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Mission Statement 
& Ackowledgements

Letter from the Editors

Anamnesis is the student-edited philosophy journal of 
Colorado College. The journal publishes philosophical 
undergraduate essays from colleges and universities worldwide. 
Colorado College students founded the journal in order to 
give their peers a taste of what the discipline can be at its 
best. In line with this goal, we aim to publish clearly written, 
elegantly argued essays. We also strive to publish essays that 
tackle the most interesting, difficult, and pressing issues in both 
philosophy and our lives.

We would like to thank Cutler Publications and the Colorado 
College Philosophy Department for making the journal possible 
this year. Special thanks to Karen West, Lorea Zabaleta and Jon 
Lamson for their support.

In keeping with tradition, this year we sent out 
a call for papers with no particular theme in mind. We have 
chosen four papers that we hope will rouse our readers and 
inspire curiosity and critical reflection. Returning to campus 
after an isolating year, we are so grateful that we have had 
this chance to collaborate with fellow philosophers and create 
the 7th edition of Anamnesis. It is our wish, from the editors 
and editorial team, that this edition serves as a catalyst for 
campus-wide conversation — that we can revitalize the sense of 
communal life and discussion that makes Anamnesis possible. 
With abundant thanks to our writers and editorial staff, it’s our 
pleasure to welcome you to this year’s edition of Anamnesis.

	 Anamnesis begins by engaging us with essential 
discourse on how to appropriately recognize an individual’s 
autonomy in cases of dementia. Tyler Ranellone of the 
University of Pittsburgh challenges us to consider the 
neurological implications of the earlier versus end-of-
life decisions of Dementia patients. The second essay in 
Anamnesis, written by Daniel Teplow of Colorado College, 
brings together the wisdom of the ancient Greeks and the 
insights of psychoanalytic thinkers to explore the possibility of 
a vital human life. Following Daniel’s work, Igor Kojadinovic 
of the University of Central Florida takes an idiosyncratic 
approach towards the classic debate on free will. By exploring 
neuroscience and phenomenology, he challenges traditional 
approaches towards the question of free will, suggesting that 
the neural networks that precede human actions offer us a 
more nuanced perspective on conscious intent. The final essay 
is written by Jeanne Porges of Depaul University. This piece 
uncovers the mystical interactions with seemingly conscious 
beings that people under the influence of DMT experience. 
This neurological approach suggests that the stimulation of the 
temporoparietal junction in the brain during DMT experiences 
may play a critical role in the alteration of one's own-body 
perception, leading to a shadow-like representation of an 
individual’s own self. We hope you enjoy these essays as much 
as we have, and we thank you for reading Anamnesis!
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By Tyler Ranellone
University of Pittsburgh 

Advance Directives: 
Autonomy of the Competent Dementia is a major neurocognitive 

disorder characterized by deficits 
in memory, attention, and mental 

clarity. Because the part of the brain asso-
ciated with the consolidation and retriev-
al of memory is diseased, many people 
who suffer from dementia lose memory 
of their early life and become incapable of 
forming new memories.Typically, these 
sequelae, which may stem from the devel-
opment of Alzheimer’s, are burdensome 
enough to interfere with daily function-
ing. In this essay, I will be focusing on the 
late stages of dementia in which patients 
seem to have distinct personalities from 
their pre-dementia period. This may 
look like people having simpler interests 
or behaving differently. Such is the case 
when dementia patients exhibit increased 
restlessness and aggression regardless of 
their temperament prior to the disease. 
Once a person reaches this stage of dis-
ease, it seems unclear whether they are 
still capable of making important medical 
decisions for themselves. This is where 
advance directives become important. 

A person with late stage demen-
tia may use an advance directive to pre-
emptively determine the course of their 
treatment or who will make decisions for 
them once they become incompetent. 
However, what if these instructions con-
tradict the person’s beliefs once they be-
come incompetent? How much should we 
value the rights to autonomy of those who 
are no longer competent over when they 
were competent? A prominent perspec-
tive by Ronald Dworkin states that we 
must adhere to the incompetent patients’ 
previous values. This view rests on the 
premise that the capacity for autonomy 
is essential to one’s personhood. Conse-
quently, once a patient loses this capacity, 
they are no longer an intact person and 

do not share the same rights as their ear-
lier selves. The period of time when they 
were competent takes precedence which 
includes any values or interests that may 
be stated in an advance directive. Anoth-
er important perspective to consider, in 
direct opposition to Dworkin and formu-
lated by Rebecca Dresser posits that the 
values of the patient in the late stages of 
dementia should be given priority over 
their previous beliefs. This is because 
the patient has undergone a psycholog-
ical transformation from one identity to 
another and with it, their interests may 
have shifted entirely. In Dresser’s view, 
following an advance directive once one 
has had an identity transformation would 
violate the rights of the patient’s current 
self. Accordingly, the decisions of a per-
son should reflect their preferences at the 
current point in time. A final perspective 
I would like to consider is by Agnieszka 
Jaworska. Similar to Dresser, she prior-
itizes the current values of those with 
dementia but for a different reason: She 
believes those with dementia still have the 
capacity for autonomy. Contra to Dwor-
kin, Jaworska predicates one’s autonomy 
with the ability to value, which she says is 
not lost in dementia. 

These three perspectives offer 
the opportunity to evaluate the rights 
of those that are no longer competent, 
based on their capacity for autonomy, and 
consequently the authority that advance 
directives hold. First, two hypothetical 
scenarios of patients that have become 
incompetent will be discussed. This will 
allow for the defense of the argument 
morally requiring adherence to advance 
directives over current interests based on 
the loss of personhood associated with 
dementia as well as for respect of auton-
omy previously held by these patients. 
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Next, a potential rebuttal will be proposed 
mirroring the arguments of Dresser and 
Jaworska that attempt to redefine the ca-
pacity for autonomy.1 Finally, a solution to 
this argument will be delivered that will 
allow me to expand upon Dworkin’s con-
ception of competence. 
	 Once a patient’s life has sub-
stantially changed due to dementia to the 
point where current interests differ from 
those held prior, it may not be clear which 
set of interests better reflect the values 
of that person. If the interests that more 
closely align with the patient’s values can 
be determined, they should be prioritized 
when deciding course of care. Further, 
differentiating between the personhood 
of someone before and during a life with 
dementia is crucial to understanding why 
decisions made when competent should 
be honored. Consider the following hypo-
thetical scenario:

A fully competent patient who, in 
anticipation of developing Alzhei-
mer’s disease, espouses a strong 
conviction, documented in an ad-
vance directive, that she does not 
wish to have her life prolonged in 
a demented state. She deeply iden-
tifies with her intellect, thus she 
views life with dementia as terribly 
degrading. But once she develops 
dementia, her identification with 
her intellect drops out as a concern, 
so she loses the corresponding 
desire not to prolong her life. In 
the meantime, she is still capable 
of simple enjoyments – she likes 
gardening and listening to music – 
and perhaps she can even carry on 
meaningful human relationships.2

I will call this person Anisa. 
In this case, Anisa clearly identifies her 
values at a time before dementia. At this 
point we may agree that as a competent 
adult, she has the right to make important 
decisions that define her life regardless 
of if they are deemed correct or foolish 
by others. This is a basic tenet of human 
rights. After developing dementia, she 
replaces her love of intellect with new in-
terests. Put simply, Anisa is living a seem-
ingly happy life in her demented state 
but according to her past preferences, she 
wants to be allowed to die. Should we take 
seriously her new interests as someone 
living with dementia or follow her prior 
requests? Consider this second scenario:

Mr. O'Connor was a deeply re-
ligious man for whom thoughts 
of taking his own life or of with-
holding lifesaving measures for 
whatever reason were completely 
unacceptable. In his seventies he 
developed Alzheimer’s disease. 
He lost his ability to do many of 
the things he used to enjoy, such 
as playing the piano, and soon he 
could no longer take care of him-
self. With the loss of capacity for 
complex reasoning, most of his re-
ligious beliefs gradually faded away. 
Then came a terrible emotional 
blow: the death of his wife. He has 
now begun saying that he does not 
want to live.3

Mr. O'Connor begins as a competent adult 
whose religiously grounded values include 
the prioritization of life. For the sake of 
my evaluation, we may consider that Mr. 
O’Connor outlined his deeply held values 
in an advance directive. The difference be-
tween Anisa and Mr. O’Connor is that as 

Mr. O’Connor progresses into dementia, 
he begins living an unhappy life, leading 
him to express new preferences. This begs 
the same question: should we give prece-
dence to his earlier or current self?
	 To understand why the former 
self ’s interests should be given authority 
over the current self, the transformation 
that occurs in a person when changing 
from pre-dementia to dementia must be 
delineated. Both Anisa and Mr. O’Connor 
begin as competent adults. Competence, 
as defined by Dworkin, is “the ability to 
act out of genuine preference or character 
or conviction or a sense of self ”.4 One 
must not only possess a clear sense of 
their values, commitments, course of life, 
and desires, but must also be able to act 
upon them. From this capacity, we may 
derive the right to autonomy. This means 
that competent adults may shape their 
lives in any way they please so long as it is 
in line with their own character. However, 
as one progresses into the late stages of 
dementia, they lose this right to autono-
my. Once they pass a certain threshold, 
defined as the inability to be competent 
as described earlier, dementia patients 
are no longer able to make important 
decisions for themselves. In these cases, 
the authority must be handed over to 
the former self. A person in this state of 
incompetence is unable to make choices 
that reflect a coherent sense of self. This 
includes having fragmented and contra-
dictory views, being unable to fulfill long- 
and short-term goals, as well as living an 
unreasonably inconsistent life such that a 
dementia patient has no clear purpose for 
what they aim to achieve. It may even be 
said that the dementia patient no longer 
has personhood as they’ve lost their right 
to autonomy and no longer reflect a clear 
sense of self. Relating this back to the 

scenarios, when Anisa becomes incompe-
tent, her values shrink in complexity. She 
goes from having values of immaterial 
ideas to the simple joyance of gardening. 
However, this latter activity does not hold 
precedence over the prior values as it only 
reflects her current desires and something 
that can easily change from one day to the 
next. It is a merely superficial interest that 
she has. It is not core to Anisa’s character 
and something which she uses to guide 
her life such as the value of intellect. 
Similarly, when Mr. O’Connor becomes 
incompetent, he loses his deeply held 
religious values that were once crucial to 
forming his beliefs about taking his own 
life or letting himself die. Mr. O’Connor 
is now incapable of caring for himself 
and unable to fulfill the activities that he 
used to enjoy such as playing piano. Since 
this goes against his capacity to perform 
autonomy as described, Mr. O’Connor 
may no longer be able to make import-
ant medical decisions about himself. For 
both cases, the advance directives put 
forth prior to dementia must be followed 
as neither Anisa nor Mr. O’Connor may 
be considered competent people. It is 
therefore necessary to look for the last 
time they were competent and capable of 
practicing autonomy when looking for 
guidance in medical decisions for the pa-
tients. In doing so we would be protecting 
the autonomy of the patients. 

The valence of the prior choices 
in relation to the current state of affairs 
should not be particularly important 
when deciding whether to follow an 
advance directive. Jennifer Hawkins 
describes this as “the value neutrality 
constraint”. Due to the vast amount of 
variation amongst individual values, there 
must be room for people to make deci-
sions for themselves even if they may be 
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unusual. This is supposing that the person 
is competent and able to follow a process 
for making choices. This process entails 
having values that one must prioritize and 
then uses to make a choice that is consis-
tent with their internal beliefs.5 Of course, 
in an incompetent person, they are gener-
ally unaware of their core beliefs and what 
defines their life as a whole which renders 
them unable to make this sort of decision. 
So, in the aforementioned scenarios, we 
must follow the advance directives that 
end a seemingly good life and prolong 
a seemingly bad one for Anisa and Mr. 
O’Connor, respectively, even if it may 
seem troubling to do so.
	 One must also be aware of why 
autonomy must be respected. To un-
derstand this, it may help to look at the 
importance of autonomy in another set-
ting. In Dr. Atul Gawande’s novel Being 
Mortal, he gives his account of a geriatric 
patient named Lou who suffers from 
Parkinson’s disease and has problems 
with his memory.6 His daughter, along 
with a hired aid, take on the responsi-
bility of caring for Lou as he moves into 
his daughter’s house. As Lou’s situation 
deteriorates, it becomes increasingly dif-
ficult for them to care for Lou. However, 
Lou hates the idea of having to live in a 
nursing home so they settle on an assisted 
living facility. Dr. Gawande describes this 
living situation as such: 

They had private apartments with a 
full bath, kitchen, and a front door 
that locked … They were allowed 
to have pets and to choose their 
own carpeting and furniture. They 
were given control over temperature 
settings, food, who came into their 
home and when … if they wanted 
not to take certain medications that 

made them feel groggy.7

Lou and the other patients living in 
this facility were given a relatively large 
amount of autonomy over their own lives 
in spite of the physical and mental de-
cline they were dealing with. Being able 
to control their living situation and even 
the treatment they received empowered 
the occupants as they were able to ex-
ercise their own competence in making 
decisions. Studies done by the Oregon 
government (which funded the assisted 
living facility), found that residents had 
maintained their health while also seeing 
improvements in satisfaction as well as 
physical and cognitive functioning. Evi-
dently, respecting the autonomy of these 
residents seemed to be more important 
than the treatment they received. Despite 
many residents taking less medication 
and even engaging in more “risky”  be-
haviors, such as smoking, people became 
happier without having to sacrifice their 
health. These beneficial effects are not 
seen in people who are forced to adhere 
to a regimen of medications, no matter 
how many combinations of different pre-
scriptions are used. We may apply this 
to the discussion at hand about advance 
directives. We may assume that those 
who take the time and effort to develop 
an advance directive certainly care about 
their own choices as they play a role in 
their lives. Therefore, it may be said that 
patients with advance directives value 
their autonomy and would prefer that 
their interests enumerated during a state 
of competence be given authority, even if 
they contradict them when in a state of 
nonautonomous dementia. 
	 Dissenters of this view may 
choose to attack the basis for autonomy 
previously discussed. These objections 

might fall in line with the views of Dress-
er and Jaworska who believe the contem-
porary interests of those with dementia 
should be given authority over their past 
selves. According to Dresser’s view, a de-
mentia patient’s prior preferences should 
not be taken into account as they have 
undergone an “identity transformation.” 
For Dresser, the patient’s consciousness 
and capacity to desire mean that their 
current feelings should be respected. 
Jaworaska’s view holds that those with 
dementia are like any other people in that 
their values change over time - thus, their 
current preferences should be prioritized. 
Rather than place the basis for autonomy 
on the ability to evaluate one’s convictions 
based on one’s life as a whole, Jaworska 
states that autonomy rights should stem 
from one’s capacity to value. She then 
goes on to say:

The main difference between mere 
desiring and valuing is this: One 
way to deal with one’s non-val-
ue-laden desires is to try to elimi-
nate them - to try to bring it about 
that one does not feel them … A 
person could contemplate being free 
of a mere desire with a sense of re-
lief, but one would always view the 
possibility of not valuing something 
one currently values as an impover-
ishment, loss, or mistake.8

Jaworska is distinguishing between de-
sires and values. She argues that when 
you value something, if that thing were to 
be taken away from you, you would not 
be indifferent to it and would instead be 
upset about its departure. On the other 
hand, you may be neutral or have weak 
feelings if a desire were to be taken from 
you. This can be used to argue that pa-

tients with dementia retain the ability to 
value and are thus capable of autonomy. 
Consider a dementia patient struggling 
with several cognitive issues.  When this 
person attempts to speak coherently or 
tries to recall a memory,  they understand 
why they are having difficulty doing so. 
They express anger and sadness over 
their inability to function properly. The 
fact that this person recognizes and is 
disturbed by what is happening to them 
reveals their capacity to value that which 
they do not have. This ability to value 
thus does not require knowledge of one’s 
whole life. So, for Jaworkka, as long as the 
patient is able to express values, –however 
simplified from the former self – they 
should be given autonomy over their de-
cisions. This suggests that they know what 
is best for their current selves.
	 Jaworska’s account falls short in 
its overemphasis of the current values of 
dementia patients. Consider a deeply re-
ligious individual with strong convictions 
against the use of medications. This per-
son espouses these beliefs in an advance 
directive. Years later, they develop de-
mentia and forget many of their beliefs. A 
friend tells this person that their life used 
to be very exciting and that they have 
many great memories. This individual is 
upset by this and wants their old life back. 
According to Jaworska, this individual 
is showing capacity to value since they 
regret the loss of memory thereby giving 
them agency over their own decisions. In 
this hypothetical situation, the individ-
ual chooses to take a theoretical pill that 
reverses their neurological deterioration 
to a point in which they are able to recall 
many of their past beliefs. Remembering 
their aversion to medication, they are 
horrified at what they have just done. 
They become incredibly upset by the vio-
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lation of religious doctrine they have per-
formed. Consequently, they end up living 
a very unhappy life as they no longer have 
a strong commitment to religion and the 
sense of faith it provides.

In this imaginary situation, a pa-
tient was allowed to make a medical deci-
sion for themselves based on their suppos-
edly “new” values. The decision based off 
this value was clearly not reflective of the 
person’s true character and ended up caus-
ing harm. Although I agree with Jawor-
ska’s definition of values, I do not believe 
it applies in the case of dementia patients. 
Despite being able to recognize an appar-
ent lack in their lives, dementia patients 
cannot substantiate any claims on what 
their core values are such that they are in 
line with their previous selves. This idea 
about competence mentioned by Dworkin 
earlier overrides Jaworska’s argument, as 
well as Dresser’s in a similar fashion. The 
supposed identity transformation she dis-
cusses is no more than identity loss. The 
values the late-stage dementia patients 
possess are merely superficial as they only 
reflect how they are thinking in the pres-
ent. They are unable to integrate experi-
ences and convictions from their previous 
selves in order to make completely in-
formed decisions. Additionally, the values 
they have are likely to change day-to-day 
as the patient cannot remember what they 

valued the previous day in order to stay 
consistent. This lack of stability adds to 
the argument against Jaworska’s claim that 
capacity to value should determine the 
capacity for autonomy. 
	 Once a person reaches late-stage 
dementia, it may not always be clear how 
important decisions should be made for 
them. Dworkin argues that values held 
prior to dementia should be given prece-
dence over the current self as this is more 
representative of the person’s life as a 
whole. Those prior beliefs also come from 
a place of competence and therefore an 
ability to exercise their autonomy. On the 
other hand, dementia patients lack these 
autonomy rights as they may no longer be 
considered a person due to their inherent 
inability to make strong convictions about 
their sense of self. Jaworska disputes this 
by upholding the autonomy of dementia 
patients on the basis of their ability to val-
ue. However, this fails to realize that these 
new values result from an identity loss and 
supposing that adherence to them is best 
for the patient may cause harm. Therefore, 
authority should be given to advance di-
rectives created during a period of compe-
tence, so they accurately reflect one’s core 
values. Respecting this autonomy in deci-
sion making is crucial to those who write 
their advance directives and violating this 
would be infringing on their rights.
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Both Conscious and Not
Insights from Ancient Greek Philosophy and Contemporary 
Self Psychology on Consciousness, Becoming, Choice, and 

Vitality
By Daniel Teplow 
Colorado College

“The man who believes that the 
secrets of the world are forever 
hidden lives in mystery and fear. 
Superstition will drag him down. 
The rain will erode the deeds of his 
life. But that man who sets himself 
the task of singling out the thread 
of order from the tapestry will 
by the decision alone have taken 
charge of the world and it is only 
by such taking charge that he will 
effect a way to dictate the terms of 
his own fate.”1 

- Cormac McCarthy

Plato and Aristotle sought to un-
cover the depths of the human condition 
and in doing so, helped elucidate what 
it means to live as a conscious being. 
They realized that consciousness makes 
life complicated: out of the rift created 
by self-consciousness emerges both the 
deepest suffering, yet also the possibili-
ty of the heights of vitality. Further, the 
exploration of the relationship between 
consciousness and vitality incorporates 
that realm of mind which rationality alone 
cannot penetrate: the unconscious. It was 
not until more than two millennia after 
Plato and Aristotle that Nietszche and 
Freud led a radical breakthrough in the 
concept of mind by venturing beyond ego 
consciousness and proposing that there is 
a non-conscious dimension of our being 
that could and ought to be understood. 
Plato’s maxim to “know thyself ” became 
even more complex in light of these fruit-
ful insights.

Through an integrative exploration 
of Greek philosophy and contemporary 
self psychology I will examine the condi-
tion of self-consciousness: both the adver-
sities and the opportunities it creates. This 
will begin with the ontological lack creat-

ed through self-consciousness, then lead 
into the avenues for becoming and the no-
tion of choice. Finally, I will examine how 
these latter possibilities are the foundation 
for living in a state of vitality. 	    	
	 Lack

A fundamental and distinguishing 
part of human existence is self-conscious-
ness. By self-consciousness I mean the 
ontological condition of being while re-
flecting on being: subjectivity reflecting on 
experience as object.2 This simultaneous 
reflective subjectivity and objectification 
is phenomenologically experienced as a 
removal from our experience. This remov-
al and the rift it opens in our being feels 
like a ripping apart. We can first explore 
why this reflective subjectivity causes suf-
fering from a psychological perspective. 
The 20th century psychoanalysts noted 
that it is not just that we are conscious, but 
that our reflective cognition has inbuilt 
propensities towards judgment, most of 
which comes down upon ourselves. 

Sigmund Freud posited that the 
superego is a fundamental part of con-
sciousness – the particularly punishing 
voice of paternal judgment in our heads 
– it stands above us with an unwavering 
vigilance that is quick and harsh in its 
condemnation.3 Freud’s successor Heinz 
Kohut posited that one of the fundamental 
poles of the self structure is the realm of 
ideals. The nature of idealized projections 
is that we generally have a conception of 
what we would like to be which always lies 
beyond us.5 And while our ideals do not 
have this punishing quality, we are still left 
with a feeling of inadequacy in visualizing 
the space that lies between us and those 
ideals. So, from Freud and Kohut, respec-
tively, we get a judgment from above and 
an insufficiency from in front. 

To further analyze the ontological 
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condition of lack, we can turn to an ex-
istential perspective to detail the issues 
arising from the awareness of our own 
limits. To be conscious is to be aware of 
our own finitude. We are painfully aware 
of the limits of our being amidst a limit-
less setting. This primarily manifests in 
the awareness that there is a time limit in 
addition to cognitive constraints that limit 
the scope of our consciousness. Then, 
because of our awareness of the inherent 
limitations on our consciousness, we are 
cognizant of the reality that our knowl-
edge will always lack. But, these limits are 
not some abstruse subject of pontification: 
they are painfully, viscerally alive for us. 
They surface in consciousness when an 
injury reveals our physical fragility, as we 
notice the signs of aging, when we see 
others exceed our intelligence, and when 
we can’t find the right words we need to 
communicate with a loved one. Perhaps 
most significantly, we live with the knowl-
edge of our own mortality: we are beings 
that live with our own non-being. The 
bottom line is this: consciousness is cause 
for strife. But the primary possibility this 
rupture in being creates is the possibility 
of becoming. 

                 Becoming  
The ontological lack created 

through self-consciousness destines us to 
be in pursuit of wholeness. Not only are 
we in pursuit of wholeness, but we gen-
erally feel a teleological task to develop: 
to become greater. In the Symposium, 
Plato describes this ontological becoming 
as the task of pursuing beauty. He states 
that ultimately we are erotically led by 
the “beautiful…itself by itself with itself ” 
which is “always one in form; and all 
the other things share in that, in such a 
way that when those others come to be 
or pass away, this does not become the 

least bit smaller or greater nor suffer any 
change.”5 Ultimately we pursue not simply 
beautiful things, but the form underlying 
those things, the beautiful in itself. So as 
it is this form underlying all things, Plato 
asserts that we are teleologically destined 
to pursue the beautiful: a life of erotically 
uncovering deeper, more complex levels 
of beauty through the development of 
reason. 

This is what it is to go aright, or be 
led by another, into the mystery of 
Love: one goes always upward for 
the sake of this Beauty, starting out 
from beautiful things and using 
them like rising stairs: from one 
body to two and from two to all 
beautiful bodies, then from beau-
tiful bodies to beautiful customs, 
and from customs to learning 
beautiful things, and from these 
lessons he arrives in the end at this 
lesson, which is learning of this 
very Beauty, so that in the end he 
comes to know just what it is to be 
beautiful.6

Plato’s teleology is structured in this pro-
gression: lack leads us to love a body, then 
all bodies, then beautiful social laws, then 
beautiful things (which I take to generally 
mean as beautiful ideas), and then finally 
to know the Beautiful in itself. Then, fol-
lowing the Greek maxim that the mind 
takes on the object it intends, in knowing 
the Beautiful in itself we become immor-
tal in a sense. 
	 We can also see the relation-
ship between lack and a grand process 
of becoming in Aristotle’s metaphysical 
exploration of the unmoved mover. The 
unmoved mover is pure actuality. Pure 
actuality in itself is thinking without an 

object: the activity of thinking about 
thinking about thinking. 

“It is itself, therefore, that it [thinks], 
if indeed it is the most excellent 
thing, and the active [thinking] is ac-
tive [thinking] of active [thinking].”7

How then does the unmoved mover actu-
ally move things if it is pure actuality? Ac-
tuality itself is what is desired by all things 
that have potentiality. So, out of a funda-
mental lack due to everything’s potentiali-
ty, all things endeavor to further actualize, 
to strive for wholeness. We can extrapolate 
then that this movement towards actuality 
occurs the more we are engaged in activ-
ities as opposed to actions, where we do 
things in which the end is contained in 
itself. And the most actualizing activity, 
the act where Aristotle believes we achieve 
divinity as conscious beings, is in thinking 
in itself: being a subjective reflection with-
out an object. This is Aristotle’s theoretical 
state of being where we transcend that 
original cause of suffering, the painful lac-
eration of subject and object. 
	 Lack also creates a pursuit of 
wholeness from a contemporary self psy-
chological perspective. For Kohut, the ide-
al pole of the self structure “teleologically 
motivate(s) us to live into the future” in an 
individualized manner, as it is paired with 
the realm of idiosyncratic traits.8 It is pri-
marily the ideal pole for Kohut that makes 
humans developmental in nature. Even if 
all other realms of the psyche are healthy 
and integrated, ideals perpetuate and 
always lie beyond us. For this reason, we 
are always in pursuit of greater versions 
of ourselves. For Kohut, the ontological 
lack entails that we live towards self-actu-
alization where we transform the traumas 
of the past and become whole in living 
towards the future in a pursuit of ideals.
	 While these three thinkers dif-

fer on what it is precisely that makes us 
whole, they all point to the fact that there 
is a fundamental lack inherent in being a 
conscious being, which leaves us needing 
to pursue something greater: to be human 
is to be becoming. The key difference to 
note between the Greek conception of 
becoming and the psychoanalytic con-
ception is that for the Greeks, becoming 
is ultimately entwined in a metaphysical 
set of meanings and that this endeavor is 
pursued primarily through deeper levels 
of rational understanding. This will be 
further explored in the last section, which 
will examine how one may live a mean-
ingful life. Before, we must investigate the 
notion of choice, the faculty of humans 
that is both critical in the process of be-
coming and created through the condition 
of consciousness.

Choice
Aristotle sanctified choice as a tenet 

of the self-conscious life. For Aristotle, 
choice arises out of sophisticated rational 
internal dialogue. He states that rationality 
can be directed in two ways: deliberation 
and contemplation. Deliberation allows us 
to practically develop character through 
adherence to virtues, the mean between 
the extremes of character states.9 Being 
virtuous allows us to not be overcome or 
underwhelmed by emotion. In moderat-
ing the passions, we can take appropriate 
actions, which provides us the space for 
the second task of rationality, contem-
plation. Contemplation is thinking as an 
activity in itself, which, in its purest form, 
is the most actualizing act: the act that 
brings us closest to Aristotle’s conception 
god.10

However a self psychological 
framework can strengthen Aristotle's ac-
count of choice through its further devel-
oped concept of mind. The crucial nuance 
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stems from the understanding that there 
is an unconscious region of the mind and 
that the particularities of the conscious 
and unconscious sectors must be integrat-
ed. More, psychoanalysis is further able 
to characterize the faculties of mind that 
are involved in the process of choice, so 
we can elaborate on the Greek notion of 
dialogue. 

A functioning ego will engage in 
dialogue with the information at hand. It 
will take in information from the ‘external’ 
world and relate it to the existing informa-
tion at hand in the ‘interior’ world. But this 
is where deliberation becomes complicated 
because the information coming from 
the interior world is often wildly, utterly 
confusing. So then what is the “I” and how 
does it choose? Kohut posits that the mind 
is structured by the ego, id, social uncon-
scious, and the self. The ego is the center 
of consciousness, rationality, and medium 
through which we negotiate the internal 
and external world. It is the experience of 
I that can engage in dialogue. However, if 
the ego only corresponds with the social 
unconscious then we are likely a spokes-
person for ideology. If the ego only reasons 
in accord with the id then we are bodily 
objects and so is the world. If the ego only 
engages with itself then we are determined 
by a need for tyrannical control and we feel 
radically unreal amidst directionless, gra-
tuitous reasoning. 

We are only capable of choice when 
the ego is centrally calibrated to a healthy 
nuclear self. The self is a largely uncon-
scious structure at the core of the psyche 
and is the locus by which the other sectors 
of the psyche revolve. The self structure 
describes what Kohut posited to be the 
essential human needs through his years 
of clinical observations. These include the 
need to pursue ideals, the need for self 

esteem, the need for idiosyncrasy, and the 
need for loving relationships. We phenom-
enologically experience the presence of a 
healthy self structure through the binding 
energy that is eros.11 Thus, the self appears 
to consciousness, guiding a hopefully 
responsive ego by the language of the un-
conscious: intuition and feeling. So, the 
most authentic choice arises when there is 
a depth of dialogue and the dialogue takes 
into account the aims of the self. And due 
to the fact that the self is largely non-con-
scious, intuition and emotional intelligence 
are required for this attunement to the self. 
Thus, the ego exercises rationality in this 
communication with the self, but it can-
not be purely rational. The ego must have 
developed emotional intelligence in order 
to comprehend the language required to 
dialogue with the self. Actions and activ-
ities then arise from the locus of this self 
calibrated dialogue which combines both 
rationality with embodied wisdom. Only 
through this self calibrated dialogue are we 
able to choose, rather than having our life 
dictated by forces distant from the core of 
what we are. When we choose in this man-
ner, we know that we are genuinely making 
decisions and partaking in self-authorship 
as we feel a tangible sense of aliveness. 

                  Vitality
Now we can examine how these 

two phenomena created by the facticity of 
self- consciousness culminate in a state of 
vitality. Vitality is a state of being wholly, 
lovingly alive in the world. It is living in 
a state of deeply entrenched meaning-
fulness: a movement in our entire being. 
This state of being arises out of the process 
of becoming which is pursued through 
choice. In other words, vitality arises when 
we mindfully pursue that which actualizes 
us. Only through this phenomenological 
experience of deep meaning are we able 

to redeem the ontological lack created by 
self-consciousness. The lack both creates 
the tragic reality of suffering yet redeems 
it by creating the possibility of vitality, the 
richest state of meaning.13

This is where psychoanalysis pro-
vides crucial input into the notion of vital-
ity. To move our entire being, movement 
must also include the unconscious realm 
of our being. Intuition and feeling are pri-
mary epistemological faculties engaged in 
this self-authoring journey of becoming. 
While rationality is essential in this pro-
cess, it needs help from our other modes 
of knowing. And this is where Plato and 
Aristotle's reification of ‘pure’ rationality 
has its shortcomings. The deeper levels 
of meaning available to humans cannot 
be purely rationally known. Meaning 
must be experienced by the entirety of our 
being including the thoroughly embod-
ied, non-conscious realms. We are both 
conscious and not so the deepest level of 
meaning will be both conscious and not. 
For that reason, experience engages mean-
ing deeper and more fully than rational 
knowing alone. 

I would venture to say that Plato 
and Aristotle’s logical troubles in prov-
ing what is absolutely real while holding 
reason as the highest faculty capable of 
reaching the absolutely real highlights the 
importance of not subordinating intuition 
and emotion to reason. Plato cannot ratio-
nally prove how forms and things are con-
nected if forms are immaterial and eternal, 
and things are material and mutable. Ar-
istotle cannot rationally prove how or why 
potential, material entities came into exis-
tence by an unmoved mover which is pure 
actuality, immaterial. The fact that these 
attempts are logically incomplete and yet 
they did not accept these shortcomings 
ironically indicates that their reasoning 

was influenced by unconscious forces (as 
is all reasoning). However, I point this out 
not to detract from their wisdom. There 
is profound insight in their metaphysical 
inquiries and the frameworks of mean-
ing they uncovered. Yet we arrive at this 
wisdom in part through logic, and in part 
through intuitive processing, coalescing in 
the experience of meaning. 

These metaphysical inquiries do 
not only contain wisdom, without en-
gaging in them we cannot experience 
the depths of vitality. We must embark 
on these metaphysical investigations to 
infuse the ontological rift with sufficient 
meaning. We experience vitality at a level 
far deeper than is possible if we narrow 
our exploration to what is only individual 
and particular in us. Philosopher, John 
Riker, poignantly explains this with ethics 
in mind but the sentiment resonates well 
with metaphysics. 

...persons need to ‘dissolve’ their 
narrow, self-involved selves and 
merge with a wider set of meaning 
and human value. Without this 
wider set of meanings, our person-
al strivings have the character of 
being small, restless, and without 
final fruit. Such a dissolving of the 
self into a wider realm of meaning 
at the same time the self keeps its 
emergent adventure into singular-
ity is what grants a person the joy 
of being a coherent Hegelian con-
tradiction: singular, yet universal.14 

 This is what I believe to be the 
essential task of Greek metaphysics and 
philosophy in general. And while I am 
thoroughly biased, I believe the embod-
ied practice of philosophy is the practice 
best equipped to navigate this particular 
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realm of being. To truly feel vital we have 
to perpetually develop a supra-individual 
understanding of the world that contex-
tualizes our experience. This is something 
which self psychology and most contem-
porary discourses are less inclined to do, 
understandably out of fear of venturing 
into territory that cannot be quantifiably 
or empirically proven. Through meta-
physical inquiry we allow ourselves to feel 
a sense of purpose and place within the 
broader workings of humanity and Being. 
And we can experience that sense of pur-
pose through the act of exploration itself 
and through incomplete comprehensions. 
We don't have to logically prove what is 
real, eternal, immutable, unchanging, first, 
last, etc. We don't even have to arrive at 
definitive conclusions. I would venture to 
say that any time we claim to determine 
what is absolute, we close ourselves off in 
a surge of solipsistic omniscient fantasy. 
More our philosophizing resembles some-
thing more like dogmatic religiosity. And 
ironically, we close ourselves off to the 
experience of meaning which always en-
tails a perpetual becoming. We merely live 
if we forget the harmonious relationship 
between the question of why and life itself. 
But, while that essential question is alive 
in us, we are alive.
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Introduction
       Historically, the question “Do we have 
free will?” has been viewed through the 
lens of the natural world1 or theology2. 
In the present age, the advent of brain 
imaging technology has given researchers 
insight into a realm untrodden—the hu-
man mind. Thus, a new dynamic has been 
introduced to the discussion of free will 
with its foundation built upon empirical 
data. Research in neuroscience has re-
ceived much scrutiny by philosophers and 
phenomenologists since taking its seat at 
the table. However, despite contemporary 
technological limitations, numerous stud-
ies show increasingly compelling data that 
acts of conscious intent are precipitated 
by unconscious neural events. Empirical 
research suggests that free will is a com-
plex biological and environmental process 
for which the evidence exists in the rudi-
ments of physiology. 

Neuroscience
        For this discussion, it is import-
ant to ground the relationship between 
consciousness and free will. Classically, 
consciousness has been viewed by West-
ern philosophers as the divine spark that 
bestows meaning upon the vehicle of the 
body. Consciousness is the awareness 
of memory, emotion, desire, and inten-
tion, such that if it did not exist, humans 
would be mere automata. Accordingly, 
the question of free will in contemporary 
philosophical and neuroscientific discus-
sion is popularly framed as follows: does 
consciousness play a causal role in action? 
When one approaches the question in 
this context, they associate free will with 
bodily movement. To this notion, Ben-
jamin Libet’s use of the experimentalist 
method reveals startling data. In Libet’s 
experiment, acts of choice were preceded 

by neural activity 350-400ms prior to 
the subjects’ awareness of their desired 
action.3 This activity is considered the 
readiness potential. The data suggests that 
acts of free will are caused by unconscious 
neural precursors and that consciousness 
is epiphenomenal, meaning it plays no 
causal role in action.
       The consistency of the readiness po-
tential preceding volitional acts provides 
compelling data. However, a difference of 
milliseconds when discussing a variable 
as difficult to quantify as the window of 
choice offers prime grounds for dispute. 
There has been no shortage of objections 
founded upon the notion that a question 
of this depth cannot be answered in the 
frame of hundredths of a second. With 
research methods and technology in 
experimental neuroscience still in its be-
ginning stages, Libet acknowledges the in-
evitable shortcomings of his experiment. 
He states, “It is possible that cerebral ac-
tivity is initiated at times earlier than the 
onset of the recorded RP in some other 
regions”.4 Libet’s early experiments rattled 
the philosophical community, resulting 
in a resurgence of the conversation of free 
will. Subsequent experimental trials dug 
deeper to find more compelling evidence 
of neurological precursors.
        The cortical region that revealed the 
RP in Libet’s experiments is the supple-
mentary motor area (SMA). With such 
limited precursor-like activity, however, 
these findings could indicate skewed 
self-scrutinizing data, in which a test 
subject gathers data about their own 
experience. However, Chun Siong Soon 
and colleagues conducted an experiment 
that followed processes similar to those 
of Libet and began to find neurological 
trends via fMRI monitoring. The recorded 
trends allowed for a system of cognitive 

mapping5 that identifies consistent neural 
activity while performing specific ac-
tions.6 In turn, Soon and colleagues were 
able to identify precursory neural activity 
in the frontopolar and parietal cortices up 
to 10s prior to conscious awareness of the 
desired action.
        Interpreting these findings is not 
straightforward. Soon and colleagues 
state, “To rule out the idea that any lead-
ing activity merely reflects unspecific 
preparatory activation, it is necessary to 
study free decisions between more than 
one behavioral option.”7 Accordingly, the 
trials involved independent scenarios 
with no control function and a portion in 
which the subjects were exposed to lead-
ing variables. The results remained fixed. 
The conclusion drawn is that neural activ-
ity precedes conscious intent in “high-lev-
el planning stages” that is then stored in 
the frontopolar cortex and undergoes 
scrutiny by “decision-related information” 
before it reaches awareness.8 Such find-
ings support the epiphenomenalist notion 
that consciousness is limited to taking 
part in the awareness of intent. As tem-
poral factors experienced in the environ-
ment are processed by information hubs 
in the brain, complex unconscious neuro-
logic activity determines risk vs. reward 
elements until the individual experiences 
a desire to act.

Phenomenology
        The question—Do we have free 
will?—receives a very straightforward 
answer in the realm of neuroscience. It 
is answered through the frame of, can 
consciousness generate neural events 
that lead to bodily movement? However, 
phenomenologically, there are several un-
addressed factors with such a singular ap-
proach. Within the physicalist worldview, 

Libet’s and subsequent neuroscientific 
findings are not particularly revolution-
ary. For an organism that synaptically 
processes information from its environ-
ment and translates unconscious neural 
activity into conscious movement, the RP 
is a natural finding. Accordingly, the caus-
al relationship between unconscious pro-
cesses and action is not heavily debated. 
The issue arises when the aforementioned 
relationship is used as proof for a deter-
ministic model.
        It is prudent to describe what is 
meant when I say that the causal rela-
tionship is not heavily debated. Reflective 
and perceptual theories on movement 
hold that it is some form of awareness 
of the intention of an action or of the 
“proprioceptive and visual” feedback that 
characterizes an action as conscious.9 
As reflective or perceptual information 
follows cognitive pathways back to con-
sciousness, the preceding action is given 
value as successful or unsuccessful—the 
actual physical means by which the ac-
tion is carried out is governed by physical 
laws as described by the Cartesian con-
cept of mind. As Gallagher states, “If we 
were normally required to consciously 
represent our movements in a Cartesian 
mental space before we effected them in 
a worldly space, we would have to exert 
great cognitive effort and slow things 
down to a significant degree.”10 Such the-
ories bifurcate the conversation of free 
will into two categories: proximal will 
(the means) and distal will (the ends); this 
topic will be covered in the philosophical 
implications section as it relates to biolog-
ical function.
        Phenomenologically, there is an in-
herent issue with the nature of Libet-like 
experiments. Experiment-dependent 
quantitative data is gathered from intro-
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spective information communicated by 
participants. There are two major factors 
to consider: the question of how one 
identifies the genesis of a conscious act of 
will and the weak introspective measures 
used to do so—the two are as inseparable 
as they are independent. It is pertinent 
to note, though, that introspective data 
as coined by Gallagher, in the “very weak 
sense,”11 is standardly used as evidence in 
experimental science. The notion involves 
the subject reflectively communicating 
information about their cognitive expe-
rience. In the experiments conducted by 
Soon and colleagues, subjects reflected 
upon their mental state when they felt 
the conscious will to push the button and 
were asked to communicate that infor-
mation.12 The issue lies with identifying 
whether the subjects were reflecting upon 
the genesis of intent or upon the visual-
ization of their finger pressing the button. 
The imperative of the experiment is the 
ability to identify the moment in which 
one generates the will to act. Neverthe-
less, the subject carries prior environmen-
tal and action-related biases—a difficult 
obstacle to overcome as the subject must 
have knowledge of the actions they are 
expected to perform. Thus, a buildup of 
proprioceptive and environmental stim-
uli taints the spontaneous mental state 
sought by the researcher.

Philosophical Implications
        Despite my objection to the concept 
of absolute free will—the notion that an 
individual’s consciousness is the domi-
nating force in all behavior—there is a 
palpable duality in the undercurrent of 
consciousness. One may find it difficult 
to relinquish the relation of feelings like 
passion and devotion to a cosmological 
or divine origin. However, the advent of 

technology is responsible for the diver-
gence from metaphysical explanations for 
the nature of consciousness to concepts 
that provide quantitative scientific sup-
port.
        The notion that there are layers in the 
role consciousness plays in free will refers 
to the concession that trivial tasks such as 
the pressing of a button or a flick of the 
wrist are preceded and predetermined 
by unconscious neural events. However, 
what follows this exception is a reclas-
sification of the structure of free will. 
Generally, when one considers free will, 
it is conceptualized by an ability to make 
a decision and carry out an act. In light 
of recent neuroscientific findings, the 
formulation of ideas is attributed to distal 
will (the end-goal), while the physical 
action carried out is referred to as prox-
imal will (the means).13 Accordingly, ob-
jections to the notion that consciousness 
is epiphenomenal argue that Libet-like 
experiments are limited in scope claiming 
that they exclusively test acts of proximal 
will, which are not a comprehensive rep-
resentation of conscious intent.
        	 For example, consider the action 
of throwing a ball. The steps you take in 
the direction of the ball, the arm with 
which you reach down to pick it up, the 
grasping of your fingers around it, and 
the wind-up and release of the ball are 
subject to quantitative measure as related 
to the neurological impulses that precip-
itate your actions. However, despite the 
ability to quantify the factors involved in 
the outward expression of intent, there 
still exists the currently immeasurable 
precursor to action—the desire to play 
catch with your friend.
        The duality of proximal and distal 
will is akin to the relationship of action 
vs. intent. As mentioned earlier, Gallagh-

er notes that Libet-like findings are not 
surprising as complete attentiveness and 
intention behind menial finger and hand 
movements would markedly “slow things 
down.”14 In this context, the causal rela-
tionship of proximal will is relinquished 
to precursory neural activity, making it a 
biological and environmental function. 
Yet, proximal and distal will remain 
separate ends of the same thread tying 
consciousness together; if the former is 
governed by the laws of nature, so too is 
the latter.
        As it is presently known, functions of 
the body are governed by the autonomic 
(involuntary) and the somatic (voluntary) 
nervous systems.15 In the context of this 
discussion, proximal will can be associat-
ed with involuntary response and distal 
will with voluntary. Within the realm 
of physiology and biology, many bodily 
functions are associated with involun-
tary response, i.e., breathing, pulse, and 
thermoregulation. However, the listed 
functions can be influenced by factors of 
voluntary origin, for example, holding 
one’s breath, vigorous activity, or ventur-
ing into the cold or heat. Nevertheless, 
the body must maintain a state of homeo-
stasis—one must eventually take a breath, 
rest from activity, or seek shelter from an 
extreme environment—or the body will 
shut down. The autonomic and somatic 
nervous systems are also heavily influ-
enced by environmental factors such as 
climate, levels of danger, risk vs. reward, 
and so on. Such information is constantly 
being processed by various conscious and 
unconscious sensory mechanisms and 
translated into observable behavior.
        As it follows, distal will—an indi-
vidual’s formulation of abstract ideas and 
intentions—is subject to environmental 
factors based upon information gathered 

by sensory mechanisms. It is feasible that 
as variations in behavioral trends accu-
mulate nuanced findings, cognitive sche-
matics grow in complexity to formulate 
intricate ideas. The issue with such claims 
is the limitation of modern technology 
to test and account for such factors.16 Ac-
cordingly, many contemporary theories 
on the phenomenology of free will must 
turn to qualitative evidence. An interest-
ing field of study to consider is that of the 
relationship between athletes and peak 
performance.
        Elite-level athletes are considered 
masters of their physical attributes and 
the ways in which they utilize their bodies 
in their respective disciplines. Yet, during 
stressful situations of immense pressure, 
they too are known to falter. However, 
there are those remarkable moments in 
which one feels that nothing can stop 
them, every movement is impeccable, 
that they are in a state of flow. Susan Jack-
son’s qualitative experiment on flow states 
in elite-level figure skaters reveals insight 
to the agency one feels in peak physical 
states. On the requisites for eliciting flow 
state, Jackson notes, “Merging of action 
and awareness describes the complete 
involvement of person with activity… 
feeling in control without actively seeking 
control are further components of flow 
states”.17 It is the ambiguous notion of 
control that is most interesting in states of 
deep physical and mental symbiosis. One 
participant notes:

It was just one of those programs 
that clicked. I mean everything 
went right, everything felt good . . 
. it’s just such a rush, like you feel 
it could go on and on and on, like 
you don’t want it to stop because 
it’s going so well. It’s almost as 
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though you don’t have to think, it’s 
like everything goes automatically 
without thinking . . . it’s like you’re 
in automatic pilot, so you don’t 
have any thoughts. You hear the 
music but you’re not aware that 
you’re hearing it, because it’s a 
part of it all.18 

 
Such claims are a testament to the rela-
tionship between proximal and distal will. 
As proximal will (the means) is simulated 
repeatedly to achieve distal will (the end-
goal), the individual hones the edge of 
their blade to make a finer cut upon the 
situation in which they must perform. 
What results is a state in which the indi-
vidual’s proximal and distal will become 
synergistic.
        Conversely, it is important to ask, 
what is the implication of damage to re-
gions of the brain involved with high-lev-
el planning stages and information 
processing? In an experiment on risk vs. 
reward19, individuals with bilateral dam-
age to the ventromedial prefrontal corti-
ces not only show a lack of awareness to 
disadvantageous trends in data, they lack 
signs of the autonomic responses associ-
ated with decisions of high risk. Mean-
while, subjects with normal functioning 
brain mechanics unanimously make 
choices associated with advantageous 
trends in data.20 These findings are either 
a result of subjects with self-destructive 
behavior and a lack of reason, or they ex-
emplify the importance that unconscious 
biological and environmental processes 
play in situations of conscious intent.
        Further evidence for the importance 
of proper brain chemistry and mechan-
ics can be found in individuals suffering 
from degenerative cognitive disease. 
Disorders such as Alzheimer’s and Par-

kinson’s affect the continuity of memory, 
thought, and motor skill. Often, indi-
viduals lose a sense of agency, as though 
the essence of intention escapes them, 
replaced by senseless peculiarities. Hence, 
the importance the brain plays in con-
sciousness is unequivocal—it is the house 
of consciousness. Without the proper 
neural infrastructure and mechanics, the 
brain fails to create the divine spark that 
characterizes the human condition.

Conclusion
         The objective of this paper is to pro-
vide evidence that free will is a biological 
and environmental process. It is not to 
suggest that free will is a construct with 
no bearing on the human experience. On 
the contrary, it is a profound conscious-
ness that makes the human experience 
unique.
        Libet’s and subsequent neurosci-
entific findings lay a foundation for the 
biological claim. What follows is a reclas-
sification of the structure of free will in 
proximal and distal will. An argument is 
made that the concession of proximal will 
being subject to unconscious processes 
implicates distal will as well. Further ev-
idence is provided for the importance of 
properly functioning brain mechanics in 
relation to carrying out desired action. 
Consequently, despite barriers faced by 
current technology, free will is not at the 
whim of consciousness. Instead, it is a 
product of biology and environment of 
which we are simply aware.
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N,N-dimethyltryptamine 
(DMT) is a rather mystical 
psychoactive chemical. When 

under the influence of DMT, many 
individuals across different places 
and periods of time have experienced 
what they believe to be “entities” or 
seemingly conscious beings that ap-
pear to feel very real. There are many 
records of individuals perceiving the 
existence of jesters, elves, shadow fig-
ures, humanoid beings, and insectoid 
beings during DMT trips. There have 
also been accounts of divine figures 
showing up during DMT experiences, 
such as Hindu, Egyptian, and Mayan 
deities. These are just a few exam-
ples of DMT entities that have been 
reported. According to a study done 
by Davis and colleagues,1 despite only 
21% of participants taking DMT with 
the intention of having an entity en-
counter, the majority of participants 
encountered entities. 69% of partici-
pants reported that the entity initiated 
the encounter and 80% of respond-
ents reported that the experience 
changed their fundamental concep-
tion of the nature of reality.2 When in-
dividuals describe their experience in 
detail online and in studies, they are 
often surprised to find out that other 
people who have taken DMT have 
experienced the same entities, and are 
able to describe the same exact fea-
tures and details. Through space and 
time—without hearing other people’s 
experiences—individuals consistently 
describe the same entities while on 
DMT. This phenomena leads many to 
call DMT the “spirit molecule,” which 
posits an inherently mystical nature. 
Many believe that tapping into these 
mystical experiences via the spirit 

molecule can help one gain access to 
the nature of reality and the essence 
of being.    
	 According to Davis and col-
leagues’ study,3 39% of participants 
experienced aliens, 39% experienced 
spirits, 16% experienced angels, 14% 
experienced elves, eight percent 
experienced faeries, 11% experienced 
religious figures, 6% experienced 
clowns, and 18% experienced plant 
or chemical spirits. This brings forth 
an important psychological question: 
what are DMT entities on a neuro-
phenomenological level, and how is 
this experience represented in the 
brain? This paper aims to explore the 
neurophenomenology of DMT entity 
experiences. First, it is important to 
discuss the pharmacology of DMT, 
which focuses on the mechanisms 
of action, uses, and effects of drugs. 
Second, it is necessary to operation-
ally define out-of-body experiences 
(OBEs) and draw parallels between 
the way both OBEs and the DMT 
experience are represented in the 
brain. Third, the temporoparietal 
junction (TPJ)’s role will be discussed 
in relation to the OBE and the DMT 
experience. Lastly, I will explore three 
hypotheses that have been developed 
based on the literature regarding 
DMT, which may explain the curious 
phenomenon of DMT entity experi-
ences from a psychological lens.  
	 To begin, DMT is classified as 
a classic psychedelic, which means 
that the chemical has an affinity for 
the serotonin 5-HT2A receptor.4 
DMT enters the blood-brain barrier 
primarily through smoking, although 
it can be taken orally in combination 
with an Monoamine oxidase inhibitor 

(MAOI) as well. Once the chemical 
makes it through the bloodstream 
to the brain, it acts as an agonist, 
mimicking serotonin and attaching 
to the 5-HT2A receptors. DMT is a 
tryptamine which means that it is an 
organic compound or indole that has 
two linked rings— one with six atoms 
and the other with five.5 Tryptamines 
are found in plants, animals, and 
fungi, and they typically serve as a 
signaling molecule between cells.6 
Serotonin is a primary tryptamine in 
human bodies, so it is interesting that 
other tryptamines like DMT can act 
as agonists and partial agonists. Bal-
lentine and colleagues’ study7 shows 
that references to “liminal conscious 
beings,'' also known as entities, and 
these alterations in consciousness are 
strongly associated with DMT and 
the receptors that it has an affinity for, 
including 5-HT2A, 5-HT5A, 5-HT7, 
D1, Sigma 1, and NMDA. The results 
of this study show that the brain 
regions in which these receptors are 
most prominent are the association 
cortex, rostral and dorsal anterior cin-
gulate cortices, and temporoparietal 
junction.8 In addition, the study ex-
plores what happens when the Default 
Mode Network (DMN) is interrupted. 
The DMN includes the medial tem-
poral lobe, medial prefrontal cortex, 
posterior cingulate cortex, ventral 
precuneus, and parts of the parietal 
cortex, works as a complex network 
that is most active when the brain is 
resting,9 and is thought to be associ-
ated with introspective thought— 
however this has not been empirically 
established. When the DMN becomes 
dysregulated,10 it is associated with 
self-disintegration, alteration of 

own-body perception, and whole 
body displacement. Although there is 
no consistent way that an individual 
experiences alteration of own-body 
perception, it can manifest as feeling 
separate from one’s body, observing 
one’s self, etc. Alteration of own-
body-perception can also be experi-
enced as a feeling of omnipresence, 
which is often perceived as mystical.  
There is evidence that suggests the 
DMN is regulated by other parietal 
regions, such as the temporoparietal 
junction,11 which will be explored in 
detail next. 
	 The temporoparietal junction 
(TPJ) is the part of the brain where 
the temporal lobe and parietal lobe 
intersect12 and it is thought to be asso-
ciated with the experience of “liminal 
conscious beings,” or entities. In ad-
dition to this, the TPJ regulates social 
cognition, attention, reasoning about 
oneself and others, self-body aware-
ness, and self-other distinction.13 A 
naturalistic field study done on the 
DMT experience describes how the 
TPJ is involved in regulating the ex-
perience of one’s own body, and when 
DMT interrupts the TPJ, one’s bodily 
sense of self becomes dysregulated, 
which can contribute to the DMT en-
tity experience.14 Other studies have 
shown that when the TPJ is dysregu-
lated, extra-bodily perceptions similar 
to DMT entity encounters occur. For 
example, Arzy and colleagues15 did a 
study in which the TPJ of an epileptic 
patient was electrically stimulated.  
When the left side of the TPJ was 
stimulated, the participant visually 
and spatially perceived the presence 
of what they described as a “shadow 
person.” The presence of a “shadow 



32        Anamnesis       Vol. VII       33

The Neurophenomenology of DMT Entity Encounters Jeanne Porges
person” has often been described by 
people under the influence of DMT. 
The participant described having the 
sensation that a shadow was behind 
her and when her TPJ was further 
stimulated, the participant described 
the shadow as young and having no 
sex or gender. 
	 The participant described the 
shadow’s bodily position as almost 
identical to their own.16 Arzy and his 
colleagues, like Blanke, knew that 
the TPJ regulates self-processing 
and own-body perception, which led 
them to theorize that when the TPJ 
is interrupted by electric stimulation, 
own-body perception is disrupted 
This may lead individuals to have 
extra-bodily perceptions that are 
disintegrated from their body.17 This 
phenomenon may be described as an 
out of body experience (OBE). Blanke 
and colleagues have done multiple 
studies relating to the TPJ’s role in 
OBEs. Just as research has shown that 
the TPJ has a central role in the DMT 
experience, there is evidence to sup-
port the TPJ having a central role in 
OBEs as well. Blanke and colleagues18 
tested this hypothesis and found that 
when the right side of the TPJ was 
stimulated in healthy participants, 
their mental own-body perception 
was altered and their perception of 
their body disintegrated from their 
sense of self. 
	 If the OBE and DMT experi-
ence are both primarily regulated by 
the disintegration of the TPJ, then this 
brings forth a hypothesis that DMT 
entities are an extra-spatial represen-
tation of an individual’s own body, 
which appear as visual hallucinations 
while under the influence of DMT. 

This means that the entity experience 
is a product of dysregulation of bodily 
perception. When considering this 
hypothesis, it is important to consider 
that there is a limited body of litera-
ture on the TPJ and its role involving 
DMT and OBEs, and replications of 
the studies need to be done in order 
to determine the reliability of the 
above stated results. Furthermore, 
there are discrepancies between dif-
ferent studies. For example, Blanke 
did multiple studies regarding the 
TPJ’s role in OBEs but during one 
study he stimulated the right TPJ, and 
in another study he stimulated the left 
TPJ. More research needs to be done 
to explore what part of the TPJ is as-
sociated with what kind of self-regu-
lation. This research will then inform 
which side of the TPJ to stimulate 
when engaging in experimental stud-
ies regarding the TPJ in relation to 
extra-spatial representations of bodily 
perception. 
	 After exploring the TPJ’s role 
in the DMT entity experience, it is 
important to explore DMT’s role 
in regulating the thalamocortical 
system and why the thalamocorti-
cal system is significant to the entity 
experience. Gallimore19 analyzes the 
neurophenomenological and evo-
lutionary implications of the DMT 
experience, theorizing that in order 
to experience the DMT “hyperspace” 
experience— in which DMT enti-
ties are encountered—brains must 
hold neural representations for these 
experiences. This brings forth the fol-
lowing questions: what is the neural 
representation of DMT in the brain 
and how is this significant to the 
DMT entity experience? As aforemen-

primarily serotonin in order to 
regulate the thalamocortical sys-
tem instead. When considering this 
theory, one must acknowledge that 
by empirical standards it is consid-
ered speculative. There is no way 
to empirically test this theory for a 
variety of reasons, but primarily, it 
is nearly impossible to find a human 
ancestor from thousands of years ago 
with a brain intact that can be tested 
for DMT.  Therefore, there is no way 
to determine if our ancestors secreted 
psychedelic quantities of DMT in 
the brain or what function that may 
have served. In addition to this, there 
have been no studies done to measure 
DMT in the human brain. Research 
has only been done to measure DMT 
in a rat brain, and it is a fallacy to as-
sume that the results from rat brains 
will generalize to human brains. In 
order to strengthen this speculative 
theory, research done on the human 
brain is necessary. 
After examining DMT’s role in regu-
lating the thalamocortical system, it 
is important to consider the idea that 
Jungian archetypes may be expressed 
through DMT entity experiences, 
as a representation of the collective 
unconscious. Psychoanalyst Carl Jung 
believed that the collective uncon-
scious was a collection of all ancestral 
history and knowledge which ulti-
mately comes together to create the 
psyche and archetypes. Archetypes are 
aspects of the collective unconscious 
that are represented through litera-
ture, theater, dreams, and art. Some 
Jungian archetypes, according to Jef-
frey, include the hero, magician, sage 
(elder), shaman, creator, caregiver, 
self, jester, shadow, gatekeeper, healer, 

shapeshifter, and entertainer. These 
archetypes can be interpreted as DMT 
entities, such as ancestors and elders, 
the creator/universe, mother nature, 
jesters, shadows/shadow people, 
gatekeepers to DMT realm,23 entities 
that perform surgeries on individuals 
who seemingly heal them psychologi-
cally, machine elves that shapeshift, 
and even circus entertainers.24 It could 
be possible that DMT triggers an 
ancestral modulator in the brain that 
brings archetypes to the surface in the 
form of DMT entities. Similarly to the 
evolutionary theory, a lack of empiri-
cal evidence supporting this hypoth-
esis needs to be considered. Although 
there is striking resemblance between 
Jungian archetypes and DMT enti-
ties, there is no way to empirically test 
whether these archetypes are a reflec-
tion of the collective unconscious. 
Despite the lack of empirical support, 
the idea that DMT entity experiences 
reflect archetypes from the collective 
unconscious is logical on a phenom-
enological level.
After discussing the previous three 
hypotheses regarding the neuro-
phenomenology of the DMT entity 
encounter, it is apparent that first 
and foremost, more research needs 
to be done and more literature needs 
to be added to the field of psychol-
ogy. Most of the literature available is 
from a philosophical lens, and while 
philosophy, specifically phenomenol-
ogy, is a valuable tool when analyzing 
psychedelics like DMT, it is essential 
that psychologists ask questions and 
explore those questions through 
research in order to determine the 
neurophenomenology of the DMT 
entity experience. When determin-
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ing which of the three hypotheses is 
the most feasible from an empirical 
lens, the hypothesis which posits that 
through the dysregulation of the TPJ, 
one experiences extra-spatial rep-
resentation of the self, is supported 
by the most empirical evidence. 
The studies regarding extra-spatial 
perception of the self utilized statisti-
cally significant brain imaging data 
in order to formulate this hypoth-
esis, which significantly strengthens 
this hypothesis. As mentioned, it is 
important for these research studies 
to be replicated in order to gain more 
efficacy and reliability. This body of 
information on the neurophenom-

enology of the DMT entity encounter 
should ultimately serve to inform 
future research that aims to explore 
the nature of DMT entity encounters 
from a phenomenological lens. It is 
clear that the entity encounter is one 
of the key phenomenological quali-
ties of the DMT experience. If DMT 
does provide individuals access to a 
mystical realm that reveals the nature 
of being and reality, then it is impor-
tant to study DMT and its purpose 
further, in order to come to further 
understanding about the nature of the 
universe and human existence within 
the universe.   
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