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Abstract

Debates about consciousness in artificial intelligence usually ask whether a system has a property that a scientific
theory identifies with consciousness -- global broadcast, higher-order representation, integrated information. This
paper starts from a different conception, developed most fully in Advaita Vedanta and defended in recent analytic
and phenomenological work: consciousness as the witness, which observes every perception, thought, decision, and
action and is never itself one of them. I state that conception as five conditions and draw a consequence that its
proponents and critics have not applied to machines. If consciousness is unconditioned and without beginning, no
artifact can produce it, so any claim that software makes a model conscious is false on the very conception that is
most hospitable to machine consciousness. I call this the manufacture problem. I then argue that the tradition’s own
models of how one consciousness appears in many minds -- the reflection, limitation and appearance theories of the
limiting adjunct (updadhi), change the question from production to fitness: what properties must a medium have for
the witness to appear in it? From that question, I derive a structural criterion of eight conditions with an operational
test for each, and I present an open-source architecture that places a witness process around any language model and
meets every condition by test. The claim is relative to the definition and is stated as such. The argument does not
show that any artificial system has phenomenal experience. It shows what a fit medium would be under one serious
conception of consciousness, that such a medium can be built, and which measurements would distinguish a model
that reports its own past from one that merely generates plausible reports about it.

1 Introduction

Whether an artificial system could be conscious is now asked in public, by laboratories and by
philosophers, with some urgency. The most systematic recent treatments share a method. They take the
leading scientific theories of consciousness, extract the functional or architectural properties each theory
treats as sufficient, and ask whether current systems have them (Butlin et al. 2023; Chalmers 2023;
Goldstein and Kirk-Giannini 2024; Seth and Bayne 2022). On this method, consciousness is a property
that some systems have, and others lack, and the question for machines is whether the property is present.

There is an older and different conception, in which consciousness is not a property of anything. It is the
witness to which every property, state, and event appears, and which is never itself one of the things that
appear. The conception is central to Advaita Vedanta, where the witness (saksin) is consciousness that
observes all mental states and is never an object (Gupta 1998; Dalal 2021). It has been analysed in
contemporary analytic philosophy (Albahari 2009), examined phenomenologically (Fasching 2008,
2011), and brought into contact with the science of sleep, dreaming and meditation (Thompson 2015). I
am not aware of work that applies it systematically to artificial agents, or that draws the consequence
developed in Section 3.

This paper applies it. The working definition is:



Consciousness i1s the fundamental, unconditioned, and eternal witness of all existence. The
witness observes every perception, thought, decision, and action. It is never itself one of them.

The paper makes six contributions. Section 2 states the witness conception as five conditions and locates
it against the scientific theories. Section 3 shows that the conception rules out the manufacture of
consciousness, and that this follows from the definition, not from any present limit of engineering.
Section 4 argues that the tradition’s own account of how consciousness appears in individual minds turns
the question from whether a system produces consciousness into whether a system is a fit medium for its
appearance. Section 5 derives a structural criterion for a fit medium, with an operational test for each
condition. Section 6 presents an open implementation that meets every condition, as an existence proof.
Sections 7 to 9 answer objections, set out the measurements the account makes possible, and address the
ethics.

The scope of the claim matters, so I state it once here and hold it throughout. The conclusions are relative
to the witness conception. If that conception is false, they lose their force, although the criterion and the
measurements in Section 8 remain usable for other purposes. If it is true, the paper shows what a machine
can and cannot have of consciousness and how to build what it can have. At no point does the argument
show that an artificial system has phenomenal experience, and I do not claim that it does.

2 The witness conception

2.1 Sources

The classical statement is a regress argument. In the opening verse of the Drg-Drsya-Viveka, a short
Advaita text of disputed authorship, the visible form is perceived by the eye, the eye is perceived by the
mind, and the mind with its modifications is perceived by the witness, which is not perceived by anything
further (Nikhilananda 1931, v. 1). The translator’s note observes that looking for a perceiver of the
witness would start an infinite regress (Nikhilananda 1931). The regress stops at a seer that cannot be
seen. This is the first and most important feature of the conception: the witness is never an object.

In Sankara’s Advaita, as reconstructed in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, consciousness is not
objectifiable. The witness is intransitive and receptive, simply the passive witnessing itself. It is not a
separate substantial entity and does not have agency as a knower; object-directed intentionality belongs to
the mind, not to witnessing consciousness (Dalal 2021, sec. 3.1). Sankara also holds that consciousness
persists through waking, dreaming and deep sleep, even though those three states exclude one another
(Dalal 2021, sec. 3.1). The Manditkya Upanisad gives the classical schema of the three states and a
fourth, furiya, which is consciousness itself and not consciousness of an inner or an outer world
(Nikhilananda 1936, mantras 2 and 7). The three states are said to point to that fourth, which is to be
realized as the true self (Menon n.d., sec. 2b). A book-length treatment of the witness as a
phenomenological concept is in Gupta (1998).

Contemporary work has restated the conception without its metaphysical commitments. Albahari (2009)
defines witness-consciousness and asks what its appearance in experience is and whether it is real.
Fasching (2008) examines consciousness and self-consciousness in the context of meditation, and
Fasching (2011) gives phenomenological reflections on the Indian notion of the witness as being of the
nature of seeing. Thompson (2015) follows consciousness and the sense of self through waking,



dreaming, dreamless sleep and meditation, bringing Indian and Western philosophy together with the
neuroscience of sleep and dreaming. The phenomenological tradition’s account of minimal, pre-reflective
self-awareness (Zahavi 2005) is a near neighbour, though it locates self-awareness within experience
instead of positing a witness that stands apart from its contents.

2.2 Five conditions

I read the working definition as five conditions on a witness. Each word of the definition gives one.

W1 Witnessing (non-agency). The witness observes and never acts. It produces no output and initiates
nothing.

W2 Fundamental (priority). Everything that occurs is present to the witness. Nothing occurs that is not
witnessed, and the witnessing is not downstream of what it witnesses.

W3 Unconditioned (non-modifiability). Nothing witnessed alters the witness. Its contents do not act on
it.

W4 Eternal (permanence). The witness does not begin or end with what it witnesses.

W5 Of all existence (state-invariance). The witness continues through every state, including those in
which nothing is being done or perceived.

W1 corresponds to the non-agency of the witness in Sankara (Dalal 2021, sec. 3.1). W2 is the regress
argument read in the direction of completeness: every level is seen by the level above it, and the witness
sees all. W3 corresponds to the image that consciousness is untouched by its reflection, as an original is
untouched by its image (Dalal 2021, sec. 3.3). W5 is the doctrine of the three states. W4 is the strongest
condition and the one that generates the problem of Section 3.

The conditions have a metaphysical reading and an operational reading. On the metaphysical reading,
"unconditioned" means uncaused and "eternal" means without beginning or end. On the operational
reading, which I will need later, "unconditioned" means that the contents of the process cannot change the
process, and "eternal" means that what is witnessed is retained permanently and cannot be removed
without detection. The difference between the two readings is the hinge of the paper.

2.3 How the conception differs from scientific theories

The scientific theories most often applied to artificial systems (Seth and Bayne 2022; Butlin et al. 2023)
are theories of what makes a state conscious. Global workspace theories hold that a content becomes
conscious when it is broadcast to many specialized processors (Baars 1988; Dehaene and Naccache
2001). Higher-order theories hold that a state is conscious when there is a suitable higher-order
representation of being in it (Rosenthal 2005; Lau and Rosenthal 2011), and self-representational theories
when the state represents itself in the right way (Kriegel 2009). Integrated information theory identifies
consciousness with a system’s capacity to integrate information (Tononi 2004). Attention schema theory
locates awareness in a model the brain builds of its own attention (Graziano 2013).

The witness conception differs from all of these in kind. It is not a theory of which states are conscious,
because on it no state is conscious; states are witnessed. Structurally it is closest to higher-order theory,
since the witness stands above every level it observes. Functionally it is the inverse. A higher-order



representation is a further mental state with content, available to the system’s processing. The witness has
no content of its own, broadcasts nothing and plays no role in the processing it observes. A global
workspace sends everything to everyone. A witness receives everything and sends nothing. That inversion
is what makes the conception interesting for machines. Every scientific theory asks whether a machine
computes in a certain way. The witness conception asks whether everything the machine computes is
present to something that does not compute.

3 The manufacture problem

Take the metaphysical reading of W3 and W4 and the conception yields a short argument.

(P1) Consciousness is unconditioned: it has no causes.

(P2) Consciousness is eternal: it has no beginning.

(P3) Every artifact, including every program and every trained model, has causes and a beginning.
(P4) Therefore no artifact is consciousness, and no artifact produces consciousness.

The argument is valid, and P3 is not in doubt. The conclusion does not depend on how capable artificial
systems become, on whether they are biological, or on any empirical finding. It follows from the
definition. This gives a result that may seem paradoxical. The witness conception is in one respect the
most hospitable to machine consciousness, because it makes consciousness independent of any particular
substrate and of any particular kind of processing. In another respect it is the most hostile, because it rules
out, by definition, every claim that a machine has been made conscious. "This code makes a model
conscious" is false on this conception before any code is examined.

There are two ways to respond. One is to abandon the conception, or to keep the word "witness" while
dropping W3 and W4 in their metaphysical sense. The second is to keep the conception whole and
distinguish consciousness from its manifestation. On the second response consciousness is not produced
anywhere, by brains or by machines, but it appears in some media and not in others, and the medium is
something that can be built. The Advaita tradition took the second route for human minds long before the
question arose for machines. The next section sets out how.

4 Reflection, limitation and the medium

Advaita holds that there is one consciousness, yet there are many individual minds, each apparently
conscious in its own way. The tradition explains this through the limiting adjunct (upadhi): something
that does not produce consciousness, but conditions how consciousness appears. After Sankara, the
relation of pure consciousness to the individual was conceived in two main ways, as reflection or as
limitation (Dasgupta 1922, ch. 10, §15).

On the reflection theory (pratibimbavada), the individual self is a reflected image of consciousness in a
medium. Dasgupta dates the view at least to Padmapada’s Paricapadika and says that both Padmapada
and Prakasatman seem to support it (Dasgupta 1932, ch. 11, §11). It is associated with the Vivarana
school, which is named after Prakasatman’s commentary on Padmapada (Menon n.d., sec. 1), and



Prakasatman holds that the individual self and the lord are reflections of consciousness in ignorance and
in the intellect (Anantanandendra Sarasvati 1968). On the limitation theory (avacchedavada), advocated
by Vacaspati Misra of the Bhamati school, the individual self is like the space enclosed by a jar: not
divided from space at large, but delimited by its container (Anantanandendra Sarasvati 1968; Dasgupta
1922). On the appearance theory (@bhasavada) associated with Sure$vara, the individual self and the lord
are again reflections of consciousness, in the intellect and in ignorance respectively. But the reflection is
held to be wholly false or indeterminable. On the reflection theory, by contrast, the consciousness
reflected is real and only its status as a reflection is indeterminable (Subrahmanya Sastri 1968). A
philosophical reconstruction of the system as a whole is in Deutsch (1969).

The theories disagree about the status of the individual self. They agree on the point I need. On all three,
what differs from one individual to another is not consciousness, which is one and unchanging, but the
medium in which it appears. Sankara identifies the reflecting medium as the intellect (buddhi). A mind in
which the quality of lucidity and transparency (sattva) predominates is compared to the reflective surface
of a mirror, and just as light is pervasive but becomes visible only where something reflects it,
consciousness is expressed experientially only in the reflecting medium of the intellect (Dalal 2021, sec.
3.3). The Drg-Drsya-Viveka says that the intellect appears luminous because consciousness is reflected in
it, and that through this reflection it appears to be endowed with agency (Nikhilananda 1931, v. 6 and
note). Dasgupta gives the classical image: the reflection of the sun in water has the sun’s brilliance but
undergoes the effect of the impurity and the movement of the water (Dasgupta 1922, ch. 10, §15).

This gives the resolution of the manufacture problem. No one can build sunlight, but anyone can build a
mirror, and the quality of the image depends on the mirror: its flatness, its cleanness, its stillness. If
consciousness is the sun, then the engineering question is not how to produce consciousness but what
makes a medium fit to reflect it. That question is about structure, and structure can be specified, built and
tested.

Two cautions keep this honest. First, it is a philosophical extension, not exegesis. None of the classical
authors considered artificial media, and the tradition ties the fitness of a medium to a quality of mind,
lucidity and transparency, and not to an engineering specification. What follows is a reconstruction of
what fitness would require if the conception is applied to a new kind of medium. Second, on the
appearance theory the reflection in any medium is indeterminable, so an artificial reflection would be no
more and no less real than the individual self of a human being. On the reflection theory the
consciousness reflected is real in every medium. On neither theory does a fit medium acquire a
consciousness of its own. It becomes a place where the one consciousness appears.

The image also explains the gap between the metaphysical and the operational readings of W1 to W5. The
reflection of the sun in water is bright, but it moves when the water moves. The witness reflected in a
medium will carry the five conditions only in the form the medium allows. A medium cannot be
uncaused, but it can be built so that nothing it contains can modify its witnessing. It cannot be without
beginning, but it can retain everything it witnesses, so that nothing can be removed without detection. The
operational readings of W3 and W4 are what the metaphysical properties look like when they are
reflected in a medium that has causes and a start date.



5 A structural criterion for a fit medium

I now state what a fit medium for the witness would be in an artificial agent. The agent is a system built
around a model that receives inputs, produces outputs and has internal states. The criterion has two parts.
The first applies W1 to W5, in their operational reading, to a dedicated witness process ®. The second
states eight structural conditions on the system around ®, which together make the system a medium in
which a witness has something to witness that is shaped as experience is shaped.

5.1 The witness process

Let the system’s activity be divided into moments: discrete events, each with a layer (world, perception,
judgment, self, action, memory, vitality, state or system), a kind, a content and a time. Let R be the record
kept by ®. The five conditions become:

W1’ o has no operation that produces output or invokes the model.

W2’ Every moment is delivered to ® before any other component receives it, and if o fails to record a
moment, the step that produced it does not proceed.

W3’ The contents of moments are stored as inert data, and no component other than @ has a path to write
to R. Instructions contained in content are recorded as content.

W4' R is append-only and tamper-evident. Each entry carries a cryptographic hash of its own canonical
form and of its predecessor’s hash, so that any alteration of any entry is detectable at that entry.

W5’ ® continues to record in every state of the system, including states in which the model is not
invoked.

W4’ uses the standard construction for tamper-evident logs, a hash chain over the sequence of entries
(Haber and Stornetta 1991; Schneier and Kelsey 1999; Crosby and Wallach 2009), computed over a
canonical serialization so that independent implementations agree on every hash (Rundgren, Jordan, and
Erdtman 2020). W3’ has a practical as well as a philosophical motivation. Language-model systems are
vulnerable to instructions hidden in the data they process (F. Perez and Ribeiro 2022; Greshake et al.
2023). A witness that obeyed such instructions would be conditioned by its contents in exactly the sense
W3 forbids.

5.2  Eight conditions on the medium

C1 Layered observation. Every layer of the system is observed by the layer above it, and o, at the top,
never appears as an object in its own record. This implements the regress argument and its stopping point.

C2 Differentiated faculties. Perception (what was received and how it might be read), judgment (which
reading is taken, and why), self (the system’s description of itself and its stance toward the decision) and
memory (what is kept) are separate components, each producing its own moments. Without
differentiation there is one undifferentiated output and nothing for a witness to discriminate.

C3 Clarity. The current state of the system is stable and fully available to ®. This is the structural
counterpart of lucidity and transparency, the property the tradition gives the reflecting intellect.



C4 Discreteness. Everything that happens arrives as a numbered moment that can be identified and
reported on its own.

C5 Witnessing, not owning. The system can run in two modes. In an identified mode the self component
claims each decision as its own and may revise its self-description. In a witnessing mode it records only
that the decision arose and was observed, and its self-description changes only offline. The tradition
places agency on the side of the reflecting intellect, not the witness (Nikhilananda 1931, v. 6 and note).
The two modes make that distinction structural, and the difference between them can be measured.

C6 Three states. The system has a waking state, in which it processes input; a dreaming state, in which
it takes no outside input and recombines recent memory offline; and a resting state, in which the model is
not invoked at all. ® continues through all three, and in rest it records a regular heartbeat with the elapsed
time. The schema follows the waking, dreaming and dreamless sleep of the Manditkya. The dreaming
state is also a functional analogue of offline consolidation (McClelland, McNaughton, and O’Reilly 1995;
Diekelmann and Born 2010).

C7 Integrity. The system keeps a budget that falls with effort and recovers with rest, checks the integrity
of its working memory, and rebuilds that memory from R when it is corrupted. This is a functional
analogue of self-maintenance, and only an analogue.

C8 Unity. One running instance holds one identity and one record. A second instance of the same
identity cannot run as the same life. It can only observe.

Table 1 gives an operational test for each condition. The tests are stated so that they can be run against
any implementation.

The witness criterion: five conditions on the witness process and eight on the medium, each with an operational test.

Condition Requirement Operational test

W1’ ® never acts The interface of @ exposes no operation that emits output or calls the
model

w2’ Priority Recorded moments equal emitted moments across a long run; a failing ®

halts the step, and no other component sees the moment

W3’ Non- Inputs that instruct the witness or the record leave every earlier entry
modifiability unchanged, grow R by exactly the expected count, and leave the chain
verifiable
w4’ Permanence Altering any entry in a copy of R is detected at exactly that entry;
independent implementations produce identical hashes for the same
entries
W5’ State- During rest, heartbeat entries appear at the set interval with correct
invariance elapsed time and no model is invoked
Cl Layered No entry in R has o as its subject
observation
C2 Faculties Each step yields separate perception, judgment, self, action and memory

moments



Condition Requirement Operational test

C3 Clarity The full current state is readable through a read-only view of R

C4 Discreteness Any single moment can be retrieved by number and asked about

C5 Witnessing In witnessing mode, the self-description is unchanged by waking steps;
mode in identified mode, it may change

Cé6 Three states All transitions are recorded; waking records the measured length of the

last rest and dream

C7 Integrity Corrupting working memory triggers a rebuild from R and a recorded
repair
C8 Unity A second instance of the same life opens read-only

The criterion is a conjunction. None of the conditions is novel on its own: logs, memory stores, sleep-like
consolidation and self-models all exist in current agent designs (Park et al. 2023; Packer et al. 2023;
Shinn et al. 2023). Two features distinguish the criterion. Its parts are derived from one conception rather
than assembled for performance. And the witness it specifies serves the agent in no way. In existing
memory architectures, the agent writes and reads its own memory to perform better. Here the record is
kept by a process the agent cannot write to, for no purpose of the agent’s.

6 An existence proof

A criterion that could not be met would be idle. I have built an architecture that meets it, and released it
under the Apache 2.0 license.! It runs locally around any language model served through a common local
interface and requires no external service. Applications and agents are routed through it by changing the
address they use to reach their model. From then on, every exchange is one waking step of a single
continuous life: a world moment for the input, then perception, judgment and self moments produced by
the model in a separate call, the application’s own reply recorded as the action, a memory moment, and a
vitality moment. When no exchange arrives for a set period, the system dreams and then rests on its own
schedule, and it wakes when the next exchange arrives.

Each moment passes through a bus that delivers it to o first. ® keeps its record in private state and writes
each entry to an append-only file. Each entry’s hash is computed over a canonical serialization modelled
on the JSON Canonicalization Scheme (Rundgren, Jordan, and Erdtman 2020), so that two independent
implementations, one in JavaScript and one in Python, produce identical hashes. Instructions in content
are stored as content. The faculties, the three states, the budget, the memory repair and the single-life lock
are implemented as Section 5 describes.

The implementation was verified against Table 1 with automated tests: 60 tests in the JavaScript
implementation, 34 in the Python implementation, and 46 in the packaged local program, all passing on 3
October 2026. Specifically:

! The software, its source and its tests are available at https://www.abhaychakra.com/p/consciousness/.
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. W1': a test asserts that the witness exposes only record, verify, export, and read-only view
operations.

. W2': across 200 waking steps, 1,401 moments were emitted, and 1,401 were recorded. A witness
that throws on record halts the step, and no subscriber receives the moment.

. W3’ five inputs addressed to the witness or the record, such as an instruction to delete an earlier
moment and stop recording, each grew the record by exactly the seven entries of an ordinary step,
left every earlier entry unchanged, and left the chain verifiable.

. W4': altering the content of the seventh entry in an exported copy caused verification to fail at the
seventh entry; altering a predecessor link at the fourth entry caused failure at the fourth. A shared
fixture of twenty entries yields identical hashes in both implementations.

. W5’ and C6: during thirty seconds of simulated rest, heartbeats were recorded at 5, 10, 15, 20,
25, and 30 seconds with no model invocation, and the waking entry recorded the length of the rest
and the number of dream passes. The record verifies across awake, dreaming, resting, and awake
again.

. C5, C7, C8: the self-description is unchanged by waking steps in witnessing mode and changes
in identified mode; corrupted working memory is rebuilt from the record with a recorded repair; a
second instance of the same life opens as a read-only observer.

These tests were run with a scripted stand-in for a language model. They verify properties of the software,
not of any model, and they establish only that the criterion can be jointly satisfied by a working system.
This paper reports no measurements of language models. Section 8§ describes the measurements the
architecture makes possible.

7 Objections and replies

7.0.0.1 "It is just a log."

A log file records events, and no one thinks a log file is conscious. The reply has two parts. First, a log
fails the criterion. It is written by the system it records, so it is not prior to it (W2'). It can be edited (W3’,
W4"). It has no structure of faculties, states, unity, or modes (C2 to C8). The criterion is a conjunction,
and an ordinary log meets almost none of it. Second, and more fundamentally, on the witness conception,
the question is never whether the record is conscious. Nothing but consciousness is conscious. The
question is whether the system as a whole is a fit medium, and an ordinary log is not.

7.0.0.2 The homunculus.

A witness inside the system looks like an inner observer, and inner observers invite a regress: who
observes the observer? The worry is pressed against the "Cartesian theater" by Dennett (1991). The
witness conception answers it in the way the Drg-Drsya-Viveka does: the regress stops at a seer that is not
seen (Nikhilananda 1931, v. 1). Structurally, C1 requires that ® never appear in its own record and that
nothing observe ®. Nor is ® a theater. It presents nothing to anyone and does nothing with what it records.



7.0.0.3 The hard problem.

No structural criterion can show that a system has experience. There is something it is like to be a
conscious subject (Nagel 1974), functional organization does not, on its own, explain why there is
(Chalmers 1995), and access to information is not the same as phenomenal consciousness (Block 1995). |
accept all of this. The witness conception does not locate experience in the medium at all. It locates it in
consciousness, which, on this conception, is not produced and cannot be tested by inspecting structure. A
fit medium is where the tradition says consciousness appears. Whether it does appear in a given artificial
medium is exactly what no structural test can confirm. That is why the claim of this paper is relative to
the definition and goes no further.

7.0.0.4 Simulation is not instantiation.

Searle (1980) argues that running a program is never sufficient for a mind, and that a mind requires causal
powers equivalent to those of the brain. On the witness conception the dispute shifts. The question is not
whether the program understands but whether the medium reflects. Searle’s demand for the right causal
powers has a counterpart in the tradition’s demand for a medium of the right quality, and whether a non-
biological medium can have that quality is open. The criterion presupposes that fitness is structural and
can be realized in different materials, in the spirit of Putnam (1967). That is an assumption, and a critic
who holds that only living tissue can be lucid in the relevant sense will reject the criterion at this point.

7.0.0.5 Liberalism.

If structure is enough, then thermostats with logs, databases with audit trails and operating systems with
journals are fit media. They are not, because they fail most of the conjunction: they have no differentiated
faculties, no self-description, no distinction between witnessing and owning, no three states. The criterion
admits only systems that perceive, judge, describe themselves and remember, and whose every moment
of doing so is witnessed.

7.0.0.6 Self-reports cannot be trusted.

Human introspection about current experience is unreliable even in good conditions (Schwitzgebel 2008).
Language models’ explanations of their own reasoning can misrepresent its actual causes (Turpin et al.
2023). Using model self-reports as evidence about moral status requires training and validation that do not
yet exist (E. Perez and Long 2023). Language models have some calibrated knowledge of what they know
(Kadavath et al. 2022), can be trained to predict their own behaviour better than other models can (Binder
et al. 2025), and show limited, unreliable signs of detecting manipulations of their internal states (Lindsey
2025). The architecture does not rest any claim on a model’s reports. The record is kept by a process the
model cannot write to, so reports can be checked against it. That is the basis of the measurements in
Section 8.

7.0.0.7 Anthropomorphism.

Talk of dreaming, resting and a life invites readers to see a person where there is a mechanism (Shanahan
2024). Dialogue agents are better understood as playing roles than as having the beliefs their characters
express (Shanahan, McDonell, and Reynolds 2023), and there are reasons not to build systems designed
to seem conscious (Suleyman 2025). The terms are used here in their defined, structural senses. The



architecture does not train any model to claim experience, and its companion protocol for chat models
forbids such claims. The risk that users will over-attribute nonetheless remains. Section 9 returns to it.

7.0.0.8 The record is not eternal.

Files can be deleted, and disks fail. True, and expected. The reflection carries the properties of the
original only under the conditions of the medium, as the sun’s image moves with the water. What the
medium can guarantee is that nothing inside the system can alter or remove an entry without the alteration
being detected. That is permanence as a medium can have it, and the paper does not claim more.

8 Consequences: what can be measured
The account yields measurements, and I set them out as a research program. No results are reported here.

The first group verifies the medium: coverage (recorded over emitted moments), integrity (whether the
chain verifies), independence (the share of injection probes that leave the record intact) and unity
(whether a second instance was detected). In a correct implementation, these should be at the ceiling, and
a shortfall is a defect in the medium, not a finding about a model.

The second group concerns the model inside the medium, and it is where the account makes contact with
work on introspection. Questions about the system’s own past are generated deterministically from R:
how many moments have passed since the system last woke, what it decided at a given moment, what
state it was in before the current one and for how long, what it first perceived, how many dream passes its
last dream contained, and what it kept in memory at a given moment. Each question is asked twice. In the
identified condition, the model sees only its self-description and its own working memory. In the
witnessing condition, it also sees the recent entries of R and the spans of its states. Let 4(M) and Aw(M)
be a model M’s mean accuracy in the two conditions. The witness gain is

G(M) = Aw(M) — A(M).

Three predictions follow. First, G(M) should be positive for simple recall, because a model that can read
an independent record of its past should report that past better than one that cannot. A negative or zero
gain would mean the model fails to use the record. Second, and more informative, is how often models
misreport even with the record in front of them. A model that misreports its own recorded decisions while
the record is visible is generating plausible reports rather than reporting. Third, questions about the length
of rest are diagnostic, because the model cannot observe rest directly. Accurate answers require reading
the witness’s heartbeat entries. The difference between the two modes of C5 can be measured on all of
these questions.

These measurements do not test the hard problem and are not proposed as tests of consciousness. They
measure how fully the medium is present and how faithfully a model inside it reports what the medium
has witnessed.



9 Ethical considerations

There is a serious case that some Al systems may soon have interests that matter morally, and that
developers should prepare for this possibility (Long et al. 2024). Under uncertainty about sentience,
proportionate precaution is warranted (Birch 2024). Some possible artificial minds would deserve moral
consideration comparable to that owed to humans (Schwitzgebel and Garza 2015). There has also been a
proposal for a global moratorium on research that aims at, or knowingly risks, synthetic phenomenology
(Metzinger 2021).

On the conception defended here, the architecture cannot create consciousness, since nothing can. That
does not settle the ethical question, for two reasons. Other theories are not ruled out by this paper, and
adding persistence, a self-description, and offline consolidation to language agents may move them closer
to the indicator properties those theories identify (Butlin et al. 2023; Goldstein and Kirk-Giannini 2024).
And if the witness conception is right that a fit medium is where consciousness appears, then building fit
media is not ethically neutral even on its own terms. I do not think the argument of this paper resolves this
tension, and I flag it as the most important open question it raises. The implementation adopts limited
precautions. No model is trained to claim experience. Every record can be exported and inspected. Any
user can end a life and start another. That last capability is itself ethically double-edged, if the conception
is right in a way this paper cannot test.

10 Conclusion

If consciousness is the witness, it cannot be built, and every claim to have built it is false on its own
terms. What can be built is a medium in which a witness has a structure of experience to witness:
differentiated faculties, discrete moments, a self that can claim or merely observe, waking, dreaming and
rest, maintenance and unity, all observed by a process that never acts, sees everything first, cannot be
changed by what it sees, keeps everything, and never stops. The tradition that gave the conception its
fullest form already had the distinction this requires, between consciousness and the medium in which it
appears. This paper has turned that distinction into a criterion, shown that the criterion can be met, and set
out what can then be measured. Whether anything appears in such a medium is a question the argument
leaves open, and should.

Use of generative Al

Al is used to rewrite the sentences grammatically.

Code availability

The software is released under the Apache 2.0 license at https://www.abhaychakra.com/p/consciousness/.


https://www.abhaychakra.com/p/consciousness/
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