1 1 Epilogue

The Disturbing Part

We ended Chapter 1 with the fundamental question: What
is consciousness? Step by step we have developed the answer
to this ancient riddle, as formalized in Chapter 9:

Consciousness is the irreducible entity a computational
machine perceives itself to be, as the result of (1) an
ability to observe its own high level workings, and (2) an
inability to observe its own low level workings.

This is a far-reaching idea, capable of merging the many
facets of the mystery into a unified framework. It defines what
consciousness is from the third-person view, including how to
classify nonhuman computational machines that we may
encounter in the future. At the same time it describes the nature
of the first-person experience, where we each see our own mind
as a "thing" rather than mere computational activity. And most
important, the Inner Light theory tells us why there should be a
mind-body problem in the first place, why this paradox is an
unavoidable result of the evolutionary process and the way that
reality is experienced.

However, this step forward also has a dark side, an aspect
that many will find distasteful and disturbing. Man has always
believed that he holds a special place in the universe. Science
has often had the unpleasant task of showing that this belief is
mistaken, thereby demoting us to a lower status in the scheme
of things. For instance, 500 years ago Copernicus showed that
the earth revolved around the sun, thereby displacing man from
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the center of the cosmos. Only 150 years ago, Darwin
discovered that humans have a common origin with the other
life forms on earth, thereby denying our claim of special birth.
In the last century, science has shown that the universe is a
hundred billion trillion miles across, and 10 billion years old.
The shear size of these numbers seems to reduce mankind to an
insignificant speck.

But through these disappointments we have been able to
cling to a reassuring fact, we are conscious. While the universe
is vast and ancient, it is unfeeling and unaware. This means that
our minds entail something that is rare and remarkable,
something that we do not see in the largest galaxy or the most
brilliant supernova. We are conscious, and that makes us
special.

Now, the Inner Light theory does not deny that we are
conscious. On the contrary, it provides a scientific explanation
of the inner world that we each experience, showing how it is
part of our physical universe. Likewise, the Inner Light theory
does not question that consciousness is extraordinary; present
day computer scientists are awestruck by the technical abilities
of the human mind.

But make no mistake, the Inner Light theory does dispatch
many of our long held beliefs. Specifically, consciousness is
not some mystical entity above and beyond the machine-like
operations of the brain. Likewise, it does not require physical
structures or properties that are unknown or unreachable by
science, be they from Quantum Mechanics or an unseen spirit
world. But perhaps most disconcerting, the Inner Light Theory
tells us that many revered aspects of our mind are limitations,
not positive attributes. Such things as semantic thought, mental
unity, and free-will arise from systematic inaccuracies in our
observations. It is ironic that the things we have come to
cherish the most are, in fact, the inherent deficits of our mind.

Herein lies the rub. If human consciousness is based on
limitations, then we can imagine something greater than
ourselves, a self-awareness that does not have these limitations.
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Even further, we have every reason to believe that manmade
computers will one day achieve this superior status, as may
extraterrestrial beings, or altered humans. Consciousness can
no longer be viewed as a pinnacle or crowning achievement, but
must be accepted as merely one level in an infinite progression
of computational complexity.

As with the work of Copernicus and Darwin in centuries
past, the Inner Light theory displaces man from yet another
special place in the universe. Science is often a cruel master,
forcing us to accept that which we disdain. But the universe is
what it is, and no amount of cursing at the round earth will
cause it to become flat.
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