Collec&ve Consciousness Supported by the Web: Part One
David Sloan Wilson: I'm so happy to be talking with you, Francis and Shima. This conversa&on is going
to be centered on your ar&cle together, "Collec&ve Consciousness Supported by the Web: healthy or
toxic?" More generally, it's about the concept of the Noosphere, which was a term coined by Teilhard de
Chardin and others in the early 20th century, and now represented by what we call the Internet Age,
global consciousness, collec&ve consciousness. And of course we'll be making that connec&on. But
perhaps I could ask you to begin by seNng the stage. What caused you to write this paper and to work
together to write this paper that we'll be discussing?
Francis Heylighen: Well, I actually had been working with Shima already for a while on consciousness in
the sense that there is recently a lot of things going on in the neurophysiology of consciousness. That
means kind of dynamical models of how neurons in the brain form something that is like consciousness,
and what that also means for consciousness in the more prac&cal sense of how conscious people are of
what's going on in the world.
Now, I was already interested in the Noosphere for a very long &me via also the concept of the global
brain. The idea that a World Wide Web forms kind of like a brain for humanity. And then it seemed
logical to connect these two, if we were looking at consciousness in the human brain, and if we were
looking at the Noosphere as the equivalent of a global brain, then we would come to one of the
frequently asked ques&ons about the global brain, will the global brain become conscious? In Teilhardian
terminology, will the Noosphere become conscious? It’s one of those ques&ons that people always ask,
but you don't really know what they expect as an answer, because what consciousness is is very illdeﬁned.
So that's why we decided to connect these theories of consciousness with theories of the Noosphere,
and we found that there are actually some quite convenient analogies between the dynamics in the
Noosphere and the dynamics of the brain. And the most obvious one is that, what is consciousness in
the brain? It's those parts of mental ac&vity that you monitor, that you examine, that you cri&cally
consider, so that you can, if necessary, change them, redirect them.
What are subconscious mental processes? These are processes that happen automa&cally in the
background. It just goes, you put your hand on a hot plate, you pull it away before you have had the &me
to think, "This is bad, I'm going to burn my hand." So most processes in the brain are subconscious. They
just go, input, output, and whatever happens in between, you can't intervene, you can't monitor, you
don't know how you're doing it.
Consciousness means you are aware of something. And then you think about what does it mean? What
can I do with it? Is it really what I think it is? Am I not mistaken? Am I not seeing something diﬀerent
from what I think I'm seeing? That's what consciousness is. And then, if we apply that to the Noosphere,
we get this nice idea that if the Noosphere, as deﬁned by Teilhard, is the sphere of thinking, of thought.
Thinking by deﬁni&on is conscious. It means ques&oning things, looking at diﬀerent angles, combining
informa&on from many diﬀerent places. So actually the Noosphere is in a sense the conscious part of the
global brain, and then the subconscious part of the global brain is just the infrastructure of the web. The
infrastructure of the web makes sure that all these thoughts are being forwarded from the one to the
other, recorded on servers, distributed among diﬀerent computers, that happens in the background, or
as you might say, the subconscious idea.
DSW: Shima…let's get your perspec&ve coming into this ar&cle. Tell us a liVle about yourself and then
how you came to write this ar&cle with Francis?

Shima Beigi: Thank you very much. First of all, I'm very happy to be with you and also collabora&ng on
this very interes&ng project of the Noosphere. Well, my background, I am a resilience scien&st, resilience
of complex systems in par&cular, also smart ci&es and the applica&on of ar&ﬁcial intelligence in urban
systems. This is my background. I did my studies mainly in the UK.
Actually, my collabora&on with Francis started, I think, about seven years ago when I found his ar&cles
on complexity, science, and enough that I could basically secure myself a funding fellowship program in
Brussels. Then I came working with him directly. Well, this is very brieﬂy about my background. We can
speak about it also further later. But then the ques&on of how we came to write this ar&cle.
I mean, given the complexity, like complex science, that was our backgrounds, cyberne&cs, complex
adap&ve systems, there was always this ques&on of how we can make people as agents in the complex
system more aware of the impact that they have on their surrounding environments. The ac&ons that
they have, also the impact on others, and kind of connec&ng that to sustainability, urban dynamics,
making systems more resilient.
So this was always at the background of our research. And then connec&ng that with the Noosphere
was... Well, the idea of the is kind of connected to also sustainable development, Gaia theory, systems
thinking. So it was obvious for us that the next step for the Noosphere, as it's set out by Teilhard de
Chardin, is to connect it with what's the state of research right now. For example, the curiosity about
consciousness. Also, bringing the qualita&ve nature of consciousness into research. And then also the
digitaliza&on and decentraliza&on that is happening around us.
So the age that we're living right now, 21st century. The age of technology and computers and
algorithms, are heavily impac&ng the way we think. And if you look at the Noosphere, what is a
Noosphere? A Noosphere or a mental sphere is created by the unity of thoughts that is being shared by
collec&ves. And this thinking, this unity of thought right now in 21st century, is subject to many diﬀerent
forces that inspired us to hone the conversa&on or steer the conversa&on toward how we can actually
look at the qualita&ve dimension of the Noosphere, and how we can go deeper into the Noosphere, how
we can change it? Is there any way to really, not engineer it so to speak, but really aﬀect it consciously,
mindfully?
DSW: So much to dive into here. One thing I'd like to dis&nguish with consciousness is to make it two
dimensional. On the one hand, we have what we're clearly aware of and can talk about. And then all that
stuﬀ that goes on that we're not aware of, that's subconscious. So let's think of that as one axis. And
then another axis is whether it's a delibera&ve process or not, or a mechanical process or something that
would be more inten&onal and delibera&ve. The reason I think that is interes&ng to think about as a two
dimensional space is that, as you know, there's a lot that goes on beneath our awareness, in other
words, we cannot report on it at all, which is very, very sophis&cated. And actually, it’s hypothesis
tes&ng, it's crea&ve. I mean, we'd call it conscious, except we're unaware of it. We can't report on it.
And so I'd like to know what you think of this as a two dimensional space, and some of the things that
we can't report upon at all, including very crea&ve processes. We know this happens. Something goes on
inside our head. We call it, you know, we’re incuba&ng it, and then all of a sudden, ding, we're suddenly
made aware of it as a new idea. We might call it an "aha" experience or something like that.
So whatever went on in that subconscious space o]en is very conscious I want to say. So it's almost as if
we have to be dis&nguishing two diﬀerent meanings of consciousness. What do you think about that?
Either one. Shima, why don't you begin?
SB: What you described, I think, is really beau&fully explained by Dehaene in his book of on brain and
consciousness. He really explains that actually what we might call consciousness is not really ﬂat. So we
cannot really say that what's happening in the brain, and the sensory mechanism or sensory input that is

being received by the brain, is fully conscious. Actually, there are examples that you can prime
individuals and eﬀect how they are thinking without them being fully aware of that.
So the ques&on of making this consciousness as a two dimensional proposi&on, I think it's very diﬃcult,
it's very complex, to really cut consciousness into layers that can be then deﬁned as whether we are fully
aware of those layers or not. So I think actually thought for it to be generated necessarily, it doesn't need
a hundred percent consciousness. Some&mes the thought is really generated by virtue of a process of
emergence, or being really inﬂuenced by the social input or the algorithmic input. Even being
surrounded with digital, for example, systems, or being exposed to the web.
So, for me, also wri&ng this ar&cle and calling it "How the Web Can Support Thinking" is that to what
extent we become conscious of mechanisms that inﬂuence the cogni&ve side of thinking. I don't know,
Francis, if you agree with that, or what you think? Or maybe you have a diﬀerent point of view.
FH: Well, I don't agree with the two dimensions, because I think that if I understand David well, one
dimension he speaks about is what you might call the intelligence or the crea&vity of the mind, which we
ﬁnd both in the subconscious and in the conscious. But the reﬂec&on about it is typically conscious, and
what these diﬀerent theories that we reviewed of which Shima men&oned, the theory of the global
workspace, which was developed especially by Dehaene with lots of experiments.
What it says is that for something to become conscious, it needs to circulate to what is called the global
workspace in the brain. The brain consists of lots of modules that each are specialized in par&cular
things, and normally informa&on comes in. For example, you see something, it enters your visual cortex.
It goes through several layers. It is interpreted. You recognize the thing that you saw, and you say, "Well,
okay. That's a cat," and you know it's a cat. But all the intermediate stuﬀ, so the pixels that enter your
eye up to the conclusion, "This is a cat," it's a subconscious process. You cannot stop it. You cannot
intervene with it.
But if now you want to start to think, "What should I do with that cat? Is that a wild cat? Should I
approach it? Should I maybe check whether it's a cat of one of the neighbors?" Now you need to keep
this concept of cats awhile in your working memory. That means you need to con&nue circula&ng in your
brain while diﬀerent other parts of your brain start examining it. So, that is the idea. That is, you need to
keep something in working memory, and working memory in the brain is not at all trivial because the
brain func&ons through neurons that get ac&vated, and ac&va&on cannot stay in place. A neuron that
gets ac&vated passes on its ac&va&on to a next neuron to a next neuron to a next neuron. It doesn't
remain ac&vated.
If you want to keep something in your working memory, the ac&va&on needs to circulate. That means it
needs to come back to the same place by going around and around in the brain. And while it's going
around, it is what is called being broadcast. It means all these other parts of the brain can now examine
it, can now add something, can take something away. It can say, "No, it's not going the right way. It
should go this way." That is this phase of reﬂec&on or examina&on. And that is a phase I think which is
especially relevant to the Noosphere.
That is, somebody has an idea, let's say a new theory about the origin of COVID, and then the idea starts
circula&ng. That means it's passed on from person to person. It goes in diﬀerent media, and then people
can start examining it cri&cally. And that is this phase of circula&on and examina&on, which I think is
essen&al for consciousness. If it's not being examined, it's not conscious.
It may be very crea&ve, it may be very smart, but you just take the result as it comes. And you can't say,
"Why did I come to this result?" Intui&vely you have understood something. You've had a great idea, but
why that intui&on? What were the elements you used to come to that idea? You don't know.
Consciousness is, one, you start examining it, and that requires that it creates some kind of a stability
circula&on that allows other parts of the brain to examine it.

DSW: Well, I mean, in a sense, I agree. I agree. In fact, if we want to cut to the boVom line and ask, "How
do we solve the problems of our age such as COVID or any massive problem?" It has to be a very
delibera&ve process of, in my terms, varia&on and selec&on. We have some target, which is stopping the
COVID virus. We have to examine, "How are we going to do this?" That's varia&on that's in around the
target. And then we have to replicate best prac&ces and do that again and again and again.
So, that's a conscious process of evolu&on. As I would put it, and we need more of it. Much, much more
of it. So actually, that's kind of the boVom line, as far as I'm concerned. I'm guessing we all agree about
that? Was my liVle descrip&on something that you would also agree with as a conscious process of
solving a problem such as COVID?
SB: Yes. I think the boVom line, basically the moral of the story here, is that the world we live in right
now is becoming more and more complex. And for it to be func&oning at a level that we can call it
sustainable will require a global kind of agreement on having cri&cal thinking on the kinds of means or
thought processes or ideas or ideologies that are being spread around. Especially right now that we live
in the age of Internet and the web, being supported by the web.
So bringing more awareness and I think consciousness, not necessarily in the consciousness research
meaning, that is becoming conscious of what we're puNng out there or becoming more aware of the
processes that are contribu&ng to emergence of a phenomenon such as COVID-19, should become a
general prac&ce. That we should become more conscious of the need to have conscious thinking
processes and conscious conversa&ons. So this is something that I would like to add to how you
summarized this conversa&on so far.
FH: I know this concept of conscious evolu&on, which is that instead of wai&ng un&l natural selec&on
and varia&on for us decides what the next step of evolu&on is, that we start thinking about diﬀerent
possibili&es and selec&ng for ourselves. So what we are proposing in our paper is kind of a subset of
that. That is that we are looking at cultural evolu&on or mime&c evolu&on in the Noosphere, because
ideas evolve in the Noosphere, and that we want to intervene in that evolu&on by ﬁnding some way to
promote what we call the healthy ideas, the healthy thoughts, and to suppress, or at least make it less
likely, that the unhealthy thoughts would spread.
So the typical example we gave of the unhealthy thoughts are all these kinds of conspiracy theories that
tell you that you should not under any circumstance be vaccinated because the vaccines contain chips or
are dangerous or whatever. Or the healthy form of thinking is a kind of scien&ﬁc thinking where you have
certain hypotheses of what will cause the virus. You test the hypotheses. And if it turns out that the
hypothesis is correct, then you implement the policy.
So it is conscious evolu&on, but conscious evolu&on at the level of the meme. So at the level of the ideas
that circulate in the Noosphere. To do that, we need to become more conscious of how these ideas are
being propagated. What makes it that an idea will become popular, will spread in the Noosphere, and
why an idea may not spread even though it would be a good idea.
DSW: I'm going to buV in in a nice conversa&onal way, Francis, about this kind of unit of selec&on. On
the one hand, we're selec&ng memes. Okay, I got that. But on the other hand, we have a criterion of
selec&on which are healthy memes compared to unhealthy memes. We want the scien&ﬁc memes. We
don't want the fake news memes. And the criterion for that is whether it's going to beneﬁt the whole
system. And so on the one hand, we're selec&ng some lower level things like these ideas, but on the
other hand, our criterion of selec&on is the whole system.
So I think we agree on that, but it's very important I think, because there's lots of confusion on that
point. And when people talk about selec&ng memes, they act as though the system has nothing to do
with it, but it's the system that's the en&re criterion of selec&on. And if you didn't have that criterion of

selec&on, who knows what you'd get, but it would not be good for the whole system. So there, again, I
throw that out there. Suspec&ng you'll agree, but you'll need to conﬁrm that.
FH: Well, it's part of the research that Shima and I haven't yet done suﬃciently to be sa&sﬁed with. It's a
broader research in sustainability, in resilience, in what is it that makes that this whole system will be the
kind of system we want. That means a system that synerge&c with a minimum of conﬂict, that is
sustainable, that is going towards the long-term.
There are quite a number of principles in complexity science, in self-organiza&on, in evolu&onary theory,
in cyberne&cs, that can help us to understand these things, but it is, of course, a huge problem of
deﬁning those. And we are just now developing a new paradigm that we call rela&onal agency, which is
actually, you have a lot of diﬀerent agents or agencies that are not always aligned in their goals, that
some&mes are in conﬂict, but that by interac&ng create rela&ons with each other, and you would like
these rela&ons to be as synerge&c as possible.
That means that the interac&on between these agents create something that is more than the sum of
the parts, it means they create extra resources, which is the opposite of conﬂict, where the fric&on
between the agents will mean that they will both have less resources than they had before. For example,
when you have a war, even if one party wins, as a sum, both par&es lose because a lot of things are
destroyed in a war. On the other hand, if you have a solid collabora&on, then both par&es gain because
you produce more resources through the collabora&on. So this is a concept of this rela&onal agency,
which we hope will develop into some kind of a general philosophy of this mutual adapta&on, coevolu&on of lots of diﬀerent agents.
DSW: Well, I'm so glad that you are taking the conversa&on in this direc&on, Francis. I'll take my turn in a
minute, but Shima, do you want to chip in here on this before I take my turn?
SB: I think what's very important is to bring awareness to the interconnec&vity of current systems. And I
think, for us, also with the example of rela&onal agency that we're developing right now, the whole focus
is to bring more... For example, when we speak of the Noosphere, it's very macro level. So it's not really
a microscopic Noosphere, kind of like everybody, or people start to think as a microcosm or a
connec&on, or a part to a whole. And then also consider themselves as ac&ve agents in a complex
system that their ac&ons and behavior impacts others.
So for us, this rela&onal agency, I mean, if I can add a liVle bit to what Francis men&oned, is this
awareness of rela&onships and how diﬀerent rela&onships lead to diﬀerent direc&ons. And as
evolu&onary beings, I think we are capable of crea&ng adap&ve, selec&ve pressures that would help us
to evolve in certain direc&on that is desirable, that is much more adap&ve to the spirit of the &me that
we're living in. And also bringing, I think, global conversa&on about memes, or memeplexes, or
ideologies that are not serving us at this par&cular &mes. And I think this needs a lot of, I mean, of
course scien&ﬁc discussion. But also I would like to add that I think it needs a lot of empathy. It needs a
lot of emo&onal intelligence. It needs a lot of cultural awareness for this to happen.
So these are the... I want to say like a part of scien&ﬁc wri&ngs and research that we’re doing. I think it
also needs global leadership. It needs a global empathy. It needs a lot of mindfulness and awareness.

