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Ask people what they believe to be the defining feature of consciousness and most will
point to self-awareness. To be conscious of yourself, to worry about your child’s illness, to
wonder why you feel down or why she provoked your jealousy is taken to be the height of being.

Young children have only very limited insight into their actions. If they are younger
than eighteen months, they do not recognize themselves in a mirror. Behavioral psychologists
use such (1) a mirror test as gold standard for self-recognition. The infant is marked with a spot
or color patch on the forehead or face. Exposed to a familiar mirror, the baby will play with its
mirror image but won’t scratch or try to remove the mark from its face, unlike teenagers who
can endlessly occupy the bathroom, worrying about their appearance. A number of species
besides humans pass the mirror test (with appropriate modifications): great apes, dolphins, and
elephants. Monkeys show their teeth or otherwise interact with their reflections, but they do not
realize that “the image there corresponds to my body here.” That is not to say that they have no
sense of self, but at least not a visual representation of their body that they compare against the

external view in the mirror.

Some scholars conclude from this lack of self-awareness that the vast majority of the
animal kingdom is unconscious. By this measure, only humans, and not even their young ones,
are truly conscious.

One among many observations makes this conclusion difficult to accept. When you are
truly engaged with the world, you are barely aware of yourself. | feel this most acutely when |
climb mountains, cliffs, and desert towers. On the high rocks, life is at its most intense. On good
days, | experience what the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls (2) flow. It is a
powerful state in which I am supremely conscious of my surroundings, the texture of the rock
beneath my fingers, the wind blowing in my hair, the Sun’s rays striking my back, and,
always, always, the distance to the last safe handhold below me. Flow goes hand-in-hand with
smooth and fluid movements, a seamless integration of sensing and acting. All attention is on
the task at hand: The passage of time slows down, and the sense of self disappears. That inner
voice, my personal critic who is always ready to remind me of my failings, is mute. Flow is an

intensely wonderful state related to the mind-set of a Buddhist lost in deep meditation.

(Adapted from Koch, Christof., Consciousness, pp. 36-37, (c) 2012 Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, by permission of The MIT Press.)
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