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ILLUMINATIONS 

| Voyage Two | Virtual Simulator | Mt. San Antonio College | 

If consciousness does indeed serve as a 
virtual simulator with an amplified 
probability feedback loop, then it 

should come as no surprise that one of 
the more promising theories arising 

from neuroscience concerning how the 
brain works is based upon Bayesian 

probability theory. 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X_h5WozicVA
http://sites.google.com/site/msacmagazines/
http://www.mtsac.edu/
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The problem of consciousness is, as Freud 

rightly suspected, revealed by dreaming, since it 

gives us a clue about how consciousness must 

have first emerged. As we all know there are 

several stages of awareness in our dreams—

ranging from the hallucinatory and intangible 

impressions one might get from a severe lack of 

rest to the elevated heights of lucidity when 

one experiences an acute sense of clarity and 

self luminosity. Our waking state awareness is 

built upon the feeling of certainty, and to the 

degree that we can believe what our mind 

projects the more likely we are to act upon it, 

rightly or wrongly. Thus the hallmark of a 

heightened sense of awareness is how certain 

and definite it feels. This is an important feature 

to differentiate since if we lacked this clarity we 

would be less willing to act and to make 

choices. 
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And if we hesitate in face of a real danger (a 
lion, a tiger, a bear, oh my!), then we run the 

very real risk of being eaten. An awareness that 
couldn't make such fine tuned adjustments 
would have been eliminated long ago in our 

ancestral past. 

But herein lies the problem. To the degree 
that consciousness "works" because it conflates 
our brain state with the current "real" state of 

the world around us, it runs the risk of not 
being pliable enough to adapt to a new set of 
circumstances. In other words, consciousness 

must have enough "plasticity" to make 
judgments that turn out to be wrong, provided 
those mistaken assumptions error on the side 

of being too conservative or too safe. 

A classic example of this, albeit wildly over 
stated here for our purposes, is the hypothetical 

case of an animator versus a non-animator. 
Imagine for argument's sake that hundreds of 
thousands of years ago there existed two kinds 

of human beings. One who tended to believe in 
animism, whereby ordinary objects possessed 
an "animated" or "vital" or "soul" force replete  

 

with the same kind of intentionality, though 
perhaps more mysterious, than we have. 
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with the same kind of intentionality, though 

perhaps more mysterious, than we have. The 

other human being lacked such animating 

tendencies and thus had a more limited way of 

deciphering the motivations or intentions of 

other objects. Now, let's further imagine that 

both of these individuals were brothers sitting 

around a camp fire and there was the sound of 

a rustling bush.  

The animator, given his predisposition to 

project (Freud's transference writ early?), 

imagines all sorts of possibilities and because of 

the emotions he attaches to each (and keeping 

in mind the conservative nature of how such a 

state of awareness must have in order to 

survive) will on average try to protect himself 

and thus run and hide under the worst case 

scenario. The non-animator, however, will do 

no such thing and in his "realist" approach most 

likely stay put and not animate anything 

whatsoever about the rustling bushes. 
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Now it may well be that the non-animator is 
correct much more often than the animator 

(most of the time it is just the wind against the 
leaves), but if the animator is right just 1/10 of 

the time his conservative, though animistic, 
approach has saved his life and thereby allowed 
him to live another day in order to pass on his 

genetic code. The non-animator, even if he was 
correct more often than his counterpart, ends 

up eaten and dead, and thus reducing his 
chances to pass on his DNA. 

While this example is hyperbolic to the 
extreme, it does underline something about 

animism and about why such an innate 
tendency may have evolved in human beings. 

Projections are future oriented and any 
awareness that can better predict the future will 

be of some survival benefit. But the future is 
unknown, and therefore making predictions 
about it is inherently a probabilistic venture. 
Therefore if consciousness arose at least to 

some small measure as a predictor of how to 
react to future but unknown events, then it 

must error on the side of caution.  
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Otherwise, if awareness was too adventurous 
whatever advantages it gained would be 
prematurely lost with one bad outcome. 

But this conservative approach of awareness 
would most likely only be necessary when an 

individual confronted what he or she perceived 
to be a "real" or "certain" crisis. In other words, 
a virtual simulator would only be cautious if it 
acted upon that simulation as if it related to a 
real event. If, however, the virtual simulator 

knew or believed beforehand that the 
simulation wasn't going to be invoked 

immediately and thus could be contemplated 
upon without any empirical test, then it could 
allow itself the freedom of a wide arrange of 
imaginings. It could, to invoke a cliché, "day 

dream." It could fantasize. It could conjure up 
all sorts of nonsense, provided that it wasn't 

forced into an early test case. Here we are 
starting to see what dreaming portended for 

waking state awareness. Dreams, by definition, 
are subjective conjurings that arise when we are 
asleep. This is another way of saying that when 

consciousness doesn't have to "work" or be 
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called into the line of fire, it has the freedom 
to mix and match all sorts of images and 

sounds and feelings into a Picasso like universe. 
This would be the precursor of a consciousness 

which had to act upon one of its modeling 
simulations. Dream first, act later. And this is 
apparently what consciousness has evolved to 

do and why it has been of such a huge 
advantage to Homo sapiens. Unlike other 
animals, which apparently do not possess 

Edleman's second nature, human beings can 
play out innumerable scenarios in the privacy 
and safety of their own head until such time 
that they can draw upon this rich rolodex of 

imagined trajectories and select what he or she 
believes is the best approach or model to apply 

to the present circumstance or problem. 

To appreciate how effective and powerful this 
tool can be for any competitive organism, just 

ask yourself this question: Who would you 
rather have fly your airplane: a pilot who never 
underwent any flight simulations or one who 

underwent hundreds of hours in a flight 
simulator? 
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_____ 

Virtual simulation can also be 

instrumental in helping us better 

understand why beliefs systems can 

be so powerful, even when such 

ideologies can be regarded as 

wrongheaded or backward. Any 

meaning system, provided it allows 

one enough purpose and drive to 

live another day, is better than 

none at all. 

--Darwin’s DNA 


