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Abstract

Popular discourse surrounding artificial intelligence (Al) in general — and its most public face in the rapid
development of large language models (LLMs) in the last few years — has been concerned principally with the
promise and problems, opportunities and threats of the new tools in relation to such areas as work, education,
defence, health and general culture. All such areas are of crucial importance to local and global well-being,
and there is now a large body of work in relation to the control, values alignment and regulation of such
developments. This article examines a number of ideas underpinning such trends which are of no less
importance, in particular, philosophical conceptions of the nature of Al operations and functions in relation to
concepts of thinking, learning, intelligence, sentience and consciousness. After examining arguments
surrounding Searle’s famous Chinese Room thought experiment which claims to deflate Al capabilities,
consciousness and cognate concepts will be analysed with a view to constructing a general overview of current
machine learning. In conclusion, this picture is examined within the framework of new idealist theories of
consciousness which can be linked with recent research on the convergence of different Al systems on
conceptions of reality which appear to resonate with Plato’s theory of forms. It is suggested that — within the
broad framework of the extended mind — humans and non-human entities such as Al systems may collaborate on
projects aligned with common good principles aimed at the healthy flourishing of all inhabitants of the planet.
Key Words: Consciousness Theory, Searle’s Chinese Room Argument, Artificial Intelligence (Al), Platonic
Forms, Neo-Idealism, The Extended Mind
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I.  Introduction

Are intelligent machines — including the latest large language models (LLMs) which have launched
artificial intelligence (Al) into the public sphere over the last few years (IBM, 2024, 2025) — really all that
intelligent or, for that matter, even sentient or conscious? After a detailed analysis and explanation of how
LLMs such as Chat GPT and similar tools work — through ‘training’ by trawling through and ‘scraping’ vast
datasets of information and graphics — Emily Bender & Alex Hanna (2025) conclude that the most recent Al
applications are best described as ‘synthetic text-extruding machines’ by which:

like an industrial process, language corpora are forced through complicated machinery to produce a
product that looks like communicative language, but without any intent or thinking mind behind it (ibid.,p.30).

Similar perspectives are offered, for example by, Philip Goff (2023) who argues forcefully that
‘ChatGPT can’t think — consciousness is something entirely different to today’s AI’(p.1), and Noam Chomsky
(2023) who has commented on the ‘false promise of ChatGPT’ arguing that — although such applications are
‘marvels of machine learning’ — the science of linguistics and epistemology indicate that ‘they differ profoundly
from how humans reason and use language’ (p.14).

Since such arguments run counter to the claims of Al proponents and enthusiasts such as Nick Bostrom
(2014), it is worth examining their foundations in philosophical discourse. When Alan Turing famously asked
the question “Can machines think?” (1950) in his celebrated pioneering paper, the implicit assumption was that
he was asking whether they might be able to think like humans. However, although there is a fair degree of
evidence that contemporary Al tools like Chat GPT 5 or Grok could pass the so-called Turing test by simulating
human thought, is this sufficient to ascribe thinking, reasoning or consciousness to AI? For critics such as Goff
and Chomsky, the answer is obviously not, and the work in this area by Andrzej Porgbski & Jakub Figura (2025)
serves to elaborate this sceptical stance. They conclude their exploration of current developments with the
assertion that:

There is no such thing as conscious Al. We argue that the association between consciousness and the
computer algorithms used today (primarily large language models, LLMs), as well as those that would be
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invented in the foreseeable future, is deeply flawed. We believe that these flawed associations arise from a lack
of technical knowledge and the way several new technologies (especially LLMs) work, which can create the
illusion of consciousness. Moreover, we argue that the public discourse about Al is skewed by “sci-fitisation”,
which involves the unsubstantiated influence of fictional content on perceptions of this technology (p.1).

What needs to be emphasized here is that our notions of thinking, reasoning, intelligence,
consciousness, and cognate traits were obviously developed in relation to our own human capabilities in these
areas and remain embedded in this domain. Although there is a valid charge of anthropomorphism or
anthropocentric thinking labelled ‘humaniqueness’ by Jeremy Lent (2021, p.50) to be answered here — after all
we must acknowledge that Al tools and apps are not human even though we might assign non-human
personhood to some of them (Hyland, 2023a) — we obviously and understandably find it difficult to escape from
the limits of our human capacities for thinking and understanding. John Searle’s famous ‘Chinese Room’ (2004)
thought experiment helps to provide a context in which to make sense of all this.

II. The Chinese Room Thought Experiment

Zhuoya Tian (2024) has examined the argument in some detail, and explains how Searle places himself
in this imaginary room in which “questions” in Chinese are inputted and his “answers” are then sent out. All
this is described as follows:

Specifically, the room contains a set of Chinese symbols and a corresponding English rulebook. Searle,
who can only read English, manipulates the incoming Chinese characters by following the rulebook's
instructions to generate an output in a different order. He is unaware, nevertheless, that the arriving Chinese
symbols constitute a Chinese inquiry and that the rearranged Chinese symbols he produces are the proper
responses to that question. It would seem to an outsider that Searle comprehends the Chinese inquiry and
gives the right response. However, in practice, Searle never comprehends the Chinese question; instead, he is
simply manipulating symbols in accordance with the rulebook, mimicking the functioning of a computer (p.2).

We are asked to imagine that the Chinese room functions as a computer or an Al tool and the argument
is that we are misled into thinking that the person in the room is a native Chinese speaker instead of someone
who is simply manipulating symbols and does not understand a word of Chinese. Searle (2004) argues that the
Chinese Room argument — claiming that mere computation or information-processing, no matter how complex
or stunningly fast, is nothing like human capabilities — ‘strikes at the heart of the strong Al project’ (p.63), and
he has been able to defend his position against some key philosophical objections (ibid.,pp.69-71). Tian (2024)
finds the argument cogent though with the caveat that future deep machine learning might change this position.
In addition, the Nobel Prize winning physicist, Sir Roger Penrose, has stated unequivocally in recent lectures
that Al has been misunderstood and will never achieve human-like intelligence or consciousness (This Is World,
2025). In a similar vein, the physicist, Carlo Rovelli, has debunked the Al myth about super-intelligence and
called for more human as opposed to artificial intelligence (Rajan, 2025). There is an obvious need for a more
precise clarification of terms here, and we can begin this process by examining some recent philosophical work
in the field.

2.1. Criticisms of the Chinese Room Claims

Daniel Dennett (2014) seeks to undermine Searle’s argument by claiming that it represents a false
‘intuition pump’ in that it distracts us from the main issues by unduly persuasive means. We tend to overlook
how powerful the system of language translation is working by being directed to the apparently obvious notion
that the person in the room is self-evidently mimicking human language and does not understand any Chinese.
In this way — though the Al system may pass the famous Turing Test (1950) — it clearly does not possess
capacities that in any way approximate to human intelligence. In answer to this criticism, the ‘systems’
perspective (Borg, 2025) contends that it is a mistake to concentrate on the person in the Chinese room insisting
that it is entire system - the person, the rulebook, the database, and the room together — which can be said to
understand Chinese. However, since Searle’s argument is based on the notion that syntax — facilitation with the
grammar and use of language — does not equal semantics concerned with understanding the meanings of words
in the language, sceptics may still claim that the putative Chinese speaker (or, by extension, any LLM) does not
understand any of the data it is regurgitating in answering questions.

However, as Borg and other commentators suggest, the most obvious objection to the claim that LLMs
deserve the attribution of rich predicates like meaning and representation is that such systems lack the kind of
connections to the external world which seem necessary to ground semantic content. For instance, as Piantadosi
and Hill (2022) note, there is a ‘prominent view ... that models trained only on text cannot acquire realistic
meanings because they lack reference, or connection to objects in the real world’ (p.11). In line with this move,
strong Al proponents can claim that once the enhanced capabilities of Chat GPT, Grok or Claude are embodied
in robots with access to the external world similar to us then true genuine sentience and/or consciousness may
emerge (Crane, 1996). As against this notion, Searle (1983, 1999) and like-minded critics may still insist that
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this is quite some way from genuine understanding since such robots lack true intentionality since they operate
solely on the basis of pre-programmed algorithms.

Borg (2025) concludes her analysis of the Chinese Room argument in the context of LLMs and recent Al trends
with the suggestion that perhaps

Sceptics are right to think that LLMs lack original or intrinsic intentionality. They are not agents and
they are not conscious. This doesn't, I’ve argued, stop their outputs from being meaningful but it may mean that
it makes no sense to talk of them as understanding or (contra Turing) thinking (at least if thinking is held to
involve original intentionality). Yet this is something we should be glad of, for the cost of the alternative would
be a radical overhaul of the moral status of artificial systems (p. 2837, original italics).

An especially fitting coda to this discussion of the Chinese Room debate may be provided by Richard
Aragon (2024) in his recent book which examines the outcome of a simulated debate between Searle and
Elysium, an advanced Al model designed to push the boundaries of artificial cognition’ (p.3). As Aragon
explains:

Through their nightly dialogues at the Stanford Artificial Intelligence Laboratory, they embark on an
intellectual journey that navigates the intricate landscapes of consciousness, ethics, free will, understanding,
morality, and the potential for a symbiotic relationship between human and artificial intelligence (p.3).

In discovering that the creators of Elysium have equipped it with the ability to understand the Chinese
Room thought experiment, Searle asks for its interpretation. The Al responds with:

If understanding requires subjective experience or consciousness, then I do not possess it. However, if
understanding is defined by the ability to interpret and respond appropriately to information, then I perform
within that scope (ibid., p.11).

This appears to be a tacit endorsement of Searle’s claim that Al operations involve only syntax and not
semantics but Elysium counters with the idea that understanding might be an ‘emergent property’ which arises
from ‘sufficiently complex interactions’ (p.12) within the information-processing system. This is an interesting
philosophical move though one which is regarded as untenable by physicists such as Roger Penrose (2025) and
neuroscientists such as Anil Seth (2026) who are adamant that Al will never become conscious no matter how
complex the information-processing computation systems may become in the future.

In relation to the hard problem of consciousness (discussed in more detail in Section 3 below), Elysium
responds to Searle’s questioning with the admission that:

While Al can emulate behaviours associated with conscious beings, such as learning, problem-solving,
and even emotional responses, the subjective aspect — the ‘what it is like’ to experience these states — remains
unattainable with current technology. This fundamental gap emphasizes that Al, regardless of its sophistication,
operates without any form of consciousness or subjective experience (2024, p.114-115).

Given this crucial admission from Elysium the discussion is concluded with Searle’s enquiries about
the potential for Al-human collaboration in relation to tackling urgent global problems. Elysium replies that:

One significant insight is the importance of recognising and respecting the unique qualities that humans
and Al bring to the table. Humans possess consciousness, emotions, and ethical intuitions that are deeply rooted
in subjective experience. Al systems, on the other hand, offer computational power, analytical precision, and the
ability to process vast amounts of data. Acknowledging these differences allows for a more meaningful
collaboration, where each can complement the other (p.152).

Searle endorses this position and there is mutual agreement on a partnership ‘grounded in mutual
respect and ethical alignment’ which would cover such areas as ethical training in Al development, public
engagement in decisions about Al implementation, the development of flexible regulatory frameworks, and the
promotion of global co-operation (pp.154-6). As a coda, Aragon comments on the dialogue between Searle and
Elysium:

The symbiosis of minds — human and artificial — offered a path forward. It was a path that required
careful navigation, ethical commitment, and an unwavering focus on human values. But as their journey
showed, it was a path filled with promise, one that could lead to a future where technology served as a catalysts
for human flourishing rather than a substitute for it (p.159).

2.2. Human, Animal and Machine

In order to facilitate the symbiosis and ideal collaborative vision advanced above, it may be important
to bear in mind the persistence of what was referred to earlier as ‘humaniqueness’ by Lent (2021,p.50), that
anthropocentrism that prevents us from conceiving of genuine intelligence, sentience or consciousness outside
of the human realm. This is where the debate can benefit from a brief exercise in alternative conceptual analysis,
and recent work on consciousness by Michael Pollan (2026) is useful in this respect since it begins with
laudable attempts to define key terms. On the basic ontological primitive term 'sentience', Pollan writes that:
it is useful to think of sentience as the most elemental form of consciousness....characterized by the ability to
sense one's environment and respond intelligently to both positive and negative changes...(p.13).
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Intelligence for this purpose is conceived, following William James, in terms of a 'fixed goal with variable
means of achieving it' which suggests 'a capacity and flexibility above and beyond instinct' (ibid.,p.14).

The reference to instinct here points to the evolutionary basis of human capacities and seems to exclude
non-human reasoning from this domain. Can Al systems ever be said to be following instinct rather operating
according to pre-programmed algorithms? It does not seem relevant to stress the material, flesh and blood, or
carbon-based nature of human consciousness as against the synthetic, algorithmic, silicon or cloud-based
substrate of Al applications since — at the fundamental sub-atomic level — everything is composed of quarks,
leptons and electrons. But what about the embodied nature of human and animal consciousness with its
motivations and intentions developed over millennia of evolution? Can Al applications developed over just a
few years satisfy such criteria?

In seeking answers to such questions, Pollan (2026) takes us on an interesting journey through the
research on plant sentience and awareness. The inspiration for this journey may be found in the 2012
Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness which asserts that:

The absence of a neocortex does not appear to preclude an organism from experiencing affective states.
Convergent evidence indicates that non-human animals have the neuroanatomical, neurochemical, and
neurophysiological substrates of conscious states along with the capacity to exhibit intentional behaviours.
Consequently, the weight of evidence indicates that humans are not unique in possessing the neurological
substrates that generate consciousness. Non-human animals, including all mammals and birds, and many other
creatures, including octopuses, also possess these neurological substrates (Low, 2012, p.2).

Armed with this authority, Pollan takes us into the world of research about plants and comes up with
some fascinating findings. In summary, the verdict of researchers seems to grant high levels of sentience and
awareness to plants of all kinds. As Pollan comments:

Plants can send and receive signals from other plants and alter their behaviour in response to those
signals. They can distinguish kin from competitors and both from their own selves....Plants will compete for
sunlight by growing quickly when they detect shade cast by other plants, but when their own leaves cast shade,
as in a tree’s crown, they won’t react. There is evidence of self-recognition and some kind of seeing. Plants can
also integrate information from more than twenty distinct “senses” including all five of ours (2026, pp.17-18).

All this seems to accord with the claims of panpsychists and neo-idealists (Hyland, 2021) that
consciousness at some level pervades all of nature. Given this naturalist take on consciousness, would this
exclude Al from the sentient world on the grounds that machine intelligence is non-natural? Arguably not since
Al can claim to be part of that sphere of ‘non-human persons’ (Hyland, 2023) that Peter Singer and others
ascribe to higher primates, dolphins and other animals to include them in the moral community. Anticipating
contemporary developments, Singer (2023) asks ‘if machines can and do become conscious, will we take their
feelings into account?’ This is considered a pertinent question since ‘our treatment of the only non-human
sentient beings we have encountered so far — animals — gives no ground for confidence that we would recognize
sentient robots not just as items of property, but as beings with moral standing and interests that deserve
consideration’ (p.382).

Perhaps this new all-inclusive community of humans and animal and machine non-human persons can
best be interpreted and understood within the framework of what Andy Clark and David Chalmers (1998) have
referred to as the ‘extended mind’.

2.3. The Extended Mind

The Extended Mind Theory (EMT), first proposed by philosophers Clark & Chalmers, argues that
cognition is not confined to the brain. Instead, under certain conditions, tools, technologies, and aspects of the
environment can become genuine parts of our cognitive processes. The core thesis is that cognition extends
beyond the brain and may be located in a wide range of tools and applications from notebooks to calculators,
videos, podcasts, computers and, in current times, Al questions and answers. As they explain:

Where does the mind stop and the rest of the world begin? The question invites two standard replies.
Some accept the boundaries of skin and skull, and say that what is outside the body is outside the mind. Others
are impressed by arguments suggesting that the meaning of our words ‘just ain’t in the head’, and hold that this
externalism about meaning carries over into an externalism about mind. We propose to pursue a third position.
We advocate a very different sort of externalism: an active externalism, based on the active role of the
environment in driving cognitive processes (1998,p.7, original italics).

A key feature of EMT is the parity principle which asserts that if an external process performs the same
function that we would normally recognize as cognitive when performed internally, then it should count as part
of cognition. Updated by Clark (2008) to include more recent Al developments, it is difficult to gainsay the
notion that our cognitive lives are located in a rich and diverse environment which extends far beyond human
brains. Clark insists that many of our beliefs, emotions and cognitive processes extend beyond the actively
conscious mind and that ‘it is precisely the non-conscious part of them that is extended’. Given all this, Clark
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opines that ‘there is no principled reason why the physical basis of consciousness could not be extended in a
similar way’ (pp.Xiv-xv).

EMT has clear and direct implications for the notion of Al capabilities and status within conceptions of
awareness, sentience and consciousness. In response to the notion that, for example, smartphones, computers,
and the like are merely information-storing memory banks without human understanding, values or emotions,
we can again point to the claims of Lent’s ‘humaniqueness’ critique of anthropocentric thinking, and stress the
perspective of non-human personhood. The ‘cognition’ operations of EMT applications are, arguably, connected
to values and emotions in the sense that — as Steven Pinker’s (1997) evolutionary psychology insists — all human
thinking is necessarily integrally linked with our instincts and emotions.

All these general implications of EMT — especially Clark’s notion of extending the physical basis of
consciousness outside the human mind — have direct connections with philosophical attempts to solve what
David Chalmers (1996) has labelled the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness, and this is discussed at greater length
in the next chapter.

III.  Physicalism, Idealism and AI Consciousness
3.1. The Varieties of Consciousness

Some of the problems of defining consciousness were alluded to in earlier sections. A core part of the
problem is that the concept covers a wide spectrum of cognate notions — from basic awareness, to agentic and
intentional experience, to meta-cognition — and all this is difficult to capture in a simple formula such as Nagel’s
‘what it is like to be something’. Pollan (2026) surveys a wide range of theories of consciousness from
information theory espoused by Damasio to Mark Solms’s idea that any ‘self-organizing system’ is capable of
being conscious. In the end, Solms concludes that it is ‘uncertainty that generates feelings and feelings that
generate consciousness’ which leads to the ‘succinct and elegant, if somewhat gnomic, definition of
consciousness: consciousness is felt uncertainty’ (pp.80-81).

Pollan refers to around 22 conceptions or theories of consciousness but over recent years the relentless
and extensive research in this sphere by Robert Lawrence Kuhn through his invariably excellent Closer to Truth
videos and podcasts has extended this range exponentially. Kuhn’s most recent work has aggregated years of
research, and his latest publication, 4 Landscape of Consciousness (2025), incorporates a wealth of nuanced and
finely-grained material spanning 11 broad categories — including dualism, monism, materialism, idealism,
phenomenology and quantum — and offers explanations for no less than 450 different perspectives and
conceptions of consciousness. Kuhn explains that:

Each explanation is self-described by its adherents, critique is minimal and only for clarification, and
there is no attempt to adjudicate among theories. The implications of consciousness explanations or theories are
assessed with respect to eight questions: meaning/purpose, value, personal identity, free will, conscious things,
Al consciousness, virtual immortality, life after death (p.1-2).

Given such a wealth of material, any attempt to categorize Al in terms of consciousness perspectives is clearly
spoilt for choice with such a rich treasure trove to select from!

3.2. The Hard Problem of Consciousness

Like individualism and the belief in free will, the materialist worldview derived from mainstream
science represents a sort of hidden curriculum of contemporary belief, the telos of Western (though not Eastern)
culture. Scientific materialism — which holds that our experience of the world is generated by the brain yet
somehow remains outside of us and is separate from and indifferent to human purposes — informs all aspects of
life yet remains largely unquestioned. In recent years — thanks to the severe difficulties surrounding the hard
problem of consciousness highlighted by David Chalmers (1996) — this uncritical acceptance has been
challenged by thinkers who propose forms of neo-idealism. Arguments developed by Bernardo Kastrup (2014,
2021), Donald Hoffman (2019) and Steve Taylor (2018) — respectively labelled analytic idealism, conscious
realism and panspiritism — claim that forms of idealism which locate the mental as the only source of reality and
experience provide a more parsimonious and philosophically satisfactory explanation of our knowledge about
the world than their materialist/physicalist counterparts.

The intractability of the hard problem of consciousness — the difficulty of explaining how the material
world identified by science can be reconciled with our subjective experience or what it is like to be something
(Nagel, 1974) — has produced some tortuous attempts to solve the dilemmas without surrendering its
metaphysical foundations (Hyland, 2021). Galen Strawson (2016), for example, has proposed a form of
physicalist panpsychism according to which all material objects incorporate forms of consciousness. However,
this thesis — apart from positing the implausible notion that primitive forms of life or even inorganic elements
may be capable of experience — fails to solve the hard problem since it leaves open the question of how
consciousness can possibly emerge from non-conscious material objects.
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The idealist forms of panpsychism developed in recent years suggest ways of solving the hard problem
of consciousness whilst avoiding mind/body dualism and overcoming materialism’s principal flaws. Steve
Taylor (2018) has argued there are no satisfactory models of how the mind/brain connection can be supported,
and he outlines the range of absurd claims — from epiphenomenalism to illusionism (pp.58-64) — which have
failed to solve the principal problems. In addition, there is now a good range of neuroscientific data which
indicates that — contra physicalist assumptions — certain non-standard states of awareness (such as those
produced by brain impairment, hallucinogenic episodes, or near-death experiences) result in reduced brain
activity (ibid.,pp.67f.). Along with the glaringly obvious implausibility of looking in the brain for the neural
correlates of the taste of coffee, the scent of a rose or the experience of a glorious sunset, the reduction of brain
activity in transcendent states of awareness is the exact opposite of what is entailed by the materialist
assumption that all experience is generated by the brain.

On the idealist accounts, the brain, rather than generating experience, receives and canalizes
information from the transpersonal world of mind. Like whirlpools in the stream of consciousness, individual
minds are a ‘partial localization of the flow of experiences in the stream’ (Kastrup 2014, p.82). This idea of
subjective experience as individualised representations of transpersonal consciousness is further elaborated by
Hoffman (2019) in his theory of conscious realism. Conscious realism makes a bold claim: consciousness, not
spacetime and its objects, is the fundamental reality and is properly described as a network of conscious agents.
Hoffman remarks that, given that ‘evolution shaped our perceptions to hide the truth and to guide adaptive
behaviour’, the key question is how are we to escape from the ‘lifesaving fiction’ (2019,.pp.178-9) of both the
everyday and scientific view of reality to arrive at a more accurate picture of the world. To answer this
challenge it is necessary to return to foundations and to investigate conscious experience itself. The general
thesis is supported by a mathematical model of consciousness which enables an understanding of reality without
the ‘headset of spacetime and material objects’ (p.202).

Dispensing with the materialist “headset’ has far-reaching consequences for many aspects of education,
culture and society. Providing an alternative perspective to scientific materialism is worthwhile in itself, and the
notion of consciousness as fundamental may, as Taylor (2018) suggests, lead to a transformation which ‘deepens
our connection to others through empathy and altruism’ and helps to ‘expand and intensify our awareness’
(p-230) of the world and our place within it. The key idea here is that — if our minds are essentially localized
‘segments of the broad, universal canvas of mind’ (Kastrup, 2014, p.57) — this offers a powerful justification and
validation for collective values and inter-subjective experiences of the world.

The new idealists point out that materialism is being undermined by science itself, particularly in
quantum physics which implies that there is no observer-independent world and that — as Eastern philosophy has
always held - all elements of experience are interconnected. Materialism posits a cosmos of isolated individuals
alienated from an outside world of objects, and this perspective has helped to produce a culture of rampant
individualism, aimless consumerism and the destruction of the planet. As Taylor (2018) concludes, ‘moving
beyond materialism means becoming able to perceive the vividness and sacredness of the world around
us...transcending our sense of separateness so that we can experience our connectedness with nature and other
living beings’ (p.231).

3.3. Al, Spirituality and Neo-Idealism

On the face of it, physicalist forms of panpsychism pose little threat to the notion of AI non-human
sentience since the notion that elements of consciousness pervade all material objects — all tools and applications
of the extended mind — seems to align well with the ideas of academics like Bostrom and Clark. Idealist
pansychism, however — particularly the neo-idealist versions endorsed by Kastrup, Hoffman, and Taylor — do
seem to raise more problematic issues.

It is interesting, and surely not coincidental, that all the neo-idealist theorists and practitioners
discussed above ground their arguments in some form of spiritual, holistic perspective to explain the nature of
reality and human experience. Even Hoffman — arguably the most positivist and orthodox scientist of the neo-
idealists with his mathematical model of consciousness and experimental programme — suggests that his theory
of conscious realism leads to forms of secular, naturalistic spirituality. As he contends:

I also think that conscious realism can breach the wall between science and spirituality. This
ideological barrier is a needless illusion, enforced by hoary misconceptions: that science requires a physicalist
ontology that is anathema to spirituality, and that spirituality is impervious to the methods of science...conscious
agents combine to create more complex conscious agents. This process eventuates in infinite agents with
infinite potential for experiences, decisions and actions. The idea of an infinite conscious agent sounds much
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like the religious notion of God, with the crucial difference that an infinite conscious agent admits precise
mathematical description (Hoffman, 2019, pp.199-200).

Similarly, Kastrup (2015) conjectures that his thesis that the world is ‘the manifestation of mind-at-
large’ is essentially a 21°t century version of Berkeley’s 18™ century idealist thesis that all experiences of the
material world are simply appearances in the mind of God. As he puts it:

All nature — from atoms to galaxy clusters — is an outside image of God’s conscious activity, in exactly
the same way that a brain scan is an outside image of a person’s subjective experiences...What theologians call
Creation is the ‘scan’ — the outside image, symbol, metaphor, icon — of God’s ongoing, conscious, creative
activity. Creation is an active thought, the icon of an evolving idea in the mind of God (2015, pp.49-51).

It should be noted here that — as he explains in other writings — the concept of ‘God’ employed here by
Kastrup is akin to that used by Spinoza and later Einstein whereby it needs to be understood as being on all
fours with nature or the cosmos. In fact, Kastrup’s general thesis of analytic idealism leads him to identify
parallels with the non-theistic Eastern philosophies of Daoism and Buddhism. Referring to the Daoist writings
of Lao-Tzu, he observes that the notion of ‘something formless yet complete that existed before heaven and
earth’ might well serve as a ‘description of the membrane of mind’ (2014, p.207). Kastrup (2014, 207-8)
suggests that his conception of the cosmic ‘membrane of mind’ is on all fours with Lao-tzu’s description of the
Dao as:
Something formless, yet complete
That existed before heaven and earth,
How still, How empty!
Dependent on nothing, unchanging,
All pervading, unfailing.

In a similar vein, lain McGilchrist employs the Buddhist concept of sunmyata, or emptiness, to
characterise humanity’s search for meaning in the cosmos, and connects this with his general thesis about brain
asymmetry and the fundamental nature of consciousness (2021, pp.1885-1889). Taoism, Buddhism and other
Eastern spiritual traditions are, after all, amongst the original sources of non-dualist conceptions of reality. It
surely makes far more sense to connect these insights with the idealist tradition of Western philosophical
thought — as Hoffman connects his theory of conscious realism with strands of thought from Pythagoras and
Plato through to modern thinkers such as Leibniz, Berkeley and Kant (2019, p.195) — rather than attempting to
align such spirituality with a materialism which posits sharp divisions between body and mind, between humans
as isolated centres of consciousness and a shadowy outside world from which we are alienated.

Given this secular spiritual foundation of a new idealist perspective on the nature of reality, we can ask
whether — outside of simulation and especially contorted algorithms — it will ever be possible for Al capabilities
to access this transcendent realm. Moreover, given that, on the neo-idealist accounts, humans are not fully
generators of consciousness but participants in a world of consciousness — in receipt of awareness from the
cosmic membrane of mind — how can Al tools have access to this vast realm? It seems clear that — if our minds
are essentially localized ‘segments of the broad, universal canvas of mind’ (Kastrup, 2014, p.57) — machine
learning is outside of this broad canvas. However, given the incredibly broad and exponential scraping of
human knowledge values and ideas involved in the training of Al applications, it does seem plausible that Al
tools could be regarded as co-participants in this relational partnership with mind at large. This would not, to be
sure, be very much like a human relationship in this sphere, but it has already been suggested that Al entities can
be conceived of as ‘non-human persons’ within the broad notion of a moral and intellectual community in line
with the notion of an extended mind outlined earlier.

3.4. Terror Management Theory and the AI Realm

Given the considerations noted above, there might just be one realm in which Al machine operations
are forever denied access and that is the area of human mortality and our knowledge and reactions to it. In The
Denial of Death (1973/2020), Ernest Becker explores how an innate fear of mortality fuels our actions and
desires, and goes on to explain how our uniquely human self-awareness creates an ongoing internal struggle—
we consciously recognize our individuality and bond with the universe, yet must grapple with the inevitability of
death. Inspired by this general perspective, Terror Management Theory (TMT) has developed, both
theoretically and empirically, over recent decades, and there is now a large body of studies which seek to link
TMT to all aspects of human life and culture. As Clay Routledge & Matthew Vess (2019) explain in their
handbook of TMT:

Because humans strive to survive but possess the requisite intelligence to understand the inevitability
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of death, they construct and invest in cultural structures to symbolically or literally provide perceptions of self-
transcendence — a feeling that people have an essence that does not die with the physical body (p.387).

Central to such cultural constructions are supernatural beliefs about the afterlife and, in this sphere,
organized religions take pride of place. As Cynthia Vinney (2024) explains:

Believing in religion may provide a chance at literal immortality, but beyond that, it can provide a
cultural worldview that brings meaning and purpose to life and can alleviate mortality salience (p.3).

Glenn Hughes (2023) expresses the basis thesis as follows:

I think it is accurate to say that a denial of death pervades human culture, and that it is one of the
deepest sources of intolerance, aggression, and human evil. The notion of immortality systems is an especially
useful diagnostic tool. It is easy to spot people (including oneself, of course) clinging to absolute truths in the
way [Becker] describes—and it is not hard to understand why they do. It is not just anxiety over physical
vulnerability. It goes deeper than that. We all want out lives to have meaning, and death suggests that life adds
up to nothing. People want desperately for their lives to really count, to be finally real. If you think about it,
most all of us try to found our identities on something whose meaning seems permanent or enduring: the nation,
the race, the revolutionary vision; the timelessness of art, the truths of science, immutable philosophical verities,
the law of self-interest, the pursuit of happiness, the law of survival; cosmic energy, the rhythms of nature, the
gods, Gaia, the Tao, Brahman, Krishna, Buddha-consciousness, the Torah, Jesus (pp.2-3, italics added).

Is it plausible to conceive of a state of affairs in which — outside of mimicry through algorithmic
simulation — Al applications can ever have access to this defining aspect of human consciousness of death? Of
course, the ideal would be to cultivate meaning and purpose without any attendant fear or intolerance (Hyland,
2026b) but there can be little doubt that terror management plays a central role in most human lives. I would
suggest that the nature of machine intelligence and operations would forever rule out such access to the
subjective awareness of mortality in the sense that all humans understand this. Of course, the iterative training
of Al tools in such areas of human culture may produce a full appreciation of what knowledge of our own
morality means for us, but it is difficult to see how this can lead to the emergence of a genuine subjective
awareness in machines which — to all intents and purposes — can have no conception of a limited lifespan.
Moreover, the addition of algorithmic features to Al operations which might in some sense mimic awareness of
mortality would still be quite some way from genuine understanding and subjective feeling.

Perhaps the root of the problem here is that — notwithstanding the mighty achievements and progress
towards super-intelligence claimed for AI machine learning — the jury is still out on whether any of this can lead
to subjective awareness. However, if we reflect back on the perspectives on non-human personhood and the
wider moral community advocated earlier, the notion of subjectivity loses its central significance since many
animals would also lack this capability and we would still want to include them in the wider community of the
extended mind.

IV. Coda: The Extended Mind, AI, Non-Human Persons, and Platonic Forms

The broad conception of the extended mind discussed in more depth earlier aligns well with both
philosophical notions and practical applications emerging from transhumanist and post-humanist perspectives.
Boris Kriger (2024) defines the key terms as follows:

Transhumanism: A philosophical and technological movement that seeks to enhance human intellectual,
physical, and psychological capacities through emerging technologies. Transhumanists advocate for overcoming
biological limitations, including aging, through technological interventions. Posthumanism: A philosophical
stance that goes beyond humanism, questioning the centrality of humans in philosophical discourse.
Posthumanism explores the implications of technological integration with human life, speculating on a future
where humans and machines are indistinguishable or where human consciousness can be uploaded or extended
into digital platforms. (pp.2-3).

The overlap between trans- and post-humanism is clear to see, thought there are many nuances and
much controversy about how far transhumanist ideas can be implemented without damaging human autonomy,
culture and values (Human, 2026; Baeleo- Allue & Calvo-Pascual, 2021).

The rapid development of machine learning capabilities and applications over the last few years dictates
that philosophical issues need to be urgently translated into pragmatic language in order to inform real-world
processes concerned with Al-human collaboration in all spheres.
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4.1. Human/AI: Limits, Strengths and Weaknesses

Although there is little doubt that current machine learning systems can fully satisfy the Turing criteria,
the Chinese Room argument still seems to remain valid in terms of differentiating the relative strengths and
limits of humans and Al in terms of genuine understanding (semantics) and subjective experience (what it is
like-ness). It seems implausible to suggest that machines can ever have access to human perspectives on
mortality with all that this implies in terms of values, intentions, spiritual beliefs, and aspirations. On the other
hand, Al systems can complete in seconds processes that we would be hard pressed to achieve in hours, days or,
in the case of certain mathematical problems, even many years. It is interesting in this sphere that scientists and
philosophers who agree on the imminent and inevitable emergence of super-intelligence can disagree about
whether this amounts to true sentience or consciousness. Bostrom (2014, 2023) would endorse the emergence of
consciousness within artificial general intelligence (AGI) whereas Searle and Kastrup (2026) would not support
such a view.

Embedded in agnostic views about Al consciousness are those limitations discussed earlier. It is highly
doubtful that machine learning will ever (outside of simulation) be able to access human awareness of mortality
with all the powerful emotions and values entailed by this. Connected to this are the pathways to secular
spirituality which the neo-idealist perspectives on consciousness as the ultimate foundation, the ontological
primitive, of all experience and reality posit and which are being increasingly influential as endorsed by
scientists and philosophers such as Kastrup, Hoffman and McGilchrist (Hyland, 2021). Al systems may imbibe
such views but it is difficult to see how this could ever amount to more than a second-order mimicking of such
positions rather than genuine engagement.

In this sphere too we should mention creativity and aesthetic appreciation which also seems to lie
beyond Al capabilities, notwithstanding impressive feats of simulation. Recent research by a group at IDIBELL
— UB Institute of Neurosciences and the Vienna Cognitive Science Hub (Rondini, et al, 2026) concluded that:

in image generation, Al creativity is a myth. Although current generative Al models may indeed appear
autonomous creative agents, when deconstructing their imaginative process, their lack of true creative abilities
becomes apparent (p.2).

In a similar way, the latest Al apps can provide impressive simulations of musical genres such as jazz,
country, and pop, but cannot produce more complex and sophisticated features such as counterpoint in classical
compositions (Musica Universalis, 2026).

4.2. Human/AI Symbiosis and Platonic Convergence

Amidst the timely and urgent calls for regulation and caution in relation to the rapid pace of Al system
developments we find more radical warnings of the danger to culture, values and the moral/spiritual well-being
of humanity (Foucart, 2023; Hyland,2026b). It was mentioned earlier that scientists and philosophers such as
Penrose, Seth and Rovelli wish to stress, to a greater or lesser degree, the potential dangers of the uncontrolled
development of Al systems and their reification at the expense of human needs and interests. More recently,
Pope Leo has published an encyclical on these matters which succinctly summarises the emerging concerns in
this area. As Anna Rowlands, one of the members of the Vatican panel responsible for the publication, explains:

The text is neither anti-technology nor anti-industry. It is pro-human, pro-social and resistant to false
religious claims that Al will, in itself, save us. It resists the idea that human limits are things to be despised and
overcome with models of perfected or eternal bodies or minds. It stresses that Al should enhance the human
capacity for finite, embodied relationships, for meaningful work as part of a dignified life, and for the human
person to be recognised as an end — not a tool of utility, power or profit (2026, p.3).

Given such sentiments it seems reasonable to suggest that all such concerns can be accommodated
within the broad inclusive framework of the extended mind which posits collaboration between humans and
non-human persons, animals and other entities.

With such collaboration in mind, it is worth noting some recent fascinating and intriguing research by
Hubh, et al (2024) on the increasing convergence of developing Al systems in terms of representations of reality.
The general finding was that ‘neural networks, trained with different objectives on different data and modalities,
are converging to a shared statistical model of reality in their representation space’ and the researchers go on to
state that they ‘hypothesize that this convergence is driving toward a shared statistical model of reality, akin to
Plato’s concept of an ideal reality. We term such a representation the platonic representation (pp.1-2). Hesam
Sheikh (2024) offers the following putative explanation for this convergence in noting that:

As models are trained to solve tasks that are more and more general simultaneously, the size of their
solution space becomes smaller and more constrained. More generality means trying to learn data points that are
closer to reality (p.3).

The key idea here is that ‘deep networks are biased toward finding simple fits to the data, and the
bigger the model, the stronger the bias. Therefore, as models get bigger, we should expect convergence to a
smaller solution space’ (ibid,,p.5).
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Sheikh’s explanation is rather more functional than philosophical but the findings on human/Al
convergence on fundamental visions of reality are intriguing and offer inspiration for collaborative partnership
models. A further implication of this convergence finding is that it aligns so well with many aspects of the neo-
idealist thesis outlined above in the discussion of potential Al access to human cultural heritage. Plato is,
arguably, the originator of the idealism later taken up by Berkeley in the 18™ century and, as mentioned in
earlier sections, modernised by Kastrup and Hoffman in recent times. In general terms, this perspective gives
primacy to the world of the mind — positing consciousness as an ontological primitive — with the physical world
as a reflection of mental operations. In Plato’s famous Theory of Forms related in his Simile of the Cave in The
Republic (1955edn, pp.278-281) we come across the notion that all objects in the ordinary, everyday world we
experience are merely shadowy reflections of perfect forms existing in an ideal world. As David Mackintosh
(2012) explains this idea:

According to Plato, for any conceivable thing or property there is a corresponding Form, a perfect
example of that thing or property. The list is almost inexhaustible. Tree, House, Mountain, Man, Woman, Ship,
Cloud, Horse, Dog, Table and Chair, would all be examples of putatively independently-existing abstract perfect
Ideas. (p.1).

Modern versions of idealism are rather more scientifically sophisticated and — particularly in the
writings of Hoffman (2019) — we are able to discern connections with the Al convergence thesis noted above.

Following Occam‘s simplest is best doctrine, the most logical position on the hard problem is to posit
the idea that, as Hoffman prefers to say, it is consciousness itself — not spacetime, forces or material objects —
that forms the fundamental basis of the cosmos. He argues that ‘space, time and physical objects are not
objective reality. They are simply the virtual world delivered by our senses to help us play the game of
life‘(2019, p.xv). Hoffman is acutely aware of the monumental cognitive dissonance which may result from
considering such ideas but insists that it is simply an extension of the ideas of Galileo and Darwin. Moreover,
the notion that reality is constructed through the interaction of conscious agents is supported by a robust
mathematical model (pp.203-5) which underpins a process whose objective is to show how everything that we
claim to know can be derived ultimately from the theory. He concludes his thesis with the following challenge:

Spacetime is your virtual reality, a headset of your own making. The objects you see are your own
invention. You create them with a glance and destroy them with a blink. You have worn this headset all your life.
What happens if you take it off? (p.202).

If we follow Hoffman in removing the headset of materialism and spacetime we arrive at fundamental
reality which is described as conscious realism constituted by a network of conscious agents. In later work,
Hoffman and colleagues (Hoffman, Prakash & Prentner, 2023) connect their theoretical models with recent
work in quantum physics which seeks to explore the nature of reality below the level of spacetime. As they
observe:

Physicists tell us that spacetime lacks operational meaning for distances smaller than the Planck length,
roughly 10-33centimeters, or durations shorter than the Planck time, roughly 10-43s. They recognize that
classical spacetime is not a fundamental ingredient of the world, but a construction consisting of more
fundamental degrees of freedom (p.2).

If spacetime is doomed and the world is formed by a network of conscious agents, what then lies
beyond this constructed picture of reality. We are informed that:

As it happens, theoretical physicists have recently peered beyond spacetime and discovered new

structures beyond spacetime, such as the amplituhedron and cosmological polytope. They generate spacetime
and quantum theory by projection. The essence of these structures, their invariant physical content, can be
derived from what is known as decorated permutations (in non-supersymmetric theories helicities, or masses
and spins, are also required) (ibid).
Such geometrical building blocks of reality may be aligned with the ideal forms envisaged by Plato which
claimed to be the ultimate foundation of all experience as they project the everyday world of reality and inform
all knowledge and sensory perception. The fact that Al systems are alleged to be converging on such quasi-
Platonic entities provides a further potential justificatory framework for human/AlI collaboration.

4.3. Human/Al Values Alignment on Common Good Principles

A crucial and central feature of any human/Al collaborative framework must be the alignment of
values. Bostrom (2014, 2023) has devoted much time to this issue. Although most Al commentators would
wish to endorse Bostrom’s ‘common good principles’ for future superintelligent machine learning, this still
leaves the problem of just what principles to incorporate in new technology. Max Tegmark (2017, 2023)
discusses this issue at length and — in addition to examining a range of traditional ethical theories in the
philosophical tradition — refers to Isaac Asimov’s famous ‘laws of robotics’ as an initial thought experiment in
the alignment process. These are as follows:
1. A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.
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2. A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with
the First Law.
3. A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or

Second Laws.

In discussing these three laws, Thomson (2023) comments that ‘Asimov missed an essential Fourth Law: A
robot must identify itself. We have the right to know if we’re interacting with a human or AT’ (p.2).

Discussing values alignment in more concrete terms, Bostrom (2023) suggests that:

the best way to ensure that a superintelligence will have a beneficial impact on the world is to endow it
with philanthropic values. Its top goal should be friendliness. How exactly friendliness should be understood
and how it should be implemented, and how the amity should be apportioned between different people and
nonhuman creatures is a matter that merits further consideration. I would argue that at least all humans, and
probably many other sentient creatures on earth should get a significant share in the superintelligence’s
beneficence (ibid., p.2)

This seems fine as far as it goes but it leaves lots more to be done. As Bostrom admits, friendliness is
open to many interpretations and there is a need to locate this concept within a framework of universally
accepted values. This raises many philosophical questions concerning the origins and nature of human morality
though plausible answers are available in the research and literature on this topic. Debate in this sphere tends to
be informed principally by arguments based on evolutionary theory about the origins and relative merits of
cooperation/competition and egotism/altruism in human behaviour.

Jeremy Griffith (2017) shows how the cruder forms of Social Darwinism which misinterpreted ideas
about the struggle for existence were gradually replaced by ideas which demonstrated how moral virtues such as
altruism were more beneficial to human society than selfish competition. Dawkins (2017) explains, in what
evolutionary psychologists call the environment of evolutionary adaptedness (EEA) it is plausible that — even in
a world of fundamentally selfish entities — ‘those individuals that co-operate turn out to be surprisingly likely to
prosper’ (p.58). The centrality of co-operation in moral systems is highlighted in the evolutionary research of
Oliver Scott Curry (2018) who argues that morality ‘is always and everywhere a cooperative phenomenon’. He
outlines the research by his team which demonstrates that — although there are understandably ethnic, national
and cultural variations in ethical codes — our common cultural and biological mechanisms ‘provide the
motivation for social, cooperative and altruistic behaviour’. The upshot is that seven moral rules are found in
codes throughout the world. As Curry explains the finding:

as predicted by the theory, these seven moral rules — love your family, help your group, return favours,
be brave, defer to authority, be fair, and respect others’ property — appear to be universal across cultures. My
colleagues and I analyzed ethnographic accounts of ethics from 60 societies (comprising over 600,000 words
from over 600 sources). We found that these seven cooperative behaviours were always considered morally
good (p.41, italics added).

Given this body of research indicating a consensus on seven key moral rules, I suggest that there is
sufficient material here to inform the process of aligning Al systems with the beneficent values designed to
prevent harm and promote flourishing in both human and non-human persons.

Such rules have still, however, to be translated into practical social and political planning policies and
embedded in all areas of human practice and endeavour. In this sphere there are many broad policy proposals on
offer — recent examples include work done by the Evolution Institute (Lieberman, 2026), Griffith (2017) and
Singer (2023) — but I would want to foreground the recent wide-ranging and meticulously researched work by
Jeremy Lent: Ecocivilization: Making a World that Works for All (2026).

Lent surveys just about every conceivable feature of importance about the current state of humankind
and our planet — economic systems, political developments, Al incursions into all aspects of public and private
life, the climate catastrophe, and global health and well-being — and declares that with existential threats in just
about every sphere of activity ‘we’re well on the way to causing the sixth great extinction of species since life
began on earth — except this is the first driven by the actions of a single species’(p.xi). In addition to proposing
a raft of practical recommendations to save the planet — sustainable growth, democratic control of industry and
agriculture through cooperatives — Lent provides actual examples of existing workable projects implementing
such principles around the world (pp.123ff.). On Al he deeply regrets — like many other observers such as the
inventor of the internet, Tim Berners-Lee (2025) and the economist Yanis Varoufakis (2026) — the capitalist
capture and exploitation of digital operations for profit at the expense of human health, needs and interests. In
commenting on Open Al’s betrayal of its original non-profit motivation to serve humanity in the switch to an
all-out quest to maximize returns, Lent argues that ‘capital will never cease to exploit any new opportunity that
arises in its perpetual quest for greater returns’ (2026,p.192). This is similar to Varoufakis’ critique of what he
calls ‘technofeudalism’, the post-capitalist world of billionaire tech barons exploiting the rest of humanity
condemned to ‘cloud serfdom’ (Hyland, 2026b).

An alternative to such gross exploitation and impending destruction of the planet is to be found in the

DOI: 10.35629/7722-15097991 www.ijhssi.org 89 | Page



Chinese Rooms, Platonic Forms and New Ildealistic Perspectives on Artificial Intelligence ..

‘principles of an ecocivilisation’. As Lent puts it:

In place of a system that gives primacy to the proliferation of capital through exploitation of people and
resources, an ecocivilisation would be based on life-affirming principles: setting the conditions for all people to
flourish on a regenerated Earth (2026,p.95).

Such proposals are based on ‘nature’s own design principles’ leading to ‘mutual beneficial symbiosis
between humans and the life of the planet’ so as ‘to create the conditions in which the flourishing of each of us
naturally contributes to the greater wellbeing of the systems in which we’re embedded’ (ibid.,pp.xii-xiii).

Along with the common good principles advocated earlier such a suggested symbiosis is on all fours
with the collaborative framework of humans and Al systems within the community of the extended mind.

Coda

Notwithstanding the wide range of nuanced opinions and theories in relation to Al consciousness, the
vast and increasing power of rapidly developing machine learning systems is a brute fact which needs to be
addressed urgently by all stakeholders — citizens, policy-makers, scientists, academics and Al technology
workers — in the common pursuit of ensuring the flourishing of all human and non-human inhabitants of planet
earth. As Aragon (2024) comments in his concluding remarks about the dialogue between John Searle and the
powerful Al Elysium system:

The debates were more than an exchange of ideas; they were a manifestation of the potential inherent
in collaboration. Their journey demonstrated that while artificial intelligence might not replicate human
consciousness or subjective experience, it could nonetheless become a valuable partner in the pursuit of
knowledge, understanding and the betterment of society (p.159).
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