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Abstract

:

A philosopher and a cognitive neuroscientist conversed with Buddhist lama Tilmann Lhündrup Borghardt (TLB) about the unresolved phenomenological concerns and logical questions surrounding “pure” consciousness or minimal phenomenal experience (MPE), a quasi-contentless, non-dual state whose phenomenology of “emptiness” is often described in terms of the phenomenal quality of luminosity that experienced meditators have reported occurs in deep meditative states. Here, we present the excerpts of the conversation that relate to the question of how it is possible to first have and later retrieve such non-dual states of selflessness and timelessness that are unrelated to sensory input. According to TLB, a “pure” experience of consciousness contains the phenomenal quality of luminous clarity, which is experienced solely in the transitional phase from the non-dual state of absolute emptiness to the state of minimal emptiness, when the person gradually returns to duality. However, this quality of luminous clarity can also be experienced in non-minimal states as in the experiential mode of being awakened. TLB describes this transition as a kind of ephemeral afterglow in the form of a maximally abstract phenomenal quality, i.e., luminosity, which justifies the conclusion of having been in a state of “pure” consciousness.
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1. Introduction


This paper explores “pure”, “contentless” consciousness, in particular its phenomenology of “emptiness”. A decade ago, Thomas Metzinger [1] raised the following rhetorical questions, but scholars working in the field of philosophical and empirical consciousness research have only recently begun to explore topics that were once academically neglected, such as “pure” consciousness:


It has long been known that in deep meditation the experience of unity and holistic integration is particularly salient. Thus, if we want to know what consciousness is, why not consult those people who cultivate it in its purest form? Or even better, why not use our modern neuroimaging techniques to look directly into their brains while they maximize the unity and holism of their minds?



[1]







In July 2018, Cyril Costines (CC) and Marc Wittmann (MW) visited the Buddhist lama Tilmann Lhündrup Borghardt (TLB) at the Ekayana Institute in Lenzkirch, Germany, a meditation center in the Black Forest, to discuss unresolved phenomenological concerns and logical questions related to “pure” consciousness. It has been repeatedly questioned whether such a contentless, and thus selfless, state can be experienced or reported by anyone at all, and whether phenomenological testimonies by practitioners who claim to have been in such a state are merely retrospective confabulations.



In Section 2, we provide a brief theoretical framework focusing on Thomas Metzinger’s [2,3] conceptualization and naturalization of “pure” consciousness as minimal phenomenal experience (MPE), and this is followed by a brief review of empirical data on “pure” consciousness in Section 3. Section 4 contains a translated excerpt from our phenomenological interview with TLB, conducted in German. Section 5 explicates the interview and enriches it for better understanding with additional phenomenological comments that place it in the larger context of meditation and consciousness. In this context, corresponding descriptions and analyses will not only be phenomenological but will also be carried out on a representational and neuroscientific level whenever necessary.




2. Theoretical View of “Pure” Consciousness


Consciousness per se, i.e., the structural invariance of phenomenal experience, which is independent of the constantly changing phenomenal content, can be addressed by describing and analyzing minimal phenomenal experience. Minimal consciousness has become an increasingly important subject of philosophical and empirical research on consciousness because its study contributes to the identification of the minimal neural correlate of consciousness. Consciousness per se, as the “essence” of consciousness, trivially underlies all global states in multidimensional state space (see [4]). According to Metzinger [1], this “essence” of consciousness can also be instantiated as a sui generis MPE, i.e., it is a type of state that is distinct from other states of consciousness such as ordinary, pathological, or experimentally induced altered states of consciousness (ASC) or dream states (see [5,6]), but which inherently share this invariant structure to be what they are in the first place: states of consciousness. Consciousness per se is a transcendental condition for the possibility of all other states, is functionally integrated into them, and can be instantiated independently of them as MPE. Khachouf et al. [7] have argued that intentionality, coessential with pre-reflexive self-consciousness, is the a priori invariant structure of consciousness or transcendental core of consciousness. “Pure” consciousness refers to a noema-suspended noesis of a kind that, to count as experience at all, must necessarily be phenomenal but which does not instantiate intentional properties. “Pure,” “contentless” consciousness is phenomenal but non-intentional or non-representational. A broad conceptualization of intentionality is that mental states have the property of referring to something and that conscious experience is directed toward an object [8,9,10]. A representation is an intramental process that depicts an intentional object [11]. The questions now are as follows: Can phenomenal content exist in the absence of intentional content? Is phenomenality per se dissociable from intentionality per se? If “pure” consciousness is said to be both contentless and purposeless, does the synonymous expression that it is “consciousness of consciousness,” understood as the experience of consciousness per se, make sense?



While some philosophers have argued for the impossibility of being in a state of pure consciousness because it is not possible to be conscious without being conscious of something [12,13], others have argued that MPE is not ruled out by phenomenological considerations [3,14], and that we might even find empirical evidence for MPE. This paper allows a better understanding of the invariant phenomenal structure of consciousness based on an in-depth discussion with TLB on MPE.



Traditionally, MPE refers to a non-egoic, wakeful state without intentional content, a form of phenomenal “emptiness” or “nothingness” [15,16,17]. Recent efforts to understand “pure” consciousness characterize it in terms of several phenomenological dimensions, including, for example, epistemicity, bliss, luminosity, and continuity [3,18,19]. Highly experienced meditators such as TLB describe having a “mystical” feeling of sheer “structural emptiness” during deep meditation, accompanied by timelessness, selflessness, blissful awareness, and self-luminosity.



As Millière [20] discusses, a phenomenal self1 is not necessary for consciousness, and certain altered states of consciousness states might be totally selfless. On a phenomenological level, MPE is characterized by the absence of a phenomenal self or a minimal phenomenal self-understanding in the sense of self-identification as a transparent spatial-poral self-location [23,24], not even a rudimentary subjective experiential perspective [11]. MPE is non-agentive; i.e., there is no phenomenal self-representation as a cognitive agent possessing subjective preferences [3]. The phenomenology of MPE is characterized by the absence or a minimum of complexity of a superimposed spatiotemporal structure of phenomenality (“structural emptiness”), while the mere phenomenal field is experienced as “self-luminous”. Interestingly, similar phenomenological reports are found in people with ecstatic epilepsy who describe the phenomenal content they experienced prior to their loss of consciousness [25].



During such a selfless state, perceptual or memory data are supposedly not available for phenomenal representation or cannot be integrated into autobiographical memory, as this requires a phenomenal self-model [11]. If accessible data have been either minimized or eliminated from representational space or phenomenal representation, then how can they be experienced and reported as “emptied reference?”



Paradoxically, the ability to retrospectively report a selfless state presupposes the instantiation of an autobiographical self-model during that state, while its instantiation is a condition of impossibility for that state. A fruitful research strategy for investigating the epistemic target, namely, the structural invariance of consciousness, is to examine the transitional configuration of consciousness at the threshold between the experience of absence and the absence of experience.



In this context, four fundamental questions need to be addressed: (1) What is the simplest, maximally abstract phenomenal quality that a conscious system can instantiate? (2) Is this quality always instantiated when a system is conscious? (3) Is it possible to instantiate this quality without instantiating any other phenomenal qualities? (4) Is this quality reportable when a system is conscious?



Possible candidates for the simplest, maximally abstract phenomenal quality are “self-luminosity” or “epistemicity” [2,3], which are also mentioned in TLB’s phenomenological accounts.



What epistemological value does the study of MPE have for a philosophically and empirically informed theory of consciousness?


There is […] a certain form of consciousness, one that I name consciousness, which exists as form of consciousness next to others, but as an ingredient for those others entails that they are forms of consciousness at all. That has to be examined more closely.



[translated from German by MW] [26] (p. 10)







If it is true that MPE, as the closest possible instantiation of consciousness per se is inherent in all states, then the functional integration of the correlate of MPE across all global states of consciousness can be postulated with high plausibility, which can further the development of a unified, coherent, and integrated theory of consciousness.



Assuming that the causal influence of the ARAS (Ascending Reticular Arousal System) signal is maximally distributed and causally enables all forms of global states encompassed by the multidimensional state space, and that the ARAS model represents its hidden cause, the corresponding phenomenology of emptiness should be omnipresent and implicitly underlie all other forms of consciousness. MPE as a continuously instantiated, “contentless” state of consciousness, as postulated by Metzinger’s preliminary ARAS model theory (AMT), may be necessary to explain the continuity of conscious experience [27].



According to Metzinger’s AMT [2], MPE can be described and analyzed as an internal representation of the current and expected level of cortical arousal and as a dynamic predictive model that serves to control and regulate the global signal global signal of the ARAS, which in turn is essential for the emergence of consciousness. Metzinger’s profound (metaphysical) claim of identity is as follows: “Pure” consciousness, or the “essence” of consciousness, is the ARAS model. MPE as the minimal form of phenomenal experience is a predictive top-down model of the autoactivating bottom-up ARAS signal [2].



But what exactly is the relationship of the neurophysiologically implemented ARAS model to consciousness per se? Interestingly, this question amounts to a more subtle variant of the ”Gretchenfrage”2 of consciousness research, often referred to as the mind-body problem [28] or the hard problem of consciousness [29], and it is precisely this variant that in its simplicity strikes at the deepest core of the conundrum that lies at the boundary between subpersonal and personal levels.



Clearly, a discussion of phenomenal experience and brain states would sooner or later be confronted with the ”Gretchenfrage”, the crucial question, which, from a historical perspective, has been addressed by a variety of approaches ranging from denial of the existence of consciousness to the monistic reduction of consciousness to matter and vice versa to dualistic conceptualizations. Although this is not the place to provide a detailed discussion of all available avenues, it is worth pointing out that they remain the subject of controversy both in consciousness research and in many contemplative traditions.



For example, the Dalai Lama has pointed out that there may be no neural correlates for “pure” consciousness:


Now I ‘d like to say more about the fundamental nature of the mind. There is no reason to believe that the innate mind, the very essential luminous nature of awareness, has neural correlates, because it is not physical, not contingent upon the brain. So while I agree with neuroscience that gross mental events correlate with brain activity, I also feel that on a more subtle level of consciousness, brain and mind are two separate entities.



[30]







But why should “pure” consciousness lack an underlying neural substrate? Should we not rather assume that “pure” consciousness, like all other experiences, is hardwired? In light of both philosophical theories and empirical evidence from various disciplines and non-Western traditions of thought, we attempt to triangulate MPE, a state that is neither deep sleep nor loss of consciousness. Terms like “self-luminosity” or “ARAS model” remain theoretical placeholders that need to be enriched empirically and semantically and that open up the doors for a number of future research projects (see the MPE Project [31]). Further research is needed to develop a deeper understanding regarding the fundamental aspect of arousal for consciousness per se. For instance, Metzinger’s AMT does not take into account that “pure” consciousness can have different degrees of arousal. Recently, Josipovic and Miskovic [19] have argued that consciousness per se is primarily a kind of awareness that is non-conceptual, non-propositional, and non-dual, i.e., non-representational, which would not be adequately described by the two-dimensional AMT in terms of arousal and phenomenal content.



Metzinger’s AMT is in the initial theory-genetic phase of constraining and describing the epistemic target phenomenon and introducing new conceptual tools. Whether the AMT will prevail depends on whether it can withstand rigorous empirical research.




3. Neurophysiological View on “Pure“ Consciousness during Deep Meditation


The neural correlates of the minimal phenomenal state have not yet been convincingly identified. An extraordinarily experienced meditator of the Tibetan Buddhist Karma Kagyü tradition, TLB, who has been meditating for over 40 years, recently reported to have been in a state of content-free awareness while meditating during an EEG-fMRI recording [32]. A conversation with TLB in March 2014 indicated that he had already had more than 50,000 h of meditation practice. While living as an ordained monk in France for 10 years, he meditated 12 h daily (for the conversation, see [33]). As a trained medical doctor, TLB is an ideal subject for studies of neurophenomenology, as he understands the scientific third-person perspective when he reports his first-person experience. He has participated in several single-case studies in Stefan Schmidt’s lab at the University Clinic Freiburg for several years [34].



In the most recent study, TLB attended a neurophysiological recording session at the Department of Radiology at the University Medical Center in Freiburg [32]. The following research protocol was applied: During an initial 5 min baseline run (a run is a specific data acquisition period), he was asked to stay relaxed and alert without engaging in any formal meditation practice. In the following 3 min runs, he was requested to focus on external sensory perceptions, internal mentation, and, finally, his bodily sensations. Then, he was requested to engage in formal meditation for 30 min to reach a state of content-free awareness. After each run, he provided self-ratings of his mental content on visual analogue scales with answer categories ranging from 1 to 10 presented on a touchpad.



In the baseline condition, TLB rated the amount of mental content, the intensity of his physical self-awareness, and his experience of time and space all between 8 and 9 on the 10-point scales. The 30 min meditation period was rated 2 for sensory perceptions and images and bodily self-awareness and 1 for his experience of time and space. In a follow-up interview conducted by Ulf Winter right after the scan, he reported having had no awareness of any mental content or any sensory event (this includes the noise of the scanner) during the final phase of meditation. He also had no experience of self, time, or space. The loss of the sense of time, space, and self are typical of altered states of consciousness [33,35] and have been reported after states of deep meditation [36,37,38,39]. Borghardt reported having been awake the whole time (the EEG data did not show typical sleep-related neural patterns). He felt deeply refreshed after meditation and considered this to be a sign of attaining a deep state of non-dual consciousness. In terms of Tibetan Buddhism, TLB classified this experience of basic mahāmudrā as an absolute openness without any activation of the senses.



The neural correlates of the meditation period recorded with high-resolution EEG and ultrafast fMRI showed a substantial decrease in alpha power, an increase in theta power (EEG recording), an increase in functional connectivity in the dorsal attention network, and a decrease in the posterior default-mode network (fMRI recording). The increase in connectivity within the dorsal attention network together with the increase in theta power may have been due to an increased stable attentional state disconnected from sensory processes. The reduced connectivity within the posterior default-mode network along with the decreased alpha power could be attributed to a loss of self-related mentation processes, which possibly form components of the neural correlate of consciousness per se.




4. In-Depth Conversation about “Pure“ Consciousness


	MW-01:

	{Reading a quotation by TLB in the book Altered States of Consciousness: Experiences out of Time and Self [33] (p. 66)} “Timeless awareness during meditation is an awakening. It has neither beginning nor end. This timeless time is plunging into a being in which no comparison takes place. Comparisons always involve relationships between before and after. It is timeless presence without a sense of self, without observers. Perception and perceiver are one. It is about merging into the visual or auditory impression. You lose yourself in hearing and seeing, as the experience of hearing and seeing needs no observer, no self.”





	TLB-01:

	This is about how a Buddha, an awakened person, perceives without an ego-identification, i.e., no sense of subject or self. How does communication take place? How does seeing, hearing, etc. take place in contact with the world, and how can communication take place without an ego being present to communicate?





	MW-02:

	A person who has not had this experience—or the analytical philosopher—has a problem with such a statement.





	TLB-02:

	Yes, because the philosopher makes premises. He assumes—that is the devilish thing about language—that there must be a perceiver when the verb “to perceive” is used. The same applies to walking, seeing, etc. No sense of self is necessary to be able to perceive, see, feel, and communicate. One doesn’t need the sense of a center of the universe for these processes to be possible. But since we use words that all have this object reference, like “observe” and “experience”, one always has the feeling that s/he must ask, “Who experiences what?” This feeling arises permanently. Language has a dualistic structure and gives us the feeling that the experience must be centered upon a supposed subject. In its research, philosophy must first detach itself from this premise and then observe the phenomenon.





	CC-01:

	You just mentioned or implied intentional objects, or their absence in everyday experience, or better: intentionality, that is, the directedness of experience or the lack of it. You also touched on the sense of being someone and on communication in everyday life. I would prefer to first concentrate on the phenomenology of emptiness during meditation, namely a non-egoic experience of absolute non-distantiality in which no phenomenal distinctions per se are present. What you described was rather an experience of selflessness in the context of ordinary everyday life.





	TLB-03:

	I have already gone one step further. The basic experience of awakening is initially an experience without relating to sensory perception. This is referred to as pure dharmakāya. Dharmakāya is a Sanskrit expression which describes the non-dual dimension of consciousness. The dharmakāya describes the wide, open aspect of consciousness in which nothing has yet been formed. It is the open, fundamental space that itself is dynamic and vital. It is referred to as the ‘foreign body’, but is only perceived per se if it is at least bound to a certain configuration, a luminosity, which becomes embodied. This is called the body of enjoyment, saṃbhogakāya. The full manifestations of forms, as clearly perceivable mental contents, are then called nirmāṇakāya, the radiating body. When the dharmakāya is experienced for the first time, it is not an experience involving the senses, not a sensory experience. This is always the same for the practitioner in the absorption. It is an experience in which thinking and sensory experience are not activated and awareness rests in awareness. However, this basic experience can also be realized in sleep, which is a common experience for advanced practitioners. It is called the clear light, the experience of clear light in deep sleep, where there is no body awareness, no sensory awareness, but full wakefulness, full consciousness.





	CC-02:

	Thomas Metzinger refers to this clear light as “luminosity”.





	TLB-04:

	Yes, that is a better term. I also call it ‘enlightening clarity’ in my new texts.





	CC-03:

	What exactly does that mean? It is also meant metaphorically, so to speak. The light metaphor is omnipresent and controversial in Buddhist literature.





	TLB-05:

	That’s why the light metaphor is so incredibly concise and appropriate in this sense. It has only one disadvantage: there is no light source. When you fall asleep, you have the feeling that your senses, your consciousness, becomes obscured, and you have a blackout at some point. Expressed in language, deep sleep and loss of consciousness is like switching off the light. In the non-comprehending consciousness of deep sleep, it seems as if an internal light is switched on. There are no contrasts, no perception of forms, only the absence of shadow. The best analogous phenomenon in nature is when you do not know where the sun is during the day. You can no longer locate its position, but it is daylight. In nature this would be a diffuse brightness because the sun’s rays are not conspicuous. But this is a lame example because there is total luminosity. Subjectively, when it first happened to me, I thought that someone had turned on the light in the room. I confused it with a visual light experience. When I opened my eyes, everything outside was pitch black, but inside I had a feeling of total, clear alertness. However, the body is asleep, there is no thinking and no sensory perception. One is amazed at this state. This is what happens to beginners. You are amazed because you do not know it. This astonishment brings you into dualistic perception. “What’s actually going on here?” Once you know this, you can linger in this state for hours. This is also referred to as luminosity in deep sleep. It is the term you find everywhere. I call it ‘illuminating clarity’ because I wanted to avoid the Latin term. On the inside, everything is illuminated.





	MW-03:

	You just described it as a very active process. You said that you were surprised and thought about it, but at the same time you related it to deep sleep.





	TLB-06:

	For practitioners this naturally presupposes that they are already conscious in their dreams and can no longer be deceived by their dreams, that there is already a wakefulness, and that it is easy to remain conscious in dreams. In the beginning, all this lucid dreaming, the practice of mahāmudrā, complete natural detachment, is learned while dreaming. Mahāmudrā, the great seal. Mahā means “great” and mudrā means “seal”. Mahāmudrā is the completely detached, natural state of being, in which there is a consciousness of the intangible nature of all phenomena. Mahāmudrā, the seal, is the empty, intangible nature of all phenomena. This awareness of the transparent, intangible, process-like nature of all phenomena is present in mahāmudrā. Eventually this natural detachment expands more and more into deep sleep. I am no longer surprised, there is no more surprise, no more awakening and thinking, awareness rests in itself. There is no thinking, no conceptual thinking, and no thinking in images. It is also not a dream event or something like that, but—it is really difficult to describe—it is as if consciousness is aware of itself. This is one way to express this. It is a resting state of the mind in itself. It is so refreshing that short periods are enough to feel as refreshed as if you had slept a whole night. The nice thing is that I was able to achieve this state in the MRI machine while I was being examined by Stefan Schmidt and Ulf Winter. This state occurred while the EEG and MRI were operating. This means that it was finally documented in digital form. When I came out of the MRI machine, I was as fresh as a newborn baby or as one waking up from the most restful sleep. It was 10 to 15 min in which I stopped being in the senses and was in this clear openness. This can happen during any nap, during any meditation, day or night; it is a well-known phenomenon. This is the basic state, which we call the truth dimension or dharmakāya.





	CC-04:

	Is this reduced state of being without sensory perception also a state of awakening?





	TLB-07:

	Yes, it is. But it is only dharmakāya without saṃbhogakāya and nirmāṇakāya, that is, without the body of enjoyment and the body of emanation, without the two essential dimensions of reality that make communication possible.





	CC-05:

	It is a state of awakening without the superimposition of intentional objects. It is pure experiencing without actually having to communicate with the world.





	TLB-08:

	Yes, that is right.





	CC-06:

	This means that even in the ordinary state of being with sensations, as well as in your unusual state of communicative awakening, the other minimal state is implicitly present.





	TLB-09:

	Right, it is embedded in it.





	CC-07:

	It would probably be too scientifically demanding to concentrate on this complex communicative state of awakening. So, from a methodological point of view, I think it would make sense to first accept what is actually present in this minimal state and then to recognize how this underlies the other state.





	TLB-10:

	Yes, I understand your way of thinking. But it seems that you are specializing on partial awakening. This awakening is fairly uninteresting. It is, so to speak, just one’s own withdrawal from the world.





	CC-08:

	I agree with you. I also consider it uninteresting because psychological or spiritual aspects are neglected. But it is interesting simply as an object of research.





	TLB-11:

	The state is uninteresting because in this state of being devoid of stimuli or interaction, you will not find any qualities that you can identify as love, compassion, wisdom, or anything else.





	MW-04:

	What do you mean by interaction?





	TLB-12:

	In other words, without stimulation by sensory input, without situations that require an awakened response. That means you are absorbed, but you are disconnected from the world. We call this meditation without sensory stimulation. How can I explain this? It is very difficult. Examples exist. It is like reducing water to H2O, without salt, without movement, just the most rudimentary things.





	CC-09:

	This is what I think the scientific study of consciousness is about. We want to isolate the essential phenomenal and neurophysiological properties to understand complex states.





	TLB-13:

	Yes, it is as little nutritious as distilled water.





	CC-10:

	That may be.





	TLB-14:

	I provided evidence of such a state in the MRI study by Stefan Schmidt and Ulf Winter. Do not leave this valuable data unused. It is true that we still are not ready to analyze interactive states with medical-scientific, physical technologies.





	MW-05:

	May I summarize? There are two states. One is the state without sensory perception…





	TLB-15:

	This is called dharmakāya, the body of truth, the basic state of being that all awakened beings experience and which is the essence of awakening. However, it does not exist as a constant phenomenon that this dharmakāya remains separate from sensory input and unrelated to others. One speaks of the three inseparable kāyas: dharmakāya, saṃbhogakāya, and nirmāṇakāya are always in threes. But in the initial basic experience of awakening, there is no sensory input. It is just like you, Cyril, said, this is a basic characteristic present in all experiences of awakening, no matter how interactive they are, it is always present.





	MW-06:

	There is also the intertwining with sensory perception. Imagine someone who has been meditating for a year or two entering into what you described as the beginners’ experience of awakening without sensory perception for the first time. But for an advanced person, this can intertwine with the sensory experience in one sitting.





	TLB-16:

	Yes, it could be that this sensory experience is also recognized in its empty, selfless shunyata nature. Now I will go into this intertwining in a little more detail. The insight into the nature of one’s own mind extends to all perceptions that appear in the mind. It is no longer only the inactive mind that has a basic vibrating condition in basic consciousness, but also everything that then appears, such as each individual thought, each sensory experience, all these are recognized as being of the same nature. This means, no intertwining with anything else. It is permeated by this basic consciousness. We must distinguish this non-dual, awakened state without sensory perception from the dual samādhis, called dhyānas. These are not the dhyānas which are experienced in śamatha. We are talking about something else. Because even there, there is immersion without sensory perception. They are numerous and very deep. They are absolutely still and can last forever. Fortunately, I have experienced them, but not all of them. I have experienced the four dhyānas. Of the formless dhyānas I have only experienced the first two or three. There are the form dhyānas and the formless dhyānas, which are all samādhi states in the dual world. It is important not to be deceived by the descriptions of meditators who think that these are states of awakening. This happened to me, and my teachers cured me of it. I thought that this was also an awakening, even twice.





	MW-07:

	What is the criterion why this was not the awakening?





	TLB-17:

	It is easy to know afterwards. In this state, one has not perceived the fine dual component of the subject-object relationship to one’s own meditation. One simply has not perceived it oneself. You have feelings of “all space,” “all awareness.” One no longer feels his ego, because there is a feeling of “everything”, of “oneness”. If you look at it philosophically, it is easier to do than to understand. Subjectively, the feeling is as if the ego, the sense of self, had become one with the whole space of awareness, one with nature, one with everything. This is exactly where the subtle ego-feeling is hidden.





	MW-08:

	Because it is still the becoming one, because the ego is still present. I may be one with nature, but my ego is still there.





	TLB-18:

	The ego has expanded to such an extent that it can no longer be identified per se. In retrospect, when you exit such a state, you cling to those experiences and want to return to them, and that is different from when you awaken. In awakening there is no such retrospective holding on and clinging. You are amazingly free in this subjective and somewhat dual world. You needn’t to tell others or need to convince anyone of this awakening. There is no more “I want”, “I need”, “I have something”. There is no more fascination, but it can regenerate itself.





	MW-09:

	Is it a bit like a mystical experience that people have when they feel completely unified with the world?





	TLB-19:

	Most mystical experiences are still in the subtle dual realm, but the real mystical experience is awakening. We get along fantastically with the real mystics. The Christian mystics have had the same kind of initial experience of awakening. Some, even Christian mystics, have been able to interact with the world based on this experience of simple awakening without any sensory experience. As Meister Eckhart preaches, he was either very animated when preaching about his mystical experience or he was able to experience it while preaching. This may well be true. I would like to be assured that it was possible for him. At least his words indicate that he had this experience.





	CC-11:

	However, Meister Eckhart describes these states on the phenomenological level negatively as the absence of something. Did his descriptions also contain positive phenomenal features?





	TLB-20:

	Yes, he described them as God. That is the positive aspect.





	CC-12:

	I meant positive phenomenal qualities.





	TLB-21:

	Well, phenomenal qualities. If you describe them in phenomenological terms, awareness is present.





	CC-13:

	These are important aspects for me. You say awareness is present.





	TLB-22:

	As well as clarity and a dynamic. It is not a static state. Even when the dynamic has no reference and is only like a vibration in itself. This experience is not that nothing takes place and there is therefore no time, but that nothing takes place other than this vibrating, clear awareness. It is a very stable state of being, but it is dynamic. Of course, it is not a stable state of being, but a completely reliable state of being. This is what is meant by “stable”, namely that it is always the case, but it is, of course, dynamic in its actual progress. It is not stable in the sense of “unchangeable”, but stable in the sense of “absolutely reliable, always like that.“ The constant accessibility, the constant availability, the constant dynamic—that is the reliability. The only reliable thing is change. You could put it that way. Change is always there, we can rely on it, and that is why it is stable. No thought emerges, no sensory perception, there is only a clear experience of one’s own liveliness. Vitality can also be taken as a quality. Basically, we are talking about the non-dualistic, basic experience of being alive. It is alive. You know how you say you’re alive in dualistic language. But how do you know? Vital awareness! It is the alert, vital potential of being able to perceive and be active at any time. The basic potentiality of being is experienced, and this is the clear sign that one is still alive. An experience takes place, but without reference to anything. The simplest way to experience this is a state of being, for example while sitting, where nothing is demanded of you, where you can completely let go, free yourself of all control mechanisms and forget yourself, where egotism is forgotten, is not reconstructed, and an open state of being can arise since nothing is demanded of this supposed ego and me, anyway. Therefore, the experience of awakening occurs in most people in situations where nothing is demanded of them. The experience is more likely to occur there, but not only there because there one can best lose and forget oneself. This is our field of practice, to create more possibilities in the encounter of this interdependence with greater accessibility.





	MW-10:

	In other words, the state without sensory perception is the practice space or something like that enables one to become intertwined.





	TLB-23:

	It is the training space of minimal challenge. That is why sleep is so useful. That is where there is only minimal challenge to experience the clear light, luminosity, or brilliant clarity.





	CC-14:

	Then this luminosity is also present in sleep without being aware of an object.





	TLB-24:

	Yes, that is the non-dual luminosity. In dreams, that is lucid dreaming. And that goes on until you enter the non-dual presence while asleep. There are many transitions. There are dual lucid dreaming and the non-dual luminous presence. You cannot be in a non-dual, lucid presence and then continue dreaming. That doesn’t happen. It is just clear light with no dream content. It devolves from the dream experience to the non-dual clear light. Because the dream stops. No one believes in the dream any longer. It collapses, and there are no more aftereffects. You just end up in clear openness.





	CC-15:

	The transition from dual lucid dreaming to the non-dual luminous presence in sleep is the elimination of the dream content. Is this clear light in non-dual luminous sleep identical to the clear light in the minimal state (in meditation) we discussed in the beginning?





	TLB-25:

	Yes, it is identical. You may replace this word “clear light” with “non-dual luminosity.”





	CC-16:

	What would you say that non-dual and dual states of luminosity have in common and what don’t they [have in common]?





	TLB-26:

	What they have in common is that they are relaxed, although the degree of relaxation varies considerably. Relaxation is not as deep as in non-dual luminosity. What they have in common is that there are no complicated chains of thought; they are somewhat rudimentary. With non-dual luminosity there is no sensory perception; with dual luminosity there is sensory perception, but no commentary—only what it takes to return to relaxation. What they have in common is that they are not interactive, that is, there is no communication with other people.





	CC-17:

	Since you just talked about communication, I would like to ask you a question about the communicability of these states of emptiness. How can this experience, whether sensory or not, be reflected in language? How can we talk about it? How can we communicate it?





	TLB-27:

	You can talk about it by replacing the term “emptiness”, “the void”, with the term “ungraspable” or “intangible.” This is a first good metaphor to bring the concept of emptiness linguistically closer to our present experience [of emptiness], because the experience is not that something is empty, but that it is intangible.





	CC-18:

	I know about this occidental misinterpretation of emptiness as the absence of something that is spatial, like liquid in an empty cup. [points to the cup] But this is not the point, it is rather about the substance-ontological emptiness of the cup and of the water itself.





	TLB-28:

	Exactly, but then the language goes on and flounders into such paradoxes as “emptiness is fullness.” That’s great! That is the fullness of experience, without anything being tangible in the experience.





	CC-19:

	The phrase “emptiness is fullness, fullness is emptiness” is typical of Zen Buddhism.





	TLB-29:

	Well, that’s actually Nagarjuna, of course. That is Nagarjuna from the second century AD, “Emptiness is form; form is emptiness.”, etc. Nagarjuna examines it from all angles, he goes through all aspects of the experience. He does not stay with the formation or the skandha, but he goes through all six groups of consciousness. Everything has this intangible quality. However, in this intangible quality there is a dynamic because it is a process. After all, a dynamic is not graspable, it has this flowing quality, emptiness has this flowing quality, this dynamic. And what comes next? Now we get to an exciting, modern concept: the space of all possibilities unfolds, the space of possibility, the sphere of potentiality. The sphere of potentiality is a modern term from psychology, psychotherapy, and, I believe, philosophy. It is the space where everything is possible and where the configuration shows in which direction it is possible to enter. This is the direct experience of emptiness from the positive perspective. This is how awakened people experience the world as the space of possibilities.





	CC-20:

	You talked about the phenomenon in this reduced state without sensory impressions in which one has no experience of the world, no experience of the self, that there is a phenomenal quality present that could be described as a flickering or vibration. You alluded to this. Something is given, but it seems contradictory, because it seems to be simultaneously in both a non-static and a static state.





	TLB-30:

	Yes, otherwise we’d be dead. That is the difference between being dead and alive. If there were no more perception, no more experience, there would be nothing. [laughs] Basically, we are talking about the non-dual basic experience of being alive. It is like the knowledge of being or becoming aware. One is aware that awareness continues to exist and can be activated at any time. Let me try something. Suppose we had a sixth sense. We had the five senses plus the mental sense, and we had a seventh sense. That would be the sense of one’s own vitality or the sense of the “awareness potential”. In other words, something that makes it clear beyond doubt that life goes on, but there is no content at the moment. And in this basic awareness, subject and object are not separated. I am not the observer of my experience, but it is like a clarity occurring from within. This is what is meant by alaya, the non-dual basic consciousness.





	CC-21:

	The current discourse in philosophy refers to this rudimentary samādhi state of selflessness, to the experienced absence of distinction, to how one can experience this non-relational state and report it. Finally, this presupposes that there is some kind of a relation between an experiential position and something experienced. This is exactly the logical problem we wanted to discuss with you today, namely, how to be able to access, know and report on an experience without an experiential position?





	TLB-31:

	Look, my first non-dual experience was at the age of 29 or 30. It was the third year of a retreat; maybe I was 33 years old. The experience was such that it was intertwined with an experience of the fourth dhyana. The experience began when my body no longer needed to breathe. The body had stopped breathing. I had obviously entered this non-dual state. Right now, we are talking about it retrospectively. As I gradually returned to duality in my retreat room in France, which had previously disappeared, the perception gradually returned, the perception of my body, the visual perception of space. As my perception slowly returned, inhalation also slowly returned. Now we could continue with the description of the experience, which was so profound that it changed me permanently, with all the effects that followed. But I cannot tell you anything about the time before that.





	CC-22:

	That’s the point! That means in transition and only in transition is experience possible.





	TLB-32:

	Only in transition…





	CC-23:

	Only in the transitional phase. That is the crucial point.





	TLB-33:

	… therefore it is not interesting to ask people about it afterwards because they would speculate. Only the transition is interesting. During my life—it was 30 years ago, I’m now 59—I have always found myself in this transition. What is interesting is that when you are in interaction and communication, you can make statements. But the other experience, when I temporarily enter into a non-dual state of being without sensory perception, it cannot be experienced by posterity and remains an unnameable experience for me.





	MW-11:

	Could one say there is still a memory of it, or there is no memory?





	CC-24:

	This is an important question.





	TLB-34:

	There is no memory of it, like how I would remember your visit now.





	CC-25:

	Is it an experience at all?





	TLB-35:

	You do not know how long it took. But it is an experience, that’s for sure. It even transformed you, which means you are someone else after that. You clearly cannot be transformed without having an experience. But it was experienced on levels of consciousness that are beyond the reach of a dual, reflective memory. But it is there. A familiarity arose. Furthermore, fear of non-existence disappeared. These are incredible memory traces. The body, that is, the energy body in this non-dual, open state, experienced such a state of relaxation, there was no tension for a while. That is why you feel physically very, very refreshed and fit, as if you had a great sleep. The mind was completely without tension for a while and returned to its completely formable, completely malleable, basic fluid state. After this complete flexibility, when it is still active, new experiences arise which were not previously accessible. This means that the intellect also functions differently, and insights simply tumble in. This is because the completely open, flowing mind relates itself anew to what one has already heard and learned or what the senses perceive. Everything is seen in a new light. A certainty arose within me.





	CC-26:

	In other words, if we wanted to describe and analyze this state, be it on a phenomenological or neuroscientific level, we would have to focus mainly on the transitional phase?





	TLB-36:

	Is that your research background? Are you preparing a research project or what is the reason for the interview? In any case, it was a lucky chance that it happened. I do not know if I can do it again. It was incredibly challenging because the electrodes were placed in such a way that the MRI helmet pressed on them, and I had severe pain at the hairline, where the skull curves. First, I had to relax despite all this pain. It is also extremely loud in this damn thing, and I usually meditate sitting rather than lying down. At least I have already had this experience in deep sleep. Although I can also meditate lying down, this happens in deep sleep. This somehow, occurred after they had given me the last instruction; my mind seemed to have disengaged. In retrospect, I can remember having been awake the entire time, but there was no sense of time. I could not hear the MRT and felt no pain. They told me that, after our last communication, when I assumed that they had taken me out of the tube a minute later, 10 to 15 min had passed. Fifteen minutes which I did not experience as 15 min. If I had had to guess, it would have been one minute at most. That is striking for someone who has such a good sense of time as I do. In retrospect, the lack of time orientation confirms that I was in such a state of mind.





	CC-27:

	So, it is a conclusion.





	TLB-37:

	Yes, a conclusion. A conclusion I could also draw because I was extremely refreshed when I came out of the tube. I was probably the most refreshed person in the room. They saw me, and I had a very refreshed face. I think they even took a picture of me. I did not look tortured at all, although what they did to me was blatant torture. The pain was intense. But when it was over, I felt so refreshed both internally and externally, without any sense of time, but with a feeling of “No, no, I didn’t sleep, I wasn’t asleep, I didn’t fall asleep.” That would have been difficult. The way we tackled it to relax the different senses. We went through them all successively and performed tasks for each of the senses: task—relaxed; task—relaxed; task—relaxed. Ulf’s idea worked. Afterwards, I entered into a kind of rudimentary consciousness. This was exactly what he wanted, a kind of basic state of consciousness which differentiates the species from which the other states of consciousness can emerge. It was not just a samādhi. I would have recognized a dual samādhi because I have experienced them all before. In a state of dual samādhi, I would have had a trace of memory; I know that.





	MW-12:

	Could one say the following? Would you answer the initial question we asked, “How is perception possible without a perceiver?” by saying that the philosophers’ premise is wrong and that there is pure perception without a perceiver?





	CC-28:

	When we formulate the question in this way, although we are aware from an ontological point of view that no perceiver exists? How can experience take place in a condition in which nothing in particular is experienced? But this question is independent of whether there is an phenomenal self? Rather, the question is, “How is it possible to witness and report on something if there is nothing experienced in the non-egoic state of emptiness?” The real question is not whether there is a self in the sense of an ontological instance, but to what extent it is possible to report on an experience when the non-egoic experiential system is contentless. The minimal samādhi state is characterized precisely by the fact that nothing is experienced.





	TLB-38:

	Okay, the only way I can answer that question is: because of the consequences. This is what you have already concluded.





	CC-29:

	That is the point: it is the consequences. The transition process also seems to be very critical. That is the actual main question, not whether there is an ego; that is irrelevant.





	TLB-39:

	That means we can put aside the question of a subject. What we are interested in is: How do we notice when the experience takes place? Can we recognize it by the effects? That is one possibility. By the traces of memory? That is another possibility. If there are no memory traces, then the only thing we have is the consequences. There are other parameters to consider: Is there a state of being without consciousness? For example, loss of consciousness when people are knocked out, be it by an anesthetic, a shock, or an accident, or something else. Is that total loss of consciousness? What are these reduced states of consciousness? Consciousness apparently does not cease to exist, but it is not accessible to memory. There is not only the meditative state; there are many others. As a summary of Ulf’s first results, Stefan told me that the state that they had recorded in my case, based on the signals represented there, does not correspond to deep sleep, to unconsciousness, or to the dream state, but actually documents a new state of consciousness.





	CC-30:

	The basic hypothesis is that this state, which was isolated in MRI, is the underlying structure of every other state of consciousness.





	TLB-40:

	Yes, if this could be proven physically, you would have to find something like oscillatory patterns that are overlaid by all other oscillatory patterns. As practitioners of awakening, we could say that this dimension of awakening permeates all other sensory experiences. It is also our experience that one can always immediately enter this experience. We call this—like the other side of the coin—co-emerging, the simultaneous emergence of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa. If you can open yourself to any state of mind where you enter the area of highest density, where you feel that there is the strongest tension, the strongest attachment to the ego, the experience of anger, wrath, sensory experiences, where you feel the supposed center, then this always leads to this centerless openness. In this way the underlying dimension is revealed.






5. Focused Discussion of the In-Depth Conversation


Theories of consciousness in Western philosophy tend to be theories that are not derived from meditation experience and are based primarily on abstract conceptions of consciousness that are, at best, informed by empirical evidence. In our view, the methodological value of deep meditation as a tool for exploring the epistemic goal, i.e., consciousness per se, is often neglected in empirically and philosophically informed consciousness research. In developing a unified, coherent, and integrated theory of consciousness, we face a fundamental problem known as “epistemic asymmetry” [40]. There are two completely different ways of obtaining knowledge about consciousness. Throughout history, thinkers have pondered whether and how to relate introspective knowledge of consciousness from the first-person perspective to knowledge of consciousness from the third-person perspective. The more fine-grained the phenomenological and neurophysiological descriptions and analyses become, the better the two perspectives can be related to each other, especially in the case of “pure” consciousness as an object of research, since, here, the “noise” of non-minimal states of consciousness is “smoothed out”, and, thus, only the essential features of consciousness are examined. For the first time, both neuroscientific data on “pure” consciousness (see [32]) and TLB’s phenomenological descriptions are available from the same person and can now be related, an endeavor that is still in progress. In this sense, the present neurophenomenological paper makes a modest contribution to bridging to some extent the explanatory gap between the first-person subjective experience and the third-person neurophysiological data.



While it is not clear whether the study of the phenomenology and neural correlates of “pure” consciousness will pave the way to a deeper understanding of consciousness, it may reveal aspects of consciousness that cannot be explained by existing theories, which in itself is of significant epistemic value.



Through deep meditation, the epistemic target, consciousness per se, can be explored by disrupting subpersonal processes that underlie the phenomenal self (“selfless” states, e.g., [41], the subjectivity of consciousness (“non-duality”; e.g., [42]) and consciousness tout court (“absolute emptiness”):


Meditation can be seen as a special way of becoming aware of consciousness itself per se—yet not in the sense of an introspective observation of mental processes, but in the sense of consciousness precisely of consciousness itself. In the meditative state of mind one is simply aware of being conscious at the very moment, or, to be more precise: one experiences oneself as this very moment of consciousness.



[17]







An important reason why TLB’s statements about “pure” consciousness may seem incomprehensible to some readers, besides the lack of conceptual framework, is the constant shifting of the discussion between the levels of phenomenology, metaphysics, and soteriology. For this reason, we will attempt to clarify key concepts and their interrelationships by paraphrasing or explaining statements exclusively at the phenomenological level.



According to TLB, “pure” consciousness is an experience unrelated to sensory input and refers to the non-dual dimension of consciousness. Nonduality is a mode of consciousness in which the ordinary subject-object dichotomy is no longer experienced [42,43]. “Pure” consciousness is also called the basic experience of experiencing. Perhaps the most striking feature in phenomenological reports of “pure” consciousness, including the report of TLB, is the considerable extent to which nouns and adjectives are provided with negation prefixes and other forms of negation, indicating the absence of intentional content. The TLB description of “pure”, selfless consciousness refers to a non-egoic, awake state without intentional content. “Pure” consciousness itself is not even characterized by a minimal phenomenal sense of selfhood, not even by a rudimentary subjective perspective of experience. The phenomenology of “pure” consciousness is characterized by the absence of an appearing self-centered world; it is an anonymous experience devoid of intentional content. The appearance of a world and a self is not given. The collapse of distinctions within the representational space is an indication of deep states of absorption from which intentional content is withdrawn.



But can an anonymous whose representational system operates in a non-standard configuration, in which neither a model of the self nor a model of the world is instantiated, even report this contentless experience? If there is no phenomenality, how is it possible to report on this condition? Does a phenomenology of emptiness really exist? Can the phenomenology of MPE be described and analyzed in a meaningful way without ending up in logical contradictions or a confusion of personal and sub-personal levels?



The construct of “pure” consciousness involves the performative paradox inherent to auto-phenomenological reports on selfless states, since knowledge presupposes the instantiation of an autobiographical model of the self. The knowledge that one has been in a selfless state cannot be integrated into the autobiographical self-model, which means that memories of it are necessarily post-hoc confabulations. TLB emphasizes that it is inherent in “pure” consciousness that the person who has been in that state cannot have any immediate knowledge of that state.



Irritatingly, “pure” consciousness can refer to a state in which no phenomenal properties are instantiated. Thus, it can be trivially questioned whether this state represents an experience at all, or whether the integration of instantiated phenomenal properties into memory is inhibited. On the other hand, “pure” consciousness refers to a state in which at least one phenomenal property (e.g., “luminosity”) is instantiated and held in memory, explaining reportability. Luminosity is also referred to as brilliance, self-radiance, brilliance, clear light, or self-illuminating clarity. The meaning of the term and its semantic obscurity represent a controversial point of contention, which has led to conflicting interpretations [44] (p. 1597). The concept of luminosity of consciousness goes back to Siddhartha Gautama, the founder of Buddhism, and is first found written down in the Anguttara Nikaya (1.49–1.52), more precisely in the Pabhassara Sutta: “Luminous […] is this mind, but it is defiled by adventitious defilements.” [44] (p. 97) Metzinger [2,3] tentatively correlates luminosity with the phenomenal signature of arousal, as the predictive top-down model of the bottom-up ARAS signal.



However, it is precisely this vagueness and contradictoriness of phenomenological accounts that make it difficult to adequately describe and analyze the phenomenology of “emptiness.” It is striking that TLB’s descriptions oscillate between these two states, which may suggest that they overlap on a continuum and that the shifts are very subtle. Let us call these two states absolute emptiness and minimal emptiness. A phenomenology of minimal emptiness is nomothetically possible, but a phenomenology of absolute emptiness is logically impossible.



The question whether “pure” states of consciousness are possible at all is very controversial. There are irreconcilable differences of opinion about whether “pure” consciousness is logically and nomologically possible or whether consciousness per se can be experienced. For philosophers (e.g., [45,46,47,48]) who defend the notion of “pure” consciousness, a phenomenological constraint must be satisfied for it to emerge; that is, at least one feature must be instantiated at the phenomenal level, and at least one quale must be instantiated. The difference between “pure” consciousness sensu minimal emptiness and “pure” consciousness sensu absolute emptiness consists exactly in the fact whether or not this phenomenological constraint is satisfied. In the case of absolute emptiness, there is no answer to the question of what it is like to be in that state. In the case of minimal emptiness, there is a feeling of consciousness per se.



At its core, it is a matter of explaining how it can be possible that a non-sensory phenomenal property, a non-intentional quale (e.g., luminosity), can be instantiated in a state of “pure” consciousness. Moreover, the question arises whether the co-instantiation of two and no more than two arbitrary phenomenal qualia would already no longer constitute “pure” consciousness. Is it necessary to distinguish different kinds of minimal emptiness? Our discussion here focuses in particular on the central question that led us to seek out TLB; that is, how it is possible to report “pure” consciousness. TLB names at least two possibilities.



First, TLB describes the experience at the transition between absolute and minimal emptiness as a kind of ephemeral afterglow in the form of a maximally abstract phenomenal quality, namely luminosity, which justifies the conclusion of having been in a state of “pure” consciousness. While in the fragile state of transition, there is a phenomenal “afterglow,” so to speak, of content-free mental activities that took place during the state of absolute emptiness. Sekida describes this type of afterglow as follows:


Some may ask the question: “How have you been able to acquire this knowledge? The condition you speak of seems to be pure subjectivity, which is not reflected upon, which is not perceived, which is not known, and which cannot be described. How do you explain it?” The answer, very briefly, is that this activity of the mind still resonates very briefly, so that immediately after I have been in that state, I can still catch an impression of it as it disappears.



[translated from German by CC] [49] (p. 92)







According to TLB, there is a second possibility of knowing that one was in a state of “pure” consciousness. This explanation is not a confabulation, but a plausible inference based on the experienced discontinuity of experiencing or the lack of memory of the experiential content:


These are incredible memory traces. The body, that is, the energy body, in this non-dual, open state, has gone through such a relaxation, there was no tension for a while. That’s why you feel physically very, very refreshed and fit, as if you had had a great sleep. The mind was completely without tension for a while and returned to its completely formable, completely malleable, fluid basic state. From this complete flexibility, new experiences arise afterwards, where it still has an effect, which were not accessible before. This means that the intellect also functions differently and the insights flow in more extensively. This is because the completely open, flowing mind relates itself anew to what one has heard and learned before or what the senses perceive. Everything is seen as if in a new light.



(see TLB-35)







According to TLB, “pure” consciousness is the basic experience of awakening that has the potential to transform one’s consciousness so profoundly that it has far-reaching and lasting consequences for all subsequent everyday sensory experiences. Through repeated collision with the basic experience of awakening, the practitioner eventually reaches a point of no return, from which the phenomenal qualities instantiated during a state of “pure” consciousness gradually become integrated into everyday life as well and eventually become a trait of consciousness, until finally a stage of development called awakening is reached.



In summary, “pure” consciousness in the sense of absolute emptiness is a state that, according to TLB, cannot be reflected or interpreted. This type of mental activity supposedly continues to resonate during the transitional state of minimal emptiness and passes into everyday life, resulting in successive subtle mental changes that continuously transform what was once ordinary experiencing.



The experience of structural emptiness, that is, the non-appearance of a spatiotemporally fragmented world centered around a phenomenal self, is what is called “pure” consciousness. This structural emptiness includes both the absolute emptiness and the minimal emptiness.



Despite its spatiotemporal non-structuredness, MPE paradoxically does not exhibit an atemporal static but a kind of unidirectional succession of psychic moments integrated into one another:


It is not a static state. Even when the dynamic has no reference and is only like a vibration in itself. This experience is not that nothing takes place and there is therefore no time, but that nothing takes place other than this vibrating, clear awareness. It is a very stable state of being, but it is dynamic. Of course, it is not a stable state of being, but a completely reliable state of being.



(see TLB-22)







In contrast, an awakened person’s experience appears just as structured as a non-awakened person’s ordinary experience, yet it is not centered around a phenomenal self (“non-duality”) and includes salient structural features of consciousness (e.g., “luminosity”, “vibration”). The phenomenal qualities experienced during the “pure” consciousness state turn into traits and superimpose on the “ordinary” experience. In everyday life, sense experiences of the awakened person are imbued with the qualities of “pure” consciousness but at the same time, like “pure” consciousness, are non-dual (cp. with [50]). A new basic mode of experiencing has emerged in which the structured but non-dualistic world is, as it were, “luminous” and “vibrating,” a mode, that is, in which the fluidity of the experienced world and, with the experiencing of this fluid world, at the same time consciousness per ser is felt.



According to Metzinger [2,3], the phenomenal quality of luminosity is the correlate of the functional property of attention and the physiological property of alertness. However, luminosity can be understood as phenomenal intensity in the absence of non-structural properties of phenomenology. It is argued that the phenomenology of minimal emptiness is a distinct cognitive phenomenology of structural features of phenomenology (e.g., phenomenal intensity) in the absence of non-structural features of phenomenology. A structural phenomenal feature influences the overall phenomenology without being an experiential content [13] (p. 172). When a representational space is devoid of any sensory or mental input, a representational system operates in computational idleness, whereby structural features of phenomenology become attentively available and come to the phenomenal fore.



Since at least one basic nonstructural feature is considered a necessary condition for the existence of any phenomenology [13], it must be assumed that in the absence of sensory-mediated nonstructural features, a mental system generates at least one maximal abstract nonstructural quality, which is derived from the structural properties of consciousness: The phenomenology of structural features is the correlate of the computational idleness of a mental system. A candidate for the simplest, maximally abstract phenomenal quality that a conscious system can instantiate is luminosity, for example.



However, another idea could be, due to sensory deprivation, the representational system begins to hallucinate the phenomenal quality of “luminosity”, a phenomenon that might be expected to be understood as a correlate of underlying computational processes operating at idle in the absence of sensory input. For illustration, consider the Ganzfeld method, which involves quasi-“contentless” states, similar to descriptions of MPE [51]. While some types of Ganzfeld experiences may involve rich phenomenology, others more closely resemble descriptions of MPE and may be devoid of phenomenal content [14]. In contrast to sensory deprivation in MPE, the Ganzfeld method involves perceptual deprivation, i.e., uniform, moderately strong stimulation of sensory modalities, often the visual modality. Ganzfeld-induced states include fog- or mist-like phenomena, changes in experienced luminance, dissolution of boundaries between phenomenal units, and brief periods of “blankouts” in which subjects appear to have lost the ability to see [52,53,54]. In fact, some individuals describe an experience of “emptiness” or “nothingness” [14,55]. The transition between absolute emptiness and minimal emptiness in deep meditation seems to be comparable to the transition from a multimodal Ganzfeld-induced blankout to a multimodal Ganzfeld-induced quasi-contentless state instantiating luminous fog- or mist-like hallucinations. The transition between the two is tied to the satisfaction or non-satisfaction of the aforementioned phenomenal constraint. Another way to describe the transition is that it is accompanied by the instantiation of at least one (if there is such a thing at all) non-intentional, hallucinatory qualia such as luminosity. “Pure” consciousness contains mental properties that represent nothing, that are non-intentional but phenomenal. Block [56] referred to such “pure” sensations as “mental latex.” Whereas absolute emptiness is the absolute absence of phenomenal content or the absolute non-reportability of phenomenal content, minimal emptiness is a state in which structural features of consciousness, otherwise implicit in the background of ordinary experience, become the reportable Gestalt, that is, the dominant feature of conscious experience itself.



In the state of “pure” consciousness, a state independent of sensory perception, the conscious representation of sensory data is suspended. Moreover, mental data that could be retrieved from memory or generated by mental operations, such as conceptual processing, are not consciously represented. The absence of “forms” corresponds to the omission of a consciously experienced representational spatial structure resulting from the maximal reduction of phenomenal items, turning structural features of consciousness (e.g., intensity) into salient, maximally abstract phenomenal qualities (e.g., “luminosity”).



In the state of “awakening”, structural and non-structural features of consciousness emerge equally as the gestalt, background, and foreground are superimposed. Thus, consciousness itself can be experienced not only during MPE but also in the state of awakening.



“Pure” consciousness can be instantiated both during meditation and sleep. In both cases, there is absolutely no or only minimal phenomenal content, but no conscious representation of sensory or mental content. In deep sleep, the senses fade, leading to a kind of blackout or blankout. According to TLB, it feels like turning off the lights. However, luminosity during sleep refers to an experience that occurs after falling asleep and before waking up. The phenomenon of lucid dreamless sleep (LDS), a variant of MPE in sleep, violates the naive axioms of everyday life, since both the phenomenal quality of wakefulness and its functional correlate, tonic alertness, are attributed only to being awake. In contrast, LDS is a kind of transitional state between an unconscious sleep state and a conscious waking state: a conscious sleep state similar to lucid dreaming but lacking dream content.



The transition from dual lucid dreaming to non-dual lucid presence in deep sleep is the elimination of dream content. The state of dreamless luminosity in deep sleep corresponds to the state of MPE in deep meditation. According to TLB, LDS is a state of luminosity without dream content. Thus, LDS is an experience during sleep that cannot be categorized as dreaming, but whose luminosity can arguably be reported after waking. In LDS or MPE, the intentional act of phenomenalization per se takes place but without intentional content, an act that Fasching [17] calls “pure” intentionality and describes as “‘seeing’ without a ‘seer’ separate from the ‘seen’”. Patrizio Paoletti and Tal Dotan Ben-Soussan [57] have argued that intentionality is a necessary condition for consciousness without intentional content.



According to TLB, the acquisition of a sense of the subtle phenomenal qualities of awakening (e.g., luminosity) occurs at best during sleep, which is a mental training room in which it is minimally challenging to experience these qualities during the transition from absence of phenomenal experience to minimal phenomenal experience. The aim of this training is to refine the sensitivity to structural phenomenal qualities so that they can be experienced even under sensory impressions, i.e., that the sensitivity is transferred to everyday life.



It is important to understand that neither LDS nor MPE is a state of attentional inertia, nor are they identical with loss of consciousness; on the contrary, an essential feature of such a state is maximal attentional presence in the absence of an object of attention, most “luminous” awareness, as TLB makes clear:


Subjectively, when it first happened to me, I thought that someone had turned on the light in the room. I confused it with a visual light experience. When I opened my eyes, everything outside was pitch black, but inside I had a feeling of total, clear alertness. However, the body is asleep, there is no thinking and no sensory perception.



(see TLB-05)







Luminosity may be the most basal phenomenal quality that becomes explicit and instantiated alone in the state of minimal emptiness. At the same time, however, intensity can be made explicit as an implicit structural feature of consciousness in a mode of being awakened as luminosity. The reportability of this basal quality seems to be possible after a state of “pure” consciousness sensu minimal emptiness, but not sensu absolute emptiness. Furthermore, reportability seems to be possible during the everyday experience of an awakened person but not in the everyday experience of non-awakened people.



The reportability of consciousness per se during everyday experience is present in the mystical dualistic state, where phenomenal experience has a dualistic configuration [58]. According to Stace [15], extrovertive mystical experiences are experiences where the external world is the focus of the mystical experience rather than the internal world of the person as in introvertive mystical experiences. It is this external world that is perceived by our senses, but in the case of an awakened individual in the mystical dualistic state, it is experienced as completely transformed. For example, the awakened individual experiences being united with the world, discovers its deeper meaning, and experiences luminosity.



According to Forman [58], the extrovertive state arises through repeated introvertive mystical experience, e.g., in sustained meditative practice (see [59]). Only after the introvertive experience of “pure” consciousness is habitualized does the capacity to witness consciousness per se in the dualistic mystical state emerge as a trait of consciousness. In order to achieve a deeper understanding of consciousness per se, phenomenological accounts of MPE should be taken seriously and used to heuristically inform theories of consciousness, as contemplative traditions have a substantial degree of analytic differentiation as well as a high practical knowledge of inducing altered states. To ignore contemplative traditions in the search for a theory of consciousness would be unphilosophical and culturally chauvinistic. It would be a lack of intellectual honesty not to take into account the innumerable reports on this issue simply because they contain mere epistemological intuitions and are obviously contaminated with metaphysical, epistemological, and soteriological presuppositions. Terms such as śūnyatā (emptiness) or samādhi (deep concentration) should be included in the research. However, the context-free siphoning off of “Far Eastern” terms into a “potpourri” merely reproduces the inherent logical connections and possible aporias of the respective consciousness–theoretical systems and at the same time undermines the progress of knowledge if they are semantically emptied. Thus, it is important to engage in genuine interdisciplinary and intercultural conceptual work.



Philosophical and neuroscientific research into “pure” consciousness is becoming increasingly important, but the subject is not yet receiving much academic attention. Scientists studying meditators like TLB are doing science, not a mystical practice, which may seem trivial, but the point is often missed and is perhaps one reason for the lack of attention. Studying mystical experience on a scientific basis does not make this scientific study mystical. However, the methodological difficulty of “contamination” mentioned above also applies to scientists themselves who study mystical experiences such as “pure” consciousness. Any philosophical and neuroscientific investigation of “pure” consciousness, including the present interview, will be colored by the specific belief system of the researchers. For example, the metaphysical framework for the majority of neuroscientists is materialistic.



While “all observations are interpretations in the light of theories” [60], and, thus, there can be no unbiased descriptions and analyses of “pure” consciousness, it is precisely the interdisciplinary and intercultural dialogue that offers the possibility to become aware of one’s own theory-laden perspective as well as one’s own “cognitive scotoma, a systematic blind spot in our thinking about [“pure”] consciousness” [61] and to take them into account in further research—this is probably the most epistemologically fruitful and epistemologically modest way. In a sense, we, a Buddhist lama with decades of practical experience, a cognitive neuroscientist, and a philosopher, have entered into a complex and difficult process of interdisciplinary and intercultural dialogue that relates, ironically as it may sound, to what is conveyed from the first-person perspective about an “anonymous perspective.” Although this has its limitations for many reasons, we believe that this type of exploratory single-case study is valuable for neurophenomenology.
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	1
	
The term “phenomenal self” refers to an epistemic subject’s awareness of itself—also called “sense of self,” “self-awareness,” or “self-consciousness.” According to Metzinger’s Self-Model Theory of Subjectivity [11,21], no one is or has a self; rather, a conscious representational system instantiates a transparent phenomenal self-model whose content is the phenomenal self (e.g., sensations, emotions, memories, thoughts, acts of will). Non-ordinary forms or absence of the phenomenal self can be conceptualized as a result of deviant self-modeling and can occur spontaneously under both non-pathological and pathological conditions or be induced by pharmacological as well as non-pharmacological methods [22]; meditation as practiced by TLB would be an example of the latter.





	2
	
A question that goes right to the core of a problem and usually has a difficult answer.
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