These are posts from a discussion group (JBAS) and therefore reflect off-the-top-of-the-head musing without much attention to proper grammar or other niceties. Topics often relate to a book review.
Penrose on Consciousness
Another random thought- John Barrow (professor of mathematics at Cambridge and co-author of Anthropic Principle) does some interesting material in ‘Impossibility’ on the limits of human knowing. Interesting exercise to go through but too much dreary negativity creeps in what with his environmental pessimism and that we may be now arriving at the limits of what can be known. I don’t know about this. We don’t even fully know yet what we don’t know. I mean- dark energy, dark matter, other dimensions, and so much more. I would rather go with Dyson and Davies that the future is unbounded and we may achieve ever higher plateaus that lead on to further wholes that are much more than the sum of the parts of earlier stages of progress. We may just beginning, not coming to the end of science and knowing.

Roger Penrose, on another hand, professor of math at Oxford and friend of Stephen Hawking, offers some interesting material in The Emperor’s New Mind. He is tackling consciousness and argues in the vein of Chalmers (a fundamental dualism). That consciousness is something more than just a computer. Good dense argumentation. His particular line of thought tackles AI (Artificial Intelligence) and especially what is known as Strong AI and Penrose’s book is apparently, according to reviewers, one of the best arguments against AI. This AI theory argues that the actual hardware doesn’t matter for conscious awareness. Whether the human brain or a machine, both can attain conscious awareness. Penrose in response, gets into quantum physics and goes with the contrarians to strong AI that a computer is not essentially different from a mechanical calculator or abacus. Just more powerful but essentially the same. As a mathematician he also gets into a lot of algorithm material (algorithm defined as the carrying out of some well-defined sequence of operations) and other math to make his points.

As a blurb on the back cover says, he is an eloquent advocate of the uniqueness of people. It is a book about the nature of human beings.

Quote- “The belief seems to be widespread that indeed, ‘everything is a digital computer’. It is my intention in this book to try to show why and perhaps how, this need not be the case”. Tame, but good. And in one sense, many ancients would say in response to Penrose- ‘Well, duh”.

Roger Penrose wrote an almost 600 page book on consciousness. Hundreds of pages of dense mathematics. He is a well known mathematical physicist. Trying to show what such things as algorithms are about and that the human mind does not operate like computer-type algorithms.

Some very interesting stuff on quantum theory and the weirdness at that level, like non-locality and that an electron or subatomic particle observed and excited in one place will also be excited or jump light years away. Or something to that effect. Even he doesn’t understand it fully. Its just too weird and non-natural.

In the end his last few chapters actually get to consciousness and it is not much. Chalmers did a much better job. Penrose appears to be still hoping for answers in reductionism, something at the quantum level to explain things more. But he doesn’t know what that theory might be.

As most of you recognize, reading these scientists leaves you with the perception that they may have great expertise in some area but in the end they know nothing more than the average person about the big questions. Penrose, offers some speculation at the end but he is fishing about like all the rest of us. And I credit him for his honesty in stating that he is speculating. Dawkins could learn from him on this score.

As with Martin Rees and Chalmers and all the rest, Penrose admits we just don’t have the theory yet or the understanding of reality with which to find more answers. Its all just too mysterious and weird.

If you want good detail on such things as Mandelbrot sets, algorithms and quantum non-locality and other such quantum stuff then he offers interesting material in detail. The math is dense. I skimmed over it just looking for summarizing points here and there. 

He holds to Plato’s eternal forms and hence to a dualism in reality. The forms, like mathematical truths, are eternal out there and influence physical reality. This is just what most ancient mythology states. The eternal forms are the ultimate reality and we often try to replicate them in our lives and societies.

He does demolish the strong AI (artificial intelligence) arguments that everything is like a computer and that if you get complex enough algorithms in computers then you get conscious awareness. Nonsense. Human consciousness is something essentially different and we don’t even know what it really is. But unlike the cover blurb he does nothing really to establish human uniqueness or the nature of being human. His natural selection material at times overrides good sense here and he is dated on mutations. Consciousness is not the product of random mutations. But then, he even questions this near the end but can’t seem to free himself entirely from the usual dogma here. And yes, it is an old book (1989 I believe).

Quotes- “My sympathies lie with the Platonistic view that mathematical truth is absolute, external, eternal and…not based or dependent on physical objects”. He wonders about the relationship between math truths, physical reality and consciousness.

Our conscious perceptions are not merely the enacting of algorithms as many AI supporters claim. He also gets into determinism and free will and elements of randomness or chaos (uncertainty) but settles nothing finally here after lots of dense math. Too much mystery still. And he offers material on time, the illusion of past, present and future and so on. And dimensions and multiple universes, which he questions. He also toys repeatedly with teleology and purpose. And based on quantum theory he questions the reality of anything. Is there an objective reality out there aside from human conscious perception? Quantum theory and research seems to challenge this. ”Quantum theory forces us to change our view of physical reality”. Reality emerges only in relation to the results of measurements. Niels Bohr argued that there was nothing actually out there. And all the rest of this weird stuff- that a particle can appear to be in two places at once and light years apart (“particle B need not be localized anywhere near A, they could be light years apart and yet B jumps simultaneously with the measurement of A”- this is inferred from experiments of particles several meters away). The point is that the observational influence travels faster than light- instantaneously. Is this mind behind all matter? Not subject to the speed of light? Our space/time picture of reality may be off. “The non-locality exhibited in EPR experiments severely challenges any realistic description of the world that can comfortably occur within an ordinary space-time view”. So entirely new ways of understanding are called for. 

And lots of detail on the double slit experiment that I have not read in such detail anywhere else before. And the wave/particle results that come out of this research.

So he argues there is a huge gap between quantum reality and the level of physical reality that we perceive.

At the time this book was written he was still looking for a theory of everything. Perhaps as with Hawking he has now given up on this.

I won’t go much into his final chapters on consciousness. Nothing really overly helpful here. 

“There is an essential non-algorithmic ingredient to conscious thought processes”. He also offers that there may be some divine or mysterious purpose for consciousness, some teleological one not yet revealed to us. And discussion of natural selection may miss this. Wow, that’s an admission. The anthropic principle seems to explain something here- that the nature of the universe we are in is strongly constrained by the requirement that sentient beings like ourselves be present to observe it.

He is similar to Chalmers on defining consciousness- “the ability to divine or intuit truth from falsity, ugliness from beauty…is the hallmark of consciousness”. And the non-algorithmic forming of judgments. Human intuition, the human sense of things, and what not is just not algorithmic. It is not computer-like. And here he questions natural selection as not being clever enough to produce consciousness or the physical paraphernalia to support it. Life, he admits, “gropes toward some future purpose and things organize themselves better than they ought to”. He then returns to his Platonic dualism.

“Consciousness seems to me to be such an important phenomenon that I simply cannot believe it is something just ‘accidentally’ conjured up by a complicated computation. It is the phenomenon whereby the universe’s very existence is made known”. And he suggested earlier that perhaps mind is the fundamental reality behind all.

Once again, with the ancients I would offer Roger a… “well, duh”.

Roger Penrose, colleague of Stephen Hawking, is one of the more respected mathematicians and physicists around. In his best known work, The Emperor’s New Mind he deals quite interestingly with entropy (the Second Law). Makes some interesting comments such as that a higher order light or energy is emitted by the sun and after photosynthesis by plants, they expel a lower order energy. Similar to the authors of Bottomless Well who argue that we employ lower grade energy to gain higher grade (oil for electricity) and hence fuel our creation of order. Both make good points on differing aspects of energy conversion.
In his foreword to Penrose’s The Large, The Small and the Human Mind, Michael Longair offers some comments on Penrose’s more contrary theorizing that makes some good points. He says that Penrose argues that the conventional picture of the Big Bang is incomplete. Inflationary theory misses something. A theory we do not yet possess. His words, “Since entropy, or to put it more simply disorder, increases with time, the universe must have started in a highly order state of very small entropy indeed. The probability of this coming about by chance is vanishingly small”. 

Now this appears counter to the idea that all started in chaos and increased toward more order. But this other trend is also true. There is also an increase in order over the life of the universe and life. 
If I get Penrose’s argument right it seems to be this- The Large, The Small and the Human Mind. He wants to know what the relation here is. As he says in his book by this title, “The Large and the Small, is that the laws which govern the large-scale behavior of the world and those which govern its small-scale behavior seem to be very different. The fact that they seem to be so different…is central to the subject of chapt.3- which is where the human mind comes in”. Human consciousness appears to be the bridge between these two different worlds, Platonic Forms and physical reality. This is hardly different from what most of the ancients believed. You have God (Platonic Forms) and then human consciousness bridging this greater Reality into this material world. Or something to this effect. Human consciousness as the connection between the two. But hey, I am oversimplifying things.

Penrose makes some interesting comments in his book Large, Small, and the Human Mind. He says re the Big Bang, “What is the probability that purely by chance the universe had an initial singularity even remotely as it does? The probability is less than one part in 10 to the 10th power and this 10th power to the 123rd power. Where does this estimate come from? It is derived from a formula by Jacob Beckenstein and Stephen Hawking…What does this say about the precision that must be involved in setting up the Big Bang? It is really very, very extraordinary…If I were to put one zero on each elementary particle in the universe, I still could not write the number down in full. It is a stupendous number”. 

Later, commenting on the physical and mental and Platonic Forms worlds, “It seems to me that there is a fundamental problem with the idea that mentality arises out of physicality…the things we talk about in physics are matter, physical things, massive objects, particles, space, time, energy and so on. How could our feelings, our perception of redness, or of happiness have anything to do with physics? I regard that as a mystery”.

This is an interesting point, also made by Dennis. That I am building a case for ID. And let me say first, in quoting something like this below I am not employing it to support any particular view but just to affirm what you said about Penrose. Many such quotes I throw up are not my own personal view.

On the ID. I am uncomfortable with the very term. It seems awkward and carries so much negative connotation (maybe unfairly so as a result of castigation from materialists). It is too connected to the Christian God and the Christian view of reality and life and on that score alone I would reject it. But do I see another God (again, this term is so limiting and awkward but it still serves some purpose- moreso, I go with Campbell, Bob, Armstrong and others here that what we are pointing to is so infinitely unknowable, incomprehensible, inexpressible- that it is beyond words, categories, thought, anything). So ID? I dunno. But yes, Mystery and not just some force, energy, law, principle, or whatever. Mind seems more appropriate. So yes, I am guilty of believing there is some infinite Mind behind all reality and life. Creating, sustaining, involved, interpenetrating, and so much more. I mean, look at us conscious creatures. 

But to put me in with the IDers, despite my appreciation for their expose of materialist science…naah. That distorts more than clarifies. And I am not just trying to be slippery here. It just is such a complex thing with so much unknowable stuff. But yes, I see Mystery all through reality and life and don’t mind pointing it out anywhere someone points it out. Materialism does ignore and distort this aspect of reality and life and too much science follows this trend. 
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