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COMMUNICATION AND COLLECTIVE CONSCIOUSNESS

Transpersonal and collective modes of thinking and feeling are beginning to be highlighted in a wide range of scientific domains. For sociologist Pierre Lévy, the thinking process reaches beyond the individual; it is collective and transpersonal, being shaped not only by language, but also by cultural objects such as computers, information storage devices, simulation systems, and so forth.1 Lévy talks about a “collective cognitive network" that comprises both society at large, and the products and objects of a culture(especially technological and informational objects.2
 Of great interest, also, is the position of philosopher of science Isabelle Stengers.3 She stated that “technological innovation . . . constitutes a creation of meanings” that can only impose itself only if and when “it succeeds in taking on meaning” in the collectivity at large.4 This means an innovation not only has to be accepted by the scientific community, but also within a plurality of platforms—social, cultural, economic, and political. Stengers thus concurs with a growing number of thinkers who view scientific “facts” as neither purely objective nor purely abstract representations, but rather as constructions based on extremely complex interactions between social, cultural, political, and economic factors.5 

Based on the study of insect societies like ants, William Sulis introduces some interesting  insights about the workings of collective intelligence.6 Insect collective intelligence demonstrates dynamics based on stochasticity, contextual dependency, and interacting subprocesses, while it is devoid of hierarchical controls. This collective intelligence,  constantly and intensely interacting with the environment, is highly adaptive. Similar “irrational” cognitive processes are, in his view, instantiated within the human brain and within human groups, such as organizations. Indeed, Sulis suggests that these were the cognitive processes humans used before the advent of rational thought, and that they are still used by individuals, in parallel with rational thought.

Carl Jung highlighted collective aspects of the unconscious, posing that archetypes were psychic roots shared by all of humanity, and emerging in the psyche through dreams, art, and myths.7 Following his pioneering work, a growing number of thinkers are underscoring the collective aspects of consciousness.8 

The present chapter outlines ways in which semantic fields theory may break new ground in this domain. The parameters specific to the semantic dimension pose the premises for nonlocal interactions and interconnectedness. These, in turn, are the foundation for interpersonal and collective forms of consciousness, in the sense that individuals co-create collective constellations. Whether on an interpersonal or collective level, individuals remain connected through the semantic networks they weave between them. 

A BRIDGE BETWEEN MINDS

The Many Levels of Communication

Communication is among the most important facets of human nature. It is largely through the many forms of communication that culture—as a shared set of significations—is constructed. It is through communication that each and every individual develops meaning-generative methodologies and partakes of human society. A baby could not become fully human without communicating with others, that is, without familiarizing himself or herself with, and actively participating in, the human semantic dimension—language, beliefs, value-system, cultural objects, social organization, collective know-how, and so forth.

The sharing of meaning is what keeps us mentally alive. For as long as we interact with other people and with things that mean something to us, we remain in an integrative and evolving process. Meaning that is shared is meaning that is created and re-created with each moment, with each new situation.
Of course, as discussed here, meaning has to be distinguished from information in the sense of Shannon, which is an encoded message, quantified in terms of bits, and transmitted from a sender to a receiver.9 It seems more and more obvious that Shannon’s theory of information(a misnomer, at that(is strictly a theory of message transmission; it does not, in any way, account for the semantic aspect of the message, that is, its interpretation by a given person, in a given endo- and exo-semantic context. 

While communicating, we perceive others through our own semantic lattice: we “understand” them through the SeCos of our past experiences and through our own particular connections to collective constellations (e.g., cultural frameworks or theoretical paradigms, values, social, political, or religious groups, etc.). Thus, a person’s interpretation of another’s words is a complex emergent, deriving from her or his own, highly idiosyncratic noo-field. The words and concepts we exchange cannot be viewed as stable, fixed entities that are passed on from one person to the other as if we were tossing objects between us.10 Although a consensual platform allows for basic, practical understanding, we never grasp exactly what the other person intends to communicate. Despite the existence of norms and conventions, even a single concept can never have the exact same meaning for any two persons. 

Indeed, it could even be argued that what we ourselves express is never exactly what we mean to communicate. Freudian slips may be just flagrant examples of something far more general: the multiple(and possibly conflicting(levels of meaning that exist in each of us, and the complexity of the processes involved in recognizing and expressing these different levels of meaning. 

Recent research on communication is beginning to integrate certain psychoanalytic concepts, exploring the interplay of conscious and subconscious dynamics during interpersonal exchange.11 This approach takes into account the interweaving of two distinct levels of meaning during communication. I believe however, that the concept of semantic constellations permits a more complex perspective on communication dynamics.

Let us examine an exchange between two persons, Annie and Ken. They have both seen a particular film and are discussing their respective perceptions of it. A rather common situation—but the mental processes involved in such an exchange can be very complex. While describing a particular scene, Annie may simultaneously be silently analyzing a certain event in that scene, preparing her argument and the appropriate words and expressions to present it, adapting her style to the theme or to Ken’s communication style, pondering whether it would be appropriate to share a certain joke triggered by her reflection, and so forth. 

Beyond all these conscious-intentional processes much more is also going on. While Annie hears Ken speak, new chain-linkages are continuously activated in her lattice. For example, a particular phrase by Ken activates the sub-SeCo of a childhood souvenir in Annie, instantiating, in turn, numerous auxiliary processes. Furthermore, chain-linkages within Annie’s semantic lattice will be triggered not only by Ken’s explicit verbal message, but also by other sources(for example, by Annie’s interpretation of Ken’s body-language and facial expressions, or by Annie’s processing of other sensory inputs from the surroundings (shapes and colors, smells, background noises, etc.). All these semantic activations will, of course, branch into neurophysiological processes that, in turn, could activate other SeCos, or simply contribute to the overall endo-context through which Annie interprets Ken ’s message.

Out of the dense connective processes taking place within the network of activated SeCos, the more intense or reiterated meanings may emerge into the flow of consciousness. For example, Annie’s childhood memory, triggered by Ken’s description of a scene in the film, may have popped into consciousness because the affective charge associated with it exceeded a certain threshold of intensity, or because several chain-linkages converged upon that memory.12 Many other activated Links, however, will remain below the threshold of awareness.

Communication then, engages several physiological and cognitive levels simultaneously. Insofar as similarly layered activation processes are being triggered in both interlocutors, we must suppose that semantic intersubject linkages occur on several levels as well. Thus, in parallel to their explicit, verbal dialogue, Ken and Annie will unconsciously be engaged in other forms of exchange, such as body language, mirrored sensations or emotions, and so forth. For example, they may both be subliminally registering identical kinds of information from the environment, or experiencing and interpreting subtle emotions evoked by their discussion. This implicit type of communication may go unnoticed or it may briefly break through into the flow of awareness—for example, as an insight about the other’s health, personality, or emotional life, or as an apparently innocuous question (that just so happens to be the topic that the other person had been trying to avoid!). 

Interface-SeCo

Let us take a closer look at our example. At the moment Ken evokes the film, the SeCo associated to that film(call it F(is activated in his lattice, while the corresponding F’ SeCo is also activated in Annie’s lattice. Obviously, since each individual’s endo-context is unique, the two “Film” SeCos will be different and the array of activated Links will be specific to each person. It is hardly surprising that Ken and Annie will experience the film somewhat differently.

However, there is sufficient common ground between Ken and Annie for the discussion about the film to create semantic bridges between the F and F’ SeCos. Indeed, the discussion about the film will induce a number of new inferences, insights, and shared or divergent interpretations in both individuals. As the F and F’ SeCos evolve, the exchange will give birth to a new SeCo that includes elements from both persons’ experience, as well as elements from their current dialogue. Essentially, through their discussion, Annie and Ken are generating a shared semantic constellation that acts as an interface-SeCo between them. It organizes itself according to the ongoing dynamics of the exchange: agreement, disagreement, distinctions, associations, and so forth. This interface-SeCo will thus link all semantic elements brought into the discussion—although the input and position of each interlocutor in the discussion will be preserved through specific relators attached to the Links. 

The interface-SeCo is a semantic network of shared meaning, generated by an interaction between individuals who are focused on a common attentional object. It includes both shared and divergent meanings, as well as emergent significations that spring forth from the exchange and that were not previously contained in the individual SeCos of the inter-locutors. 

Each person will, of course, evolve unique connective links between the interface-SeCo and her or his own internal SeCo (F or F’); so each will relate to the interface-SeCo in his or her unique way. On the other hand, the interface-SeCo may produce chain-linkages that move beyond the F and F’ SeCos, reaching into broader regions of the two persons’ noo-fields. In this manner, the interface-SeCo may allow each of the two individuals to “penetrate” deeper into the other’s noo-field, while following the activated links. As a striking side effect of their exchange—and depending upon the level of empathy between the two individuals—a “fusional” dynamic may emerge, whereby one person is practically capable of perceiving things through the other person’s mind.

The interface-SeCo thus constitutes a shared platform; potentially, it may become a semantic bridge for subsequent exchanges, intertwining the noo-fields of people and strengthening their relationship on the semantic level. 

Of course, depending on several factors (e.g., depth of communication, degree of empathy between individuals) the interface-SeCo could either subsist as a complex semantic network, or quickly dissipate. On the one hand, it might turn out to be little more than a transient structure, lasting no more than the period of the discussion. Following a quick and superficial exchange the interface-SeCo will then rapidly break down, leaving but minor modifications of the activated internal SeCos. For example, after the two friends go their separate ways, many of the Links pertaining to the interface-SeCo will then weaken and dissolve, while other Links will be reorganized, their elements recombining or creating new Links within the noo-field of each person. 

On the other hand, some facets of the interface-SeCo might remain intact and then will be reactivated, modified, or enlarged upon whenever the friends meet and exchange anew. To the extent to which they continue to see each other and nurture their relationship, the interface-SeCo will be reinforced and grow with each new exchange, housing clusters of topics that are of shared interest, integrating more sub-SeCos, and linking to more and more associated SeCos. 

A striking consequence of this dynamic is that interface-SeCos can serve as a nonlocal link between two individuals’ minds, allowing for exchanges at a distance. As we have seen, the parameters relevant to the semantic dimension are quite distinct from those used to describe classical space-time. For example, on the basis of semantic proximity, two spatially distant individuals can be quite close in the semantic dimension. It follows that if, at some point, Ken recollects his conversation with Annie, the reactivation of the interface-SeCo will also activate associated SeCos in Annie—independently of where she is situated. A sufficiently elaborate and extensive interface-SeCo could thus constitute a bridge for many low-level semantic interactions that mostly pass unnoticed, or remain entirely nonconscious. However, situations of intense activation of certain SeCos in one person—and, consequently, of the interface-SeCo—could lead to intense semantic activation of corresponding SeCos in the other person, and to a breakthrough of specific information into the flow of consciousness. 

The interpenetration of the interface-SeCo into two individuals’ noo-fields could thus be the basis of synchronistic experiences between people, of “intuitions” we have about people, or of telepathy (empathically experiencing the thoughts or sensations of another person at a distance).13 Beyond this coupling between individuals, however, the concept of interface-SeCo can be extended to shed light on broader, collective forms of meaning-generation. 

weaving the transpersonal network

Synchronicity
While allowing for chance (or fortuitous coincidences) in the formation of events, we nevertheless must also consider another kind of factor that, all too often, is confused with chance events: meaningful coincidences, or synchronicities.

The psychiatrist Carl Jung introduced the concept of synchronicity to denote striking meaningful coincidences between an external, objective event and a person’s internal, mental processes. According to Jung, synchronicities are instantiated between the psyche and a distant event, or between the psyche and a future event; they are identified by the meaning a certain event (or name, or object) takes on for a person, given her or his mind-state at the moment. One of the most oft-cited examples involved a golden scarab. Jung had a patient who was “stuck” in her treatment—a woman who seemed to resist all attempts to initiate a constructive therapeutic process. One day, she came to Jung with a dream about a golden scarab. Just as she was relating it, a scarab with golden hues popped into the room through the half-open window. Both she and Jung were so startled by this meaningful coincidence that the communication barriers suddenly collapsed with an in-depth exchange, centered on this event. As Jung commented, the synchronicity triggered the transference process and was clearly the turning point in this woman’s therapy. 

Synchronistic events such as these are particularly impressive, for they act as a catalyst—they bring about a totally new mind-set or situation in the persons who experience them. In the above case, the synchronicity not only reinforces the meaningfulness of the scarab symbol in the patient’s dream; it also helps bring about insight and a whole new attitude in her relationship with her therapist. In other words, it launches a semantic process of meaning-generation.

In his book on synchronicity, Carl Jung argued that such occurrences are “acausal processes,” revealing a completely different order of interactions than those implied by classical notions of causality. This perspective was amplified in Jung’s work with the physicist and Nobel laureate Wolfgang Pauli, in which they elaborated upon the idea of synchronicity as a particular class of phenomena, involving an acausal principle.14 Coupled with the Jungian concept of the collective unconscious, these views suggest that Jung considered the psyche as somewhat independent of the space-time constraints of classical physics—an idea which is certainly endorsed by the present model as well, when it refers to the semantic dimension. 

The discovery of synchronicity and the description of its essential characteristics were certainly an act of genius. The concept is rich and fertile; one gets the impression that we have hardly scratched the surface, as it keeps stimulating new insightful studies.15 Nevertheless, we are still confronted with the basic question: How do synchronicities work? The semantic linkage process could, I believe, explicate the dynamics underlying synchronicities, and help explain how they are instantiated. 

As with Jung and Pauli’s “acausal processes,” the semantic model is based on an understanding that in synchronistic events we are not dealing with a sequential, linear form of causality, but rather with a completely different type of process—one that displays nonlocal connective influences. 

Nonlocality here refers to the fact that semantic linkages are independent of distance between two semantic fields and are governed by semantic parameters (such as semantic proximity), as opposed to space-time parameters. Also, in referring to connective “influences” rather than “causes” (see chapter 5), I am emphasizing the idea that the processes involved do not strictly determine the semantic system’s state; rather, they contribute to the manner in which the semantic system evolves and self-organizes. 

In synchronicity, connective influences arise from contextual events that are semantically related to the main event. What makes these contextual events take on a particular meaning (while scores of other background events do not) is that their signification is strongly linked to that of the main event itself. Once endowed with meaning, they become an integral part of the event-SeCo. 

“Relationship” dual SeCo. Let us consider a fictitious example of synchronicity, so as to illustrate the role of connective influences, their relation to a core event, and the way in which they may influence a person’s creation of meaning and decision making.

After three days of hesitation and anxiety, Ted decides to go see his longtime girlfriend Anita, and put an end to their love affair. He leaves his place at 4:30 pm, and, unexpectedly, just a few blocks from Anita’s home, he runs into his friend Dan, whom he had not seen for months. He tells him he is on his way to Anita’s to end their relationship. Dan suggests that he buy Ted a drink, and they go to a cafe to discuss the matter further. By the end of the drink, Dan has dissuaded Ted from his plan; Ted turns back and heads home.

The event-in-making here is “Breakup.” During his three-day torment, Ted was struggling with the dilemma—should he break up with Anita or not? We can use the semantic fields model to trace the evolution of his relationship and understand something of the underlying semantic dynamics. At some point in the relationship, following a particular problem, a tiny cluster of frustration and rejection may have formed within Ted’s “Relationship” (R) SeCo. Having gradually grown in density and intensity, this cluster ended up becoming a sub-SeCo itself, thus depleting the original R SeCo. Later on, with added aggravations or frustrations, the original R SeCo transformed into a dual configuration consisting of two sub-SeCos. The “Breakup” sub-SeCo (B) groups and interlinks all the semantic elements reinforcing this outcome: memories of arguments, topics of discord, complex dynamics of rejection and fear, negative referential concepts, rationalizations (“reasons” for breaking up), and so forth. The “Continuation” sub-SeCo (C) groups diverse semantic elements in support of sustaining the relationship (or the event non-B): recollections of special moments, vacations together, topics of mutual interest, shared hobbies, and so forth. 

Note that the B constellation is not just a negative (or mirror) image of the C SeCo; its organization might be quite different, with the densest clusters concentrating around a different set of qualities. For example Ted’s rationale for breaking up may be tied to a frustration in the affective/emotive cluster, while his rationale for sustaining the relationship may be more concerned with gratification in the artistic/intellectual clusters.

The dual SeCo, then, involves two attractors: Attractor B organizes the forces that tend toward the event “Breakup,” while Attractor C organizes those leading to the alternative event “Continuation.” At some point, the two sub-SeCos attained equal intensity, thus triggering Ted’s three-day  crisis and the acute phase of his dilemma. His depressive state during this period feeds negative thoughts and memories about the relationship and encourages pessimism, thus increasing the intensity and density of the B sub-SeCo. Allan Combs said such self-reinforcing psychological dynamics as autopoietic in nature: a network of processes (like recalling past experiences), all generated by a specific mood, concur to deepen the mood itself.16 In the “Breakup” case, besides the constant reflection about the past, Ted is also anticipating and imagining the future—in particular, the “Breakup” event. 

This period of reflection leads to an inhibition of forces coherent with “Continuation,” weakening the C attractor; simultaneously, forces contributing to the “Breakup” outcome are reinforced, strengthening the B attractor. By the end of the third day, the B sub-SeCo has become so dense and charged with semantic energy that it overrides the C sub-SeCo—at which point, Ted “makes up his mind” and sets out to break up with Anita.17
It is at this crucial point that a seemingly “chance” event interferes. Unexpectedly, Ted runs into Dan, and the whole course of action—“Breakup”—shifts. In ordinary language, we would say that the “chance” meeting with Dan “caused” the reversal of the situation. However, the question is whether the interfering event should be seen as purely fortuitous, or as a significant coincidence, a synchronicity. 

We can reasonably posit that an apparently random external event is synchronistic if (1) there is a low probability that the event would occur by chance alone; (2) there are numerous significant links between the interfering event and the subject’s activated SeCo; and (3) the meaning of the external event clearly influences the person, to the point of drastically modifying the SeCo. 

In this case, Ted and Anita had a long-lasting relationship—more like that of a married couple than just of lovers. Dan, on the other hand, was Ted’s only divorced friend; and it so happened that he truly missed his relationship with his ex-wife. He definitely could relate to Ted’s turmoil and intent to break up with Anita, and it was he who proposed they go to a bar and discuss things. During their exchange, Dan compared his own divorce experience to Ted’s current situation—specifically focusing on the dilemma phase that had preceded his own decision. Dan’s position, from the outset, was that Ted was on the verge of making the same mistake he felt he had himself committed: breaking up while in a depressed, low phase. 

We can see, then, that we have the kind of suggestive evidence that points to a synchronicity. The encounter between Ted and Dan, moments before the “Breakup” would have occurred, was a highly improbable event; the numerous significant links between Dan’s past and Ted’s planned action rendered Dan a most appropriate person to run into “by chance”; and, finally, Ted did change his mind, following his exchange with Dan, suggesting that this was indeed a significant encounter. 

Now let us examine the processes that might have been responsible for the occurrence of the synchronicity. As we have seen, semantic Links are independent of the distance between two persons, depending instead upon semantic proximity and other descriptors of semantic space. In the dense interrelational network existing between Ted and his numerous friends,18 his connection to Dan suddenly is “primed” by certain especially intense parallels. Ted’s turmoil over the course of three days reactivates an analogous SeCo in Dan’s semantic lattice—namely, the SeCo of his divorce. Insofar as Dan had gone through a similar dilemma just before deciding to divorce, strong semantic Links are generated between his “Divorce” SeCo and Ted”s dual R SeCo.  

Dan’s semantic lattice interprets Ted’s dilemma according to its own organization: if splitting leads to regrets, then dissuading Ted amounts to helping him avoid the same mistake. Dan’s lattice thus prompts him to action when it senses Ted is heading out toward Anita’s place with his “Breakup” plan. Insofar as their respective lattices are linked, a “fortuitous coincidence” in time and space occurs: Dan strolls toward the park just as Ted is turning around the corner. 

All these processes are opaque to the conscious mind, of course. For example, at a conscious level, Dan decided to walk in the vicinity of Anita’s place simply because he felt like taking a nice, long stroll in the park. So from the perspective of the conscious mind, and in the absence of any explicitly formulated intentions or plans to meet Ted, the meeting appears as a coincidence. In fact, however, the synchronicity reflects the links between the two friends’ lattices, and the ways in which Dan’s semantic lattice uses auxiliary information to work out a seemingly fortuitous encounter with Ted. In short, the meeting between the two friends, at a critical moment, points to nonconscious semantic exchanges between their empathically linked lattices.

While the analysis of this example is meant to describe synchronicities between human agents, the semantic model can also deal with synchronicities that involve objects—for example, a coincidence in which a written name or symbol appears in the environment at the very moment the person is intensely thinking about just such a concept.

The core of the present theory is that meaning is created by consciousness within and through the semantic lattices that link individuals to their environment at large. As we saw earlier, connective logic works at a finer grain than rational logic, being more basic to the workings of the mind. The semantic linkage process is the foundation not only of our mental and affective lives, but also of our being-in-the-world, our interactions with the environment. While connecting us to surrounding semantic fields, it connects us to objects as well as to sentient beings. 

These connective processes actively influence and organize the environment through the modification of surrounding eco-fields. Usually, in the injection-retrojection process a semantic cluster is retrojected back to the individual. However, in some situations an initial meaning projected outward will be retrojected to the person not as a purely semantic energy, but in the form of a concrete event or object—as in the case of the golden scarab. In other words, while interacting with the semantic fields of life-forms or objects, we may sometimes influence the entities themselves—insofar as the semantic field is an important dimension of the entity. 

From the perspective of the current model, synchronicities are the tip of the iceberg, pointing to a far more general phenomenon—the process of reification, that is, the way semantic energies become embodied or incorporated in matter and objects.19 Such reification of semantic energies is occurring all the time—as for example in the creation of new art objects out of ideas and intentions, or in the slow imprinting of our local universe; but the process is generally so gradual that it tends to slip by, unnoticed. Synchronicities are the not-so-rare exceptions to this rule, bringing the internal SeCo and external event into an instantaneous—and hence noticeable—relation.  

Simultaneous Discoveries

In chapter 7 we saw how a group of individuals co-create and nurture a collective SeCo—for example, when focused upon similar activities, such as research in a particular scientific domain. This co-creation of collective SeCos depends essentially upon semantic parameters, such as intensity, recurrence, coherency (see chapter 9). In particular, the parameter of semantic proximity generates strong linkages between individuals’ minds, or between minds and objects or events, whatever the spatial or temporal distance between them. Insofar as the collective SeCo is nurtured by the minds of a great number of people, all these minds will influence(to different degrees(the way the theory, belief system, faith, or science is understood and practiced. The evolution of a collective SeCo thus depends not only upon local exchanges but also upon nonlocal forms of communication. 

Historians of science have noted how, over the course of centuries, certain theoretical or technological discoveries were made simultaneously by widely separate scientists, having no knowledge of each other’s work. For example, the theory of evolution was independently, and simultaneously, presented by Charles Darwin and Sir Alfred Wallace. From a semantic fields perspective, such “co-discoveries” are manifestations of collective SeCo dynamics.

“Anomaly” Collective SeCo. Consider, for example, a highly specialized domain of medical research, involving just a handful of research laboratories across the world. Let us say that, while investigating the effects of a particular molecule, a few researchers independently stumble upon an anomaly: the experimental results contradict what would be expected, given past data and theory. Three investigators, geographically isolated from one another, begin to focus upon this puzzling finding; but none of them suspects that two other individuals are working on the same problem. 

The anomaly is the attentional object for all three investigators’ mental efforts; for each of them, its basic structure and dynamics form the nucleus of a new SeCo “Anomaly.” Of course, each researcher’s “Anomaly” SeCo is somewhat different from the others,’ as it is partly an emergent of her or his past research experience, preferred tools and methodologies, and so forth. Nevertheless the fact that all three individuals are focused on the same object introduces sufficient identical elements as to trigger spontaneous linkages between the three SeCos. Unknowingly, then, the researchers are creating an emergent collective SeCo “Anomaly.” Even in the absence of any direct, physical contact between them, or knowledge of each other’s work, their mental activities create and feed into the collective SeCo, the nucleus of which is the anomaly cluster, and which attracts and organizes all the elements already linked in each individual SeCo. 

Now, let us say that one of the researchers discovers a possible solution to the puzzle and begins to pursue a very promising line of investigation. Following the logic developed above, this means that, on the basis of the collective SeCo, the other two scientists potentially have access to the insight of the first researcher. Of course, this does not mean that they will automatically reach the same solution. Each person’s semantic organization will determine whether or not the information will actually emerge into consciousness. Depending on each researcher’s own lattice—and its unique network of Links and cognitive processes—one of them may come up with a nearly identical solution, while another may have only a vague sense of a promising research direction. Such a dynamic, then, could account for simultaneous scientific discoveries, as well as synchronicities on a collective scale. 

Experiments on Collective Consciousness

In recent years, the concepts of collective or transpersonal consciousness have begun to be addressed experimentally. Perhaps the best known investigations are several large-scale experiments assessing Rupert Sheldrake’s “morphic resonance” hypothesis, that is, the hypothesis of species-based memory fields.20 A review by Suitbert Ertel shows that results are globally encouraging21; however, there are too many uncontrolled factors to unambiguously interpret the data in terms of an intra-species or collective memory.

Other researchers aim at detecting possible “consciousness fields,” by determining whether group or cultural events, involving the coherent attention of large numbers of individuals, affect elementary physical processes. This is a new research domain and the data are still too limited to permit any definitive conclusions; nevertheless, the experiments conducted so far in three different laboratories22 have provided evidence for an organizing influence of collective consciousness upon probabilistic physical systems.

This research is conducted using electronic Random Number Generators or RNGs—also called Random Event Generators or REGs—which, as we have seen earlier, are commonly used in parapsychological research to detect subtle informational or psychokinetic perturbations in random distributions (see chapter 8, note 6). Most RNG experiments involve the focused attention of a subject and his or her conscious intention to affect the random source (via feedback shown on a computer screen). However, in a number of experiments23 perturbations in the RNG were demonstrated even when the subjects were not aware of its presence, i.e., when there was no feedback and it was a “silent” RNG. These results showed that the psi effect did not depend on conscious intention, and could be triggered unconsciously; they also pointed to the possible existence of psi field effects —that is, that psychokinetic effects would imply a certain region of space, rather than just the system which the subject consciously “aims” for.

While these investigations of fieldlike psi effects, dating back to the late 1970s, were focused on the mental activities of a single subject, the more recent work explores fieldlike effects which seem to be associated with large numbers of individuals.

An example is one of a series of studies by Dean Radin and his collaborators at the University of Nevada. The study focused upon the live broadcast of the 67th Annual Academy Awards ceremony. As Radin put it, “This study examined whether a common focus of attention in a very large group of people, estimated at one billion worldwide, might cause negentropic “ripples” worldwide.”24 Two RNGs were placed 12 miles apart, and were each set to be continuously sampled by a computer during the broadcasting of the award ceremony. It was hypothesized that the RNGs would show less randomness (i.e., more organization or structure) during the emotionally stronger moments of the show (as opposed to the more boring moments). Radin independently rated the meaningfulness and emotional force of each event in the show. He then proceeded to correlate these ratings with the collected RNG data. The significant positive correlation suggested that “peak” moments of the Academy Awards somehow induced an organizing (or negentropic) effect in the remote RNGs. This suggests that the common focus of large numbers of persons on a common event may somehow induce increased coherence between peoples’ minds—negentropic “ripples” that then affect surrounding physical systems. In other words, the experiment shows that semantically linked minds have an organizing influence on ambient eco-fields—a result coherent with the present theory.

Another series of experiments were conducted by Roger Nelson of the PEAR laboratories at Princeton University. Nelson started a pilot study in 1993 to test what he called “fieldREG anomalies.” His assumption was that a strong mental cohesiveness achieved in a group situation would affect a REG set up in the gathering room, whether people knew about it or not. Positive results lead him to perform ten experiments in different settings, mostly professional, scientific, or religious gatherings.25
Typically, the REG shows peaks of deviation from the baseline during particularly intense and interesting moments. For example, at a 1993 meeting of a research group on healing (called DMHI session) the REG was sampled during the whole 35 hours of the meeting. During one presentation, which was especially appreciated by the audience, the REG showed a highly significant deviation from chance (Z-score of 3.05,  p = 0.002). Says Nelson, “One conceptual hypothesis for the group-related anomalies indicated by FieldREG is that the emotional/intellectual dynamics of the interacting participants somehow generate a coherent ‘consciousness field,’ to which the REG respond via an anomalous decrease in the entropy of its nominally random output.”26 However, drawing on previous experiments showing no dependence of psi effects on either distance or time, he concludes that if the FieldREG phenomena are of the same kind as the previous operator/machine REG phenomena, “no conceptual models based on currently known physical fields . . . are likely to suffice. . . . Generalization of the inherent human concepts of  ‘distance’ and ‘time’ to encompass subjective as well as objective aspects can be a profitable, indeed powerful, strategy for representation of many forms of conscious experience, both normal and anomalous (Jahn and Dunne, 1986).”27 Indeed, I was astonished that Roger Nelson emphasizes, instead of distance, the concept of “attentional or emotional proximity”, and instead of time the concept of “intensity of subjective investment”; he thus is independently proposing two of the three parameters I myself pose for studying the semantic dimension (semantic proximity, intensity, and coherency).

The need for both classical and nonlocal forms of exchange has been recognized in the physical sciences. For example, quantum mechanics accepts both the wave function with abstract wavelike properties and the particle, defined through space-time coordinates; similarly, “Fourier transforms” integrates both wave and particle descriptions as well as the transduction from one to the other. It is time to accept analogous dual descriptions in the cognitive sciences as well: any formalization of communication would need to account both for the habitual, local dimensions of communication processes (embodied in different support structures) and for the semantic, nonlocal dimension, revealed in subtler forms of exchange.28
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