is the point. If the self is an expression of a larger consciousness, the illusion of separateness might be the universe’s way of exploring itself. Every thought, emotion, and experience we have contributes to a greater existence. The individual wave, though fleeting in the grand scheme, adds texture to the ocean.
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