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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


BRIEF PEEKS BEYOND


Better than any book I’ve come across, Bernardo Kastrup’s collection of essays confronts two mysteries that must be urgently solved. The first is the mystery of reality.… The second … is the mystery of knowledge.… To confront both mysteries at once … requires courage, tenacity, a willingness to swim upstream, and thick skin.… But if you have a persistent, acute mind like Bernardo’s, an exciting journey opens up. (From the Foreword)


Deepak Chopra, M.D., pioneer in the field of mind-body medicine. Author of more than 75 books with 23 New York Times best sellers.


Some words, such as the collection of essays in Brief Peeks Beyond, have the … power to evoke in the reader not just the concept of infinite Consciousness … but the experience of it, a taste of its own essential reality. I have been touched by the profundity of these essays and know that they will imprint their healing intelligence in the broader medium of mind, from which humanity draws its knowledge and experience, for many years to come. (From the Afterword)


Rupert Spira, non-duality teacher and author.


In this pioneering, original and brilliantly written book Bernardo Kastrup is very critical of the still widely accepted materialist approach in science, while making use of many convincing rebuttals to materialist counterarguments. According to him all reality is in consciousness itself, because it is the only carrier of reality anyone ever knows for sure, but it is in a transpersonal mind-at-large, and not limited to our personal waking consciousness. His inevitable conclusion is that consciousness must be fundamental in the universe. This important book is an excellent contribution to the growing awareness that the domination of materialism in science is irrefutably coming to an end, perhaps even in the next decade. Highly recommended.


Pim van Lommel, cardiologist, author of Consciousness Beyond Life.


Occam’s Razor never cut so deep as in this penetrating critique of science, philosophy and the cultural cocoon we’ve constructed. Kastrup has followed up on his previous assault on dopey scientific materialism with a knockout punch.


Alex Tsakiris, author of Why Science is Wrong … About Almost Everything and host of the Skeptiko podcast.


Bernardo has the ability to communicate with the readers, through challenging them, in order to help our human consciousness to (re-)merge with the Whole of Consciousness, the ‘Infinite Womb’ of all that expresses Itself in time/space. For the open-minded and openhearted seekers of truth, this is great stuff to read.


Fred Matser, humanitarian, philanthropist, author of Rediscover Your Heart.
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Foreword by Deepak Chopra


Better than any book I’ve come across, Bernardo Kastrup’s collection of essays confronts two mysteries that must be urgently solved. The first is the mystery of reality. Holding this book in your hands, or any physical object, you are being unwittingly tricked. The object feels secure and stable. It occupies three dimensions. You can feel its weight in your hands. Yet none of these facts are reliable or even valid. They slip through our fingers like sand once we take seriously the quantum revolution that occurred over a century ago. The solid, stable, reliable world vanished into clouds of invisible energy, and in a stroke everything we took for granted in everyday life was returned to its true state, as a profound mystery.


Even a quantum physicist would feel shaken to accept that he is driving a cloud of energy to work instead of a Honda, and so the mystery of reality has been pushed aside. Science is about things that can be measured and data that can be collected. With a shrug, most of us believe that this is enough. Only a sliver of thought is given to the ‘real’ reality that lies beyond the world’s appearance.


The second mystery to be solved is wrapped up in the first. This is the mystery of knowledge. How do we know what we know? The obvious answer is ‘through the brain.’ But the human brain is a physical object like a bicycle, tree, or block of granite. It has no privileged position in Nature. The glucose that serves as your brain’s primary nourishment can’t think, any more than the sugar in a sugar cube can think. Besides, the brain vanished into a cloud of invisible energy along with everything else in Nature after the quantum revolution. Relying on it for true knowledge is shaky at best.


If only a sliver of thought is devoted to the first mystery – finding the ‘real’ reality – even less is devoted to the second – discovering where knowledge comes from. To confront both mysteries at once, as Bernardo Kastrup does, requires courage, tenacity, a willingness to swim upstream, and thick skin. Science disparages and dismisses metaphysics, even though 99% of scientists haven’t actually investigated what it is. History isn’t just written by the victors; it’s thought about by the victors. Science in our time feels supremely victorious, and the door to metaphysics is padlocked with a sign reading ‘Don’t Bother to Enter.’


But if you have a persistent, acute mind like Bernardo’s, an exciting journey opens up. You get to think your way to the truth, and when thinking falters, you can ‘peek beyond’ by means of insight, intuition, and self-awareness. This is what separates physics from metaphysics (and why the ancient Greeks placed metaphysics higher). If the ‘real’ reality is accessible at all, it must be knowable through the mind. Beyond space, time, matter, and energy, nothing can be measured scientifically. There is no data to collect. There is no time before time came into the picture via the Big Bang. What does exist is the pre-created state of the universe. To explore it requires an Einstein of consciousness – as Einstein himself realized. Having theorized relativity strictly through mental work (so-called thought experiments), he declared that he was astonished when Nature turned out to confirm his theory.


Why should Nature conform to what we think about it? If you stand back, there’s no compelling reason for it to. Nature could conform instead to a cat’s perception of reality or a snail’s or perhaps any nervous system at all, including those we can’t conceive of. There’s no reason to give the human mind access to the ‘real’ reality except for one possibility. Nature and the human mind could be intimately connected in the ‘beyond’ that metaphysics points to. The cosmos may be conscious, as some physicists are beginning to speculate. The human mind could be a reflection of God’s mind, a religious notion that can be translated into non-religious terms. Or, if you want to be truly radical, creation may be a single thought expressing itself across the canvas of the universe in countless ways, including our individual thoughts. When you think the word ‘rhinoceros,’ you could be going to the same creative source where stars are born.


What saves these possibilities from being mere fancy is that for thousands of years there have been sages, seers, mystics, and philosophers who undertook the journey into consciousness that is the primary – indeed, the only – tool of metaphysics. Their findings are just as valid about reality as colliding electrons in a high-speed particle accelerator. The field in which they are valid, however, isn’t materialistic. There are two fields, actually. One is the field of existence, or ontology, which looks into what ‘real’ means at the most basic level of being. The other is the field of knowledge, or epistemology, which looks into how it happens that reality allows itself to be known in the first place.


Bernardo isn’t fortunate by the standards of mass media, which breathlessly announces the discovery of the Higgs boson but remains silent about metaphysics. But he’s very fortunate to discover many cutting-edge topics that push the envelope of both science and philosophy. To be frank, unless a philosopher can satisfy the demands of science, meeting it halfway about the brain, the nature of time, the existence of multiple universes, dark matter and energy, etc., the whole enterprise will just be zombie philosophy. It will move around as if alive but actually be dead.


Fortunately, this is a fruitful time for ‘peeking beyond,’ because the accepted worldview of science, locked in its materialistic assumptions, has failed to show where time and space came from, what consciousness is, how deterministic laws of nature can be reconciled with free will, whether the brain can think or only parallels the mind’s invisible processes, and a host of related questions. These ‘meta’ issues will never be resolved, Bernardo holds, unless we investigate the two areas that are his passion: ontology and epistemology. Do you know where your next thought is coming from? Do you know where any thought comes from? Neither does science with all its confidence and research findings. Brief Peeks Beyond is as much a book of questions as of answers, but it has the enormous advantage that its author knows which questions to ask and where to go to find the answers.


Deepak Chopra


Carlsbad, California


November 2014





1. Introduction


This is probably the most important book I’ve written. The original idea for it seemed easy enough: my publisher and I discussed creating an anthology of essays I had previously written for webzines, blogs and magazines. The intent was to update the essays and organize them into a coherent structure. Once I embarked on the project, however, something within me saw an opportunity and I became determined to take it way beyond its original scope. The result, which you now hold in your hands, could no longer be honestly described as just an anthology. It has turned into an experiment in ‘nonlinear philosophy,’ with a new, unifying message of its own. Allow me to elaborate.


As I reviewed my original essays, I noticed for the first time that they were pieces of a larger jigsaw puzzle. Only with the benefit of hindsight did I realize this; the overall picture in the puzzle had eluded me up to that moment. It became clear that much of the material consisted in explorations of different angles of a single motif: an idea gestalt – an organized cognitive whole beyond the mere sum of its parts – about the human condition as it is presently manifested. It has various facets related to science, philosophy of mind, the underlying nature of reality, the state of our society and culture, the influence of the mainstream media, etc. Because of this apparent disparity of facets, the gestalt that links them together can’t be conveyed through a linear narrative. There are just too many important nuances to capture that way. It can only be conveyed by tackling each of its facets within its own context so that you, dear reader, can combine the pieces of the puzzle and reconstruct the gestalt in your own mind. This is precisely what this book attempts to achieve. The essay format turns out to have been critical in that it allowed me to approach the target motif through several different angles, helping you build an overall picture of it facet by facet. If the book succeeds in its endeavor, at the end of it you will be looking upon the present nexus of the human story in a very different way.


I’ve attempted to make each essay in this book suggestive of, and conducive to, this global cognitive gestalt. Each contributes an important angle to it. Yet, when putting the original material together, it became clear to me that there were gaps; important pieces of the puzzle were missing. For this reason, many of the essays here are entirely new, having never before been published. They are meant to cover the gaps. All previously published material was also updated and in many ways improved. Several essays were largely rewritten to reflect new, more complete insights I’ve had since I first wrote them, or to make their message crisper and clearer. Most were also adapted so as to complement each other in suggesting the subtleties and nuances of the global motif that is the message of this book. Even among the essays that were least changed in terms of the number of words edited, the importance of the changes is disproportionate to the space they occupy.


Overall, this work is characterized by a new readiness on my part to go all out with my points of view. In my previous works, I’ve held myself back in the interest of striking a more moderate note with broader appeal. It is, however, unclear whether that was effective. What is sure is that it pruned the full expression of my views. Now, having turned 40 and witnessed my life take turns I’d never expected, I feel less motivated to compromise on my discourse. Life is just too short for that. Therefore, this book tackles, head-on, subjects I have hitherto kept out of bounds: God, ‘conspiracies,’ the obvious flaws of science as practiced today, the often insidious role of the media and a number of other polemical topics. You be the judge of whether my uncensored views still hold up to reason and the available evidence.


This book can be read in two ways: in sequence, from beginning to end; or by picking a different essay at each sitting. The essays have been organized in a logical and coherent sequence, optimized for insinuating the subtle bridges and relationships between the various different topics. This way, readers who are willing to read this book from cover to cover will probably develop a better grasp of the ideas in it. That said, I am well aware that many readers will prefer to pick their favorite topic from the table of contents, depending on their mood and disposition of the day, and go straight to it. I confess to often preferring this approach myself, especially when reading in bed before sleep. Therefore, I also made sure that each essay is self-contained and can be read independently of the others. The majority can be read in well under an hour. When appropriate, I refer to other essays where certain topics mentioned are covered in more depth. The price for this modularity, however, is some redundancy: many of the essays contain summaries of my metaphysics, which is necessary to give context to the ideas they express. I’ve endeavored to strike an optimal balance between redundancy and modularity, so readers neither feel bored with repeated content, nor miss essential context for understanding each essay.


Whichever way you prefer to read this book, I do suggest that you always start with essays 2.1 and 2.2. They provide context that underlies what is discussed in most other essays. Although the key contextual points are, as mentioned above, repeated each time, readers will derive more value from the rest of the book if they have more extensive prior grasp of those two initial texts.


A couple of observations should be made at this point. This is largely a critical work: it criticizes today’s science, philosophy, media, culture and society. It is also largely a body of – hopefully well-substantiated – opinions. Yet, the criticisms it contains are not always preceded by a disclaimer asserting that what follows is an expression of opinion. Doing so would be highly detrimental to flow and readability. Let this be the general disclaimer, thus: unless stated otherwise, you should assume that what you will find in the following pages is an expression of my opinions. The extensive substantiation of my arguments does not change this fact.


Another important observation: I use the words ‘mind’ and ‘consciousness’ interchangeably. The meaning I lend to the word ‘consciousness’ – and thus ‘mind’ – is defined early in essay 2.1. I use the term ‘psyche’ when I mean personal consciousness, or personal mind. This terminology may be confusing to some: in non-duality circles, the word ‘mind’ has come to be associated with ‘thoughts;’ that is, with a particular type of contents of consciousness. Yet, my use of the terms is more consistent with their traditional meaning in Western philosophy.


Finally, this book contains a high concentration of ideas. Very few words are wasted. I go quickly to the point and don’t ramble around. While this will probably feed the enthusiasm of some readers, it may prove a little too intense to others. I apologize to the latter: my approach here reflects my surrender to what comes more naturally to me, rather than a deliberate attempt to favor a particular segment of my readership.


So if you’re ready, buckle up and join me in a multi-faceted, fast-paced, nonlinear exploration of the human condition in the early 21st century. Here we go!





2. On metaphysics and cosmology


Our culture takes for granted that the empirical world exists ‘out there’ and is fundamentally independent of consciousness. This postulate seems to explain a number of things that we, otherwise, would allegedly be unable to make sense of: the continuity of events while we are asleep, the undeniable correlations between brain states and experience, the fact that we all seem to inhabit the same world, etc. For this reason, we’ve allowed our values, economic and political systems, ways of relating to nature and each other, psychology, medicine, social dynamics, etc., to be all subtly colored – if not outright determined – by such a postulate. But does it stand to reason and evidence? In this chapter, we will explore the underlying nature of reality and our condition as conscious entities within it.


Essay 2.1 summarizes the metaphysics more extensively described in my earlier book Why Materialism Is Baloney. But beyond a mere summary, it also extends and refines that metaphysics, elaborating on it in a more direct, less metaphor-loaded manner. Essay 2.2 then lists and addresses each of the key materialist counter-arguments against the ideas in essay 2.1, refuting them one by one. It is not only the longest essay of this book, but probably one of its most important and original contributions as well. Essay 2.3 takes the form of a short story. It seeks to illustrate a different way of seeing and interpreting the ancient ideas of an immortal soul and an afterlife from the perspective of the metaphysics described in essay 2.1. Essay 2.4 discusses how the survival of consciousness beyond physical death is, in fact, a direct implication of our most basic common sense. Essay 2.5 confronts a distinction that materialism has difficulties with: the obvious difference between living beings and inanimate objects. It also explains why the notion that all reality is in consciousness does not imply that inanimate objects are themselves individually conscious. Essay 2.6 then bites a big bullet: God. It argues that the existence of a conscious, omniscient, omnipresent and omnipotent agency is, surprisingly, a direct implication of metaphysical parsimony. This is profoundly counterintuitive from a materialist perspective, which holds precisely that the existence of a deity defies parsimony. The essay further maintains that evidence for God is literally all around us. Finally, essay 2.7 grapples with one of the biggest mysteries in science today: the measurement problem of quantum mechanics. It argues that the explanation for that conundrum is, in fact, the very same phenomenon that explains how our ordinary awareness arises from seemingly unconscious mental activity. In the process of making its case, the essay ends up bringing together the Copenhagen and the Many-Worlds interpretations of quantum mechanics, which materialism deems irreconcilable.


2.1. A more parsimonious, logical, non-materialist worldview


The mainstream metaphysics of our culture – materialism – posits that the empirical world is fundamentally outside consciousness. The world supposedly consists of an unfathomably complex assemblage of stand-alone material particles, all of which would still exist in the absence of any subjective experience. It’s not difficult to see why so many of us buy into this view: the environment we live in is clearly outside our heads and different individuals undoubtedly agree on what its salient aspects look like, so we all seem to share the same environment. When I go to a stadium to watch a football match, the other thousands of people in the stadium apparently experience the same match. The obvious explanation for this sharing of experience is that the match exists outside the personal consciousness of the spectators, so they can all simultaneously observe it. If the world were just a kind of subjective dream, how could separate people share the same dream? Moreover, there are correlations between the material activity of brains and subjective experience: through brain-imaging technology, neuroscientists have demonstrated these correlations beyond any doubt.4 Therefore, materialism seems to be entirely justified in extracting one additional conclusion: not only does matter exist outside consciousness, specific arrangements of matter in the form of active brains generate consciousness. All this seems to make perfect sense.


There are, however, two major problems with it: first, the seemingly persuasive argument behind materialism is ridden with circular logic; second, since consciousness is the only carrier of reality anyone can ever know for sure, inferring an entire universe outside consciousness comes at a very steep price in terms of parsimony. Let us explore all this.


To begin with, we need to define more precisely what we mean by the word ‘consciousness.’ Although everybody has an intuitive understanding of it, the word itself is often overloaded with metaphysical assumptions. A materialist might define ‘consciousness’ as the result of certain types of brain activity, while a religious person might define it as the essential attribute of an immaterial soul. In both cases, the word is overloaded with a particular explanation. To avoid these explanatory biases, it’s useful to define ‘consciousness’ in a purely operational manner. In this spirit, I use the following definition in this book: consciousness is that whose excitations are subjective experiences. In other words, every subjective experience is a particular excitation of consciousness – whatever consciousness may intrinsically be – just like ripples are excitations of water. This operational definition is precise and metaphysically neutral.


Now notice that, in exactly the same way that there is nothing to ripples but water, there is nothing to subjective experience but consciousness. There’s nothing to an excitation but that which is excited. Therefore, there is a degree of equivalence between experience and consciousness, so we could perhaps also say that consciousness is raw subjective experience itself. This is an admittedly more restrictive version of the definition above: after all, we don’t say that water is ripples; ripples are just a behavior of water. Water continues to exist even when it’s not rippling. However, it is extremely difficult to find semantic room for the word ‘consciousness’ without experience. What sense is there in saying that one is conscious without being conscious of something? I am not saying that there can’t be intrinsic consciousness without experience; in fact, my definition of consciousness in the previous paragraph implies precisely that there is. Eastern spiritual traditions have also spoken for centuries of ‘pure consciousness’ without experience. What I am trying to point out here is merely the impossibility to coherently articulate this pure consciousness in language. As such, whatever consciousness may intrinsically be in the absence of experience – in the absence of ripples – is fundamentally beyond our ability to talk about or make sense of. Hence, defining consciousness rather restrictively as its own behavior seems fair enough for discussion purposes, as long as we understand what we are doing.


With all this in mind, we can then assert that consciousness – whatever it may intrinsically be – is the only carrier of reality anyone can ever know for sure. It is the one undeniable empirical fact of existence. After all, what can we really know that isn’t experienced in some form, even if only through instrumentation or the reports of others? If something is fundamentally beyond all forms of experience, direct or indirect, it might as well not exist. Because all knowledge resides in consciousness, we cannot know what is supposedly outside consciousness; we can only infer it through our capacity for abstraction.


Now, because of the principle of parsimony (which I elaborate upon in essay 4.7), we are only justified in inferring an abstract universe outside consciousness if this inference is necessary to make sense of things. For instance, if we cannot otherwise make sense of the fact that thousands of people can experience the same football match concurrently, then – and only then – we are justified in inferring that there is a match outside experience. But notice what a great demand this is: it is enough that we find one coherent explanation for reality on the basis of excitations of consciousness alone for a postulated universe outside consciousness to become akin to the Flying Spaghetti Monster.5 Like the Spaghetti Monster, we cannot prove it isn’t there; but it would be entirely unnecessary – and flat-out ridiculous – to seriously propose its existence.


I claim that we do not need more than consciousness to explain reality: all things and phenomena can be made sense of as excitations of consciousness itself. According to this more parsimonious view, the ground of all reality is a transpersonal flow of subjective experiences that I metaphorically describe as a stream. Our personal awareness is simply a localization of this flow: a whirlpool in the stream. It is this localization that leads to the illusion of personal identity and separateness. The body-brain system is the image of the process of localization in the stream of consciousness, like a whirlpool is the image of a process of localization in a stream of water. There is nothing to a whirlpool but water. Yet, we can point at it and say: there’s a whirlpool! Analogously, there is nothing to a body but consciousness. Yet, we can point at it and say: there’s a body!


For exactly the same reason that a whirlpool doesn’t generate water, the body-brain system doesn’t generate consciousness. Yet, because the image of a process carries valid information about the inner dynamics of the process – just like the colors of flames carry valid information about the microscopic details of combustion – brain activity correlates with subjective experience. This is why neuroscientists find tight correspondences between a subject’s conscious inner life and their measured brain activity: the latter is simply what the former looks like from the outside. We don’t say that lightning is the cause of atmospheric electric discharge, do we? Lightning is simply what atmospheric electric discharge looks like from the outside. For exactly the same reason, it is absurd to say that neurons cause thoughts, emotions or perceptions. Neurons are simply what our thoughts, emotions and perceptions look like when another person observes them.


Still according to this more parsimonious interpretation of reality, it is the body-brain system that is in consciousness, not consciousness in the body-brain system. After all, it is the whirlpool that is in the stream, not the stream in the whirlpool. Think of the empirical world as a collective dream: in a dream, it is your dream character that is in consciousness, not consciousness in your dream character. This becomes obvious when you wake up and realize that the whole dream was your mind’s creation. But it isn’t obvious at all while you are asleep: during the dream, it is easy to implicitly assume that your consciousness is somehow inside your dream character. Can you be sure that the same illusion isn’t taking place right now?


Moreover, if the body is in consciousness, as opposed to the other way around, then the fact that our bodies are separate does not imply that our personal psyches are fundamentally separate. Indeed, once you drop the notion that your consciousness is confined to your body, it becomes entirely plausible that our psyches are all united at the deepest, most obfuscated levels. Depth-psychology, despite erroneously calling it the ‘collective unconscious,’ has accumulated decades-worth of evidence for the existence of this obfuscated, collective part of consciousness.6 Inferring that personal psyches share a common root does not entail postulating a new, abstract theoretical entity – namely, a universe outside consciousness – but merely extrapolating consciousness itself beyond its face-value personal limits. As such, to see the world as akin to a shared dream grounded in a collective, obfuscated part of consciousness is much more parsimonious than materialism.


But where is this collective part of consciousness? It’s easy to see. As our personal psyches are like whirlpools in a broader stream, so the broader stream itself is a transpersonal form of consciousness that underlies all reality and unites all whirlpools. The broader stream is the ‘collective unconscious.’ Aldous Huxley ably called it ‘mind-at-large,’7 a more accurate terminology that I shall adopt from this point on. For the same reason that the experiences of another person appear to us as a seemingly objective phenomenon – namely, an active brain – the seemingly objective world around us is what experiences in mind-at-large look like from the outside. In other words: for the same reason that a neuroscientist can know that a person has conscious inner life merely by measuring the person’s brain activity, we can know that mind-at-large exists merely by observing the world around us. The empirical world itself is the overwhelming, concrete evidence for the existence of mind-at-large.


Think about it for a moment: an active brain is a structured collection of so-called subatomic particles. Yet we know that an active brain is what conscious processes look like from the outside. Likewise, consensus reality is also a structured collection of subatomic particles. Therefore, it, as a whole, must also be the outside image of conscious processes. But whose conscious processes? Those of mind-at-large, of course; whose else could they be? Personal experiences are to brain activity as the transpersonal experiences of mind-at-large are to the world we observe around us. The correspondences that lead to this conclusion are clear: our consensus reality – that is, the empirical world – is the framework wherein active brains arise as local structures, just as the stream – that is, mind-at-large – is the framework wherein whirlpools arise as localized patterns of water flow; whirlpools are made of nothing but the stream’s water, just as active brains are made of nothing but the subatomic particles of consensus reality; there is nothing to an active brain but those particles, just as there is nothing to a whirlpool but water; etc.


Interpreting reality as excitations of mind-at-large allows the physical world to be exactly what it seems to be: to have colors, flavors, smells, textures and melodies. It acknowledges that those colors, flavors, smells, textures and melodies exist outside our head. After all, it is our head that is in consciousness, not consciousness in our head. The materialist metaphysics, on the other hand, posits that all qualities of experience – all colors, flavors, smells, textures and melodies – are generated by our brain. Therefore, they can only exist inside our skull! It is materialism that says the world we perceive is inside our head. According to it, the actual world ‘out there’ is a purely abstract realm of concepts and associated quantities. Matter, as such, has no intrinsic qualities: it isn’t hard or rough, or cold, or concrete; it’s just an abstract concept to which we attach numbers in order to characterize it. We can’t even visualize what this abstract world may be like, since visualization necessarily entails the qualities of experience.


Recently, physicist Max Tegmark acknowledged the awkwardness of this situation by deeming the metaphysical conceptualizations of materialism, like atoms and subatomic particles, to be unnecessary ‘baggage.’8 The obvious next step in this line of reasoning is to acknowledge the sufficiency of experience, but Tegmark isn’t ready to go that far: he still insists on some form of reality outside consciousness. He drops the conceptual part of it but keeps the quantities. In other words, he postulates that it is all just numbers out there; no particles to attach the numbers to. At first sight, this seems to be just an extreme version of the materialist endeavor to replace reality with abstractions. But if you look carefully, you will notice that, by being so ready to embrace abstraction all the way, Tegmark comes full circle: after all, mathematics – quantities and their relationships – is a mental construct. ‘The fool who persists in his folly will become wise,’ said Blake. By positing that the physical world consists solely of mathematical entities, there is an important way in which Tegmark is at least flirting with the views expressed in this essay.


The key to the consciousness-only ontology I am proposing is the realization that there can potentially be two angles, or facets, to an experience: the necessary first-person but also a possible second-person perspective; the inside and the outside views. This way, what I feel when I watch erotic material is a first-person, inside perspective of the experience of arousal. But if I am placed in a brain scanner while watching erotic material, the neuroscientist operating the brain scanner will gain a second-person, outside perspective of my arousal in the form of patterns of brain activity. Notice that the second-person perspective is also an experience: the neuroscientist sees my brain activation patterns; he just doesn’t feel arousal. Indeed, the first- and second-person perspectives, despite being correlated, are qualitatively different experiences: observing brain scans is anything but arousing! To say that there is a second-person perspective to an experience means only that valid information about it is carried by another experience in another part of the broader stream of consciousness. Naturally, there can be experiences in the stream that have no second-person perspective at all. An ‘experience’ without a first-person perspective, however, is a contradiction in terms.
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