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"Conscience is the voice of the soul; the passions of the body"
 









Rousseau 1712 - 1778 

Consciousness and self-consciousness are problematic to define. Houghton writes that "no one has yet come up with an adequate definition"
, yet because we are self-consciousness we experientially know what it means. Self-consciousness, "implies knowing that you know"
, and it is this self knowledge, the ability to reflect on memories, to make 'real' choices and to plan, or conversely, worry about the future, that is unique among humans. Other conscious animals, even intelligent mammals, cannot therefore be described as self-conscious.

The originis of self-consciousness are equally mysterious, for evolution "cannot account for the existence of each one of us as unique, self-conscious human beings"
. Perhaps this is why Popper describes its emergence as, "one of the greatest miracles"
. 

Current discussions relating to the area of self -consciousness primarily revolve around  "the perpetual puzzle of the connection of the mind
 and the brain"
. The scientists approach to this 'problem' depends not so much on their scientific discipline, but as to whether they are materialistic, Cartesian or holistic in their philosophy of science. 

The materialist explains the relationship between mind, brain and self -consciousness in terms of "neural activity"
, and in its most extreme form denies the existence of the mind. The Physicist will see the brain as a "tangled mass of electrical circuitry"
, the bio-neurologist as "synapese, exocytosis, dentrites and psychons"
. This however fails to explain the phenomenon of self-consciousness , and reduces "humans to mere automata"
, as our mental circuitry is a slave to the laws of physics. In this model self -consciousness is merely a 'side effect' or 'bi-product' of electrochemical activity in our brains. This view is flawed as it takes no account of the "I story"
, and it ultimately "subverts itself"
 as it "collapses amid its own self-reference"
. Yet it is this materialistic and reductionist view of the mind / brain that underpins research and development in the area of AI
. (Cartesian duality also facilitates a belief in the attainability of AI because it also views the brain as ‘machine’. True AI would be attained when a ‘ghost’ could be introduced into the machine). Because the brain is viewed as a machine, “computer designers are anxious to discover how the brain performs certain integrative tasks,..... so as to be able to design ‘intelligent’ machines”
. Yet there are two fundamental reasons why a computer or machine cannot be an adequate model of the mind, nor self-conscious. Firstly, “we know brains produce minds because we are conscious brains with minds”
, therefore, “we could only know whether computers could produce minds if we were a conscious computer with a mind”
. The second fundamental reason is based on Gödel’s ‘Incompleteness Theorem’. J.R. Lucas asserts “that human intelligence can never be attained by computers”
 because a machine “will be liable to the Gödel procedure for finding a formula unprovable in that system”
. Thus Gödel’s theorem has “been used to argue for the non-mechanical nature of the mind”
 as subject and object become mixed, producing not only paradox, but the impossibility of understanding “one’s own mind completely”
.

Sir John Houghton believes if we are to understand the relationship between consciousness and the brain we need to understand the relationship between "I story" and the "brain story"
. The 'I story ' is concerned with what "I think, I feel, I choose and so on"
, the 'brain story' with "the detailed physical, chemical and biological processes occurring in the brain"
. 

While this concept is helpful, and saves us from materialism and reductionism, it can lead to Cartesian duality. In this the brain is viewed as the "machine"
 and the conscious mind as, "the ghost in the machine"
. We thus have two kinds of stuff, 'mental stuff' and 'brain stuff'. As the flow of the relationship here is from the brain stuff to the mental stuff, there is a "psychophysical parallelism"
 which ties mental events "totally to the physical events of the brain and denies them any causal potency"
. This surely is a form of existentialism as under this system you only know something if you physically experience it.

Yet our experience suggests mental events have a "definite causual potency"
. Experiments by R.W.Sperry seem to confirm this by demonstrating a "downward causation .. known as emergent interactionism"
. This leaves us with a holistic view of mind, brain and self-consciousness.

Descriptions of this holistic relationship differ, however Polkinghorne’s use of ‘dual aspect monism’, “which views interaction on the planes of the material and immaterial as two different modes of the one human reality”
 has achieved some prominence. Thus the ‘I story’ and ‘brain story’ are “related to each other in a very deep and complementary way”
. The distinction between the ‘stories’ must however be maintained, not in terms of ‘stuff’ but in aspect, for to fail to do so would be to “treat the mental as being just an epiphenomenon of the material”
, and return us to a form of materialism.

This perspective on the mind / brain problem mirrors theological considerations of the soul.  Since the early Church Fathers, Christian theology has thought of “multiple substantial entities”
 with two basic viewpoints being taken, “trichotomist and dichotomist”
. Associated with these views was the belief, held by Irenaeus and Cyril of Alexandria
, in the immortality of the soul, a belief more indebted to Platonic dualism than biblical understanding. However “modern theologians tend to reject any concept of multiple substantial entities”
 and “conceive of the human person as an ontological unity with multiple functions”
 in which no part is “intrinsically immortal”
. Davies rightly sees Christianity emphasising “the resurrection of the whole man”
. It is this hope which biblically “confirms a holistic anthropology”
.

Popper rightly when described self-consciousness as a 'miracle', for miracles are beyond our explanation, and there remains a fundamental mystery surrounding our mind, body relationship. Yet we cannot be lazy in our thought on this matter, allowing wrong ontological statements to blossom, and from such error wrong actions and thus ultimately a wrong understanding of God. We therefore need, in the power of the Spirit, to understand more of God’s gift to us of self-consciousness, that in understanding ourselves better we may respect the imago Dei he has given us all, and  know Him more.
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