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INTRODUCTION

The chapters in this book explore a range of aspects of the Internet2, from its 
impacts on our sense of self through explorations of new social realities to its possible 
role in establishing a more tightly coupled fi eld of intellectual and social interaction, 

1 The version of this chapter which appeared in the 1998 edition of this book included as coau-
thor Gregory Guthrie of Maharishi University of Management.

2 Here, we use the term “Internet” to refer to a complex interconnected array of electronically 
mediated forms of communication including, among others, cell phones, video games, and MP3 players, 
since the distinctions among them are becoming increasingly vague.
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perhaps viewed as a global brain (see Chapter 12). All of these help us to understand 
what this new entity means, and what its impact and future will be. Similarly, in this 
chapter, we view the same goal but through a different lens: that of consciousness.

This topic has been addressed from a range of angles, including the subdisci-
plines of psychology, business, sociology, human factors, artifi cial intelligence, and 
complexity theory. However, the approach here is that of transpersonal psychology, 
and the focus is on the individual subjective experience of what has been termed 
“higher states of consciousness” and how an increasingly electronically mediated 
world might affect the development of such states of being.

Transpersonal psychology takes as its domain a range of experiences often con-
sidered outside the realm of normal experience—the mystical and transcendental. In 
this chapter, we seek to understand aspects of the connection between the Internet 
and higher states of consciousness, which have been thought to be foundational to 
the mystical experience. We broach the question of whether the Internet and the 
experience of virtual reality can stimulate some facet of the experience of higher 
consciousness. And we consider whether the mesmerizing nature of electronically 
mediated experiences, including the Internet, is possibly due to characteristics that 
resonate with an innate appreciation of an underlying unity of existence.

Higher states of consciousness (HSC) were long considered to lie outside the 
discipline of psychology, in part because the experience was rare and subjective and 
often unreliably intermittent. But in the last 30 years, a growing body of research is 
documenting the existence of and the neurophysiological signatures of these states. 
We begin by characterizing higher states of consciousness, based on the sorts of 
subjective reports that appear in a range of indigenous traditions, looking briefl y at 
the pioneering compilation of these reports by Bucke (1969). We then survey some 
of the research in this area, including the studies by Travis et al. (2002) on individu-
als experiencing cosmic consciousness, the work by Lutz et al. (2004) on Buddhist 
meditation, and the research by Newberg et al. (2001) on the neurophysiology 
of spiritual experience. We then consider a hypothesis by Alexander et al. (1990) 
about the sorts of “cultural amplifi ers” that can lead to the experience of HSC. This 
sets the stage for looking at the possibility of whether the Internet, as the latest in a 
long series of forms of mediated communication, can be such a cultural amplifi er.

Next, we consider the relationship between technology and cognition with 
the ideas of Sternberg and Preiss (2005). We report in detail studies by Gackenbach 
and colleagues (Gackenbach & Preston, 1998; Gackenbach, 1998, 1999, 2005a,b; 
Gackenbach & Reiter, 2005), following on the ideas introduced in Preston’s chap-
ter (see Chapter 11) on virtual reality as a facet of the Internet and the correlation 
of this experience with the experience of lucid dreaming. This research focuses 
primarily on video game as one of the most dominant and immersive aspects of 
virtual reality (VR) immersion.

The chapter concludes by briefl y considering the co-evolution of technol-
ogy and consciousness in an attempt to understand the ultimate signifi cance of the 
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Internet and speculates that the appeal of the Internet and its like may lie, in part, in 
its resonance with latent experience of HSC endemic to the human mind.

OTHER APPROACHES TO CONSCIOUSNESS

Introductory psychology texts use simple defi nitions, such as “consciousness 
is your awareness of external and internal stimuli” (Matlin, 1995, p. 134) and focus 
on the role of attention. Although early psychology focused on the problem of 
consciousness, it went out of favor as an area of inquiry until revived by cognitive 
and transpersonal psychologists. These two subdisciplines of psychology, unfortu-
nately, share few thinkers, journals, departments, or other more formal areas where 
researchers might discuss their mutual fascination with the problem of conscious-
ness. A few notable exceptions exist, such as the consciousness studies department 
at the University of Arizona and its biannual meetings titled “Toward a Science of 
Consciousness” (http://www.consciousness.arizona.edu).

Additionally, there have been some attempts to more broadly understand 
consciousness by integrating a variety of disciplinary perspectives (e.g., Hunt, 1995). 
In fact, interdisciplinary approaches to the study of consciousness are increasingly 
becoming recognized as necessary in order to truly comprehend the nature of con-
sciousness. In his Vedic science (Maharishi, 1994), a unique formulation of a science 
of consciousness emerging from the Vedic tradition in India, Maharishi Mahesh 
Yogi also provides such an integrated approach. While based in a direct subjective 
defi nition3 and approach to the science of consciousness, it also derives relevant 
models of the dynamics and properties of Western disciplines from this perspective, 
including unifi ed fi eld models of physics (see Orme-Johnson et al. (1990) on the 
fi eld effect of consciousness).

HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS AND ITS DEVELOPMENT

Consciousness is a challenging and ephemeral concept. Historically, it has 
been approached from a range of contexts, and with equally diverse defi nitions. 
Alongside a cognitive science perspective of consciousness are those developed 
in transpersonal psychology, which “has gradually crystallized as the discipline 
involved in the study of transformations of consciousness especially those associ-
ated with the various meditative traditions, as potential expressions of the maximum 

3 An approach which is consistent with qualitative explorations to a phenomenon in which the 
experience itself must be addressed in its totality from the perspective of the experiment. Such qualita-
tive perspectives are thought, at their best, to complement more traditional reductionist, quantitative 
methods of inquiry and to add to the understanding of personal experience.
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synthesis and integration open to consciousness” (Hunt, 1995, pp. 3–4). We base 
our framework on the empirical research and have adopted specifi c meanings for 
a range of terms. Consciousness here simply means awareness. HSC means the 
experience, perception, and appreciation of a reality, as a result of developmental 
processes.

Perhaps one of the fi rst psychological researchers to catalog the experi-
ence of higher states of consciousness was Bucke (1969) in the classic work 
Cosmic Consciousness, which was originally published in 1901. He described 
three levels of consciousness: Simple Consciousness, which refers to the aware-
ness experienced by animals; Self Consciousness, which refers to the experi-
ence of awareness that people typically have; and Cosmic Consciousness, which 
refers to a heightened perceptual experience that has been reportedly experi-
enced by individuals in many different cultures around the world. Of Cosmic 
Consciousness, he writes,

Cosmic Consciousness is a third form which is as far above Self Consciousness as 
is that above Simple Consciousness. With this form, of course, both simple and self 
consciousness persist.… The prime characteristic of cosmic consciousness is, as its 
name implies, a consciousness of the cosmos, that is, of the life and order of the uni-
verse.… There are many elements belonging to the cosmic sense besides the central 
fact just alluded to. Of these a few may be mentioned. Along with the consciousness 
of the cosmos there occurs an intellectual enlightenment or illumination which alone 
would place the individual on a new plane of existence—would make him almost 
a member of a new species. To this is added a state of moral exaltation, and inde-
scribable feeling of elevation, elation, and joyousness, and a quickening of the moral 
sense.… With these come what may be called a sense of immortality, a consciousness 
of eternal life, not a conviction that he shall have this, but the consciousness that he 
has it already. (pp. 2–3)

The latter part of Bucke’s book then collects dozens of historical instances 
across a range of cultures of individuals who had this experience, based on historical 
documents, religious texts, and the writings of such individuals.

One obvious question is whether these individuals were simply aberrant or 
whether these experiences are available to everyone, given the right conditions. 
Empirical research over the past 35 years is answering this question. For instance, in 
the past decade, research by Newberg is suggesting that the human brain is hardwired 
for religious experience. (A summary of the research can be found in d’Aquili and 
Newberg, 1999, and in a book written for a more popular audience by Newberg 
et al., 2001.) In a new fi eld sometimes referred to as “neurotheology,” Newberg and 
colleagues have studied the relationship between brain function and mystical or reli-
gious experiences. Using a SPECT (single photon emission computed tomography) 
machine, their research has included study of the neurophysiological basis of mystical 
experience during the practice of Tibetan Buddhist meditation and the act of prayer 
by Franciscan nuns. Not only do these subjects report the type of experience described 
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by Bucke, a sense of timelessness and unifi cation with God, but this research offered 
neurophysiological correlates to such experiences.4

In particular, one of their fi ndings examined an area of the brain they call the 
orientation association area (OAA), which is involved in an individual’s distinguishing 
himself from other objects. As the monks and nuns in the study engaged in the deep-
est experience of meditation or prayer—which they experienced as a oneness with 
the universe or a universal spirit—there was reduced activity in the OAA. Self wasn’t 
distinguished from nonself. The researchers concluded that spiritual experience is 
based in human biology. This suggests that everyone has the capacity for this experi-
ence and that given the right cultural circumstances (herein referred to as “cultural 
amplifi ers”), this sort of transpersonal or mystical experience is available to all.5

In other recent research on meditation, Lutz and collaborators (2004) 
have used EEG and functional magnetic-resonance imaging (fMRI) to study 
the neurophysiological states associated with Buddhist meditation and mindful-
ness meditation. The practice of Buddhist meditation results in high-frequency 
gamma waves and brain synchrony, along with an unusually high degree of brain 
activation in the left prefrontal cortex, a region of the brain associated with 
happiness and positive thoughts and emotions. The researchers conclude that 
meditation involves temporal integrative mechanisms and may induce short-
term and long-term neural changes. These few studies are a small sampling of 
the research on HSC.

INTEGRATIVE PROGRAM OF RESEARCH INTO 
DEVELOPING HIGHER STATES OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Some of the earliest and most extensive research has been done on prac-
titioners of Transcendental Meditation (TM), as taught by Maharishi Mahesh 
Yogi, in part because there is simply a large pool of subjects conveniently avail-
able in the United States who have been trained with a uniform set of meditation 
procedures. This research program began in the late 1960s, with documentation 

4 In addition to this work on a spiritual practices resulting in states of consciousness often 
associated with the mystical is the work of Persinger (see, for instance, Persinger, 2003). His group has 
developed a technique of inducing a wide variety of altered states of consciousness including those that 
have been identifi ed as “higher” using the alteration of magnetic fi elds through the use of a helmet. 
The point here is to not pass on the validity or lack thereof of such work but to note that experimental 
manipulation resulting in states of consciousness alterations is well under way using technologically 
mediated devices.

5 This research has been criticized as being reductionist, and writing in Zygon (2001), Newberg 
gives a useful overview of this fi eld and examines the diffi cult issues involved in interpreting the 
results.
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of physiological and neurophysiological changes during TM meditation prac-
tice. Research in the past 10 years now also includes subjects whose long-term 
practice has resulted in permanent and measurable subjective, psychological, and 
 neurophysiological changes.

We will look in more detail at this area of research because of the large body 
of studies and because of the useful theoretical framework developed by Alexander 
and collaborators (Alexander et al., 1987, 1990), which was extrapolated from the 
teachings of Maharishi (1966). Alexander used this eastern perspective to inform 
his western psychological developmental model, showing that the growth of higher 
states of consciousness is a natural phenomenon available to all. He characterized 
the use of cultural amplifi ers as a mechanism for facilitating this development.

We use terminology from Maharishi (1966) to describe HSC, where “pure 
consciousness” means the substrate from which all things arise and of which indi-
vidual consciousness is a local expression. “Transcendence” is the process of going 
beyond ordinary reality and experiencing the source of consciousness. Although 
we view these terms as distinct concepts, historically, psychology has clumped them 
together under the general terms “mystical or transcendent experience.” Mystical 
experience generally means either a transitory or permanent experience of these 
qualities of an HSC. These qualities have traditionally been defi ned and described 
in a variety of ways. In review of the work on the mystical experience, Lukoff 
and Lu (1988) acknowledged that the “defi nition of a mystical experience ranges 
greatly” (p. 163). Maslow (1969) offered 35 defi nitions of transcendence, a term 
often associated with the mystical experiences. There is now a large body of empir-
ical work on higher states of consciousness. In the late 1970s, researchers began to 
systematically and empirically defi ne consciousness and its state using a range of 
assessment instruments. Lukoff (1985) identifi ed fi ve common characteristics of 
mystical  experience that could be operationalized for assessment purposes:

1. Ecstatic mood, which he identifi ed as the most common feature
2. Sense of newly gained knowledge, which includes a belief that the mys-

teries of life have been revealed
3. Perceptual alterations, which range from “heightened sensations to audi-

tory and visual hallucinations” (p. 167)
4. Delusions (if present) have themes related to mythology, which includes 

an incredible diversity and range
5. No conceptual disorganization; unlike psychotic persons, those with 

mystical experiences do NOT suffer from disturbances in language and 
speech.

In a more recent review of assessment vehicles, MacDonald and Friedman 
(2000) note that a categorization of spirituality instruments has emerged. Included 
in this list is what they call an “Experiential/Phenomenological Dimension” which 
includes mystical scales, peak experience scales, among others. They note about 

[AU2]
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the state of the literature, especially in terms of its relationship to health and well-
being, that, “it is in such disarray that the discovery of cogent trends is challenging. 
The task is made signifi cantly more diffi cult by the fact that there is not a formally 
developed nomological net of humanistic and transpersonal constructs” (p. 114).

Therefore, the work of one group who have a uniform theoretical basis, 
an assessment instrument, and methodologies for both developing and examining 
HSC is a good choice to focus upon in any such inquiry. Alexander et al. (1990) is 
one such group. They begin by pointing out that to say of these states that they are 
“mystical” is a misnomer, for they transcend ordinary thinking in no more mysti-
cal a way than abstract thinking transcends motor behavior in infancy. They make 
a point of explaining that this experience of “transcendental consciousness” is the 
same one that the world’s mystics have often spoken of with these common fea-
tures: “universally available … discontinuous with ordinary modes of cognition … 
more developed … personally meaningful” (p. 308). The point of transcendental 
consciousness is the “direct experience of the ultimate ground state of mind, pure 
consciousness” (p. 309). Whereas, historically, most researchers on mystical experi-
ences consider them isolated or infrequent experiences with little if any theoretical 
“goal,” this group was one of the fi rst (see also Wilber, 1987) to describe them in 
the context of a general model of development (Alexander et al., 1990), with their 
permanent establishment in an individual as a sign of the fi rst higher state of con-
sciousness. Furthermore, they point out that “during any developmental period, 
when awareness momentarily settles down to its least excited state, pure conscious-
ness can be experienced” (p. 310). In terms of incidence, they quote Maslow, who 
felt that in the population at large fewer than one in 1,000 have frequent “peak” 
experiences so that the “full stabilization of a higher stage of consciousness appears 
to be an event of all but historic signifi cance” (Alexander et al., 1990, p. 310).

Another important methodological point regarding the body of work is that 
virtually all researchers studying the teachings of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi are very 
careful to distinguish the practice of meditation from the experience of pure con-
sciousness, explaining that the former merely facilitates the latter. This point is 
pertinent to our thesis in this chapter that there are other such practices, or cultural 
amplifi ers, which can have similar, if less powerful, outcomes. They also go to great 
pains to show that their multiple correlations of health and well-being are stron-
ger to the transcendent experience than to the entire practice of meditation (for 
psychophysiological review, see Wallace, 1987; for individual difference review, see 
Alexander et al., 1987; for theoretical review, see Alexander et al., 1990; for educa-
tional reviews, see Dillbeck & Dillbeck, 1987; Nidich & Nidich, 1987, 1990; for a 
recent compendium of developmental applications, see the special issue of Journal 
of Social Behavior & Personality, 2005, Vol. 17, Issue 1). This large body of research 
surpasses any other in transpersonal psychology; thus, it is beyond the scope of this 
chapter to review it. Although there is a large meditation literature (reviewed in 
Murphy & Donovan, 1988, and in second edition Murphy et al., 1997), few other 

[AU2]
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research groups go to such pains to distinguish the practice of meditation from the 
experience of transcendence. For instance, in Murphy and Donovan’s summary 
of research on subjective reports associated with meditation, there was little if any 
 distinction between the practice of meditation and the state of consciousness. There 
is an awareness that experiences that are described as ineffable, blissful, exciting, etc. 
occur during these practices, but tying these subjective experiences to a specifi c 
period or practice is rarely done. The result is that the research literature on these 
states, excepting that of the group previously noted, is, in a sense, still at a shotgun 
stage. In fact, Murphy and Donovan’s review lacks a theoretical integration. Further, 
the TM research is consistent with research on meditation in other traditions; thus, 
it cannot be argued that the effects are local to only one practice.

PHYSIOLOGICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL MARKERS 
OF HSC

The latest phase in the research on HSC has been the establishment of physi-
ological and psychological markers for HSC. While early research largely focused 
on markers during the practice of meditation, researchers are now studying expe-
rienced practitioners who report an ongoing experience of HSC. Initially, this 
research was done on subjects during sleep (Mason et al., 1995), but technological 
advances have made it possible to study subjects in waking activity.

Travis et al. (2002) have studied a group of 17 subjects experiencing cosmic 
consciousness as a result of Transcendental Meditation and compared them to two 
control groups. These subjects had been meditating an average of 25 years, and 
were selected based on self-reports of their experiences of transcendence along 
with activity and on interviews to determine the validity of their experiences. 
The goal of the research was to fi nd the distinctive EEG patterns of the Cosmic 
Consciousness group during activity compared to the control groups. It compared 
the EEG of 17 persons experiencing Cosmic Consciousness with that of 17 per-
sons who had been meditating an average of 8 years and who primarily experi-
enced transcendence during Transcendental Meditation and also with 17 persons 
who didn’t practice Transcendental Meditation.

The research found that people experiencing Cosmic Consciousness show 
distinctive EEG patterns during activity that suggest the maintenance of transcen-
dence with waking processes. Specifi cally, Travis looked at the brain’s “prepara-
tion response” during a simple task and a complex task, that is, the brain’s activity 
immediately preceding a mental task. High frontal EEG coherence distinguishes the 
practice of the Transcendental Meditation technique from just sitting resting with 
one’s eyes closed, and Travis found that high frontal EEG coherence was lowest in 
the nonmeditating group during tasks and highest in the Cosmic Consciousness 
group. This high frontal coherence is signifi cantly correlated with a wide variety of 

[AU3]

Gackenbach Ch13.indd   336Gackenbach Ch13.indd   336 6/10/06   4:30:15 PM6/10/06   4:30:15 PM



 13 The Internet and Higher States of Consciousness 337

mind–body characteristics, such as emotional stability, decreased anxiety, inner ori-
entation, increased creativity, increased intelligence, and decreased neuroticism (see, 
for example, Dillbeck, 1981; Dillbeck et al., 1986; Nidich, 1983). In sum, the sort 
of brain wave characteristics, such as alpha coherence, previously associated with 
the experience of a universal self during Transcendental Meditation have been 
found to be maintained at all times—even during deepest sleep—in those who are 
 experiencing Cosmic Consciousness.

Although the TM group offers a certain internal consistency, many of their 
fi ndings are not inconsistent with other researchers studying HSC. For instance, 
a study by Lazar et al. (2005) showed permanent changes in brain physiology as a 
result of Buddhist Insight meditation. The research was done on 20 subjects who 
were very experienced in this type of meditation. Compared to matched controls, 
the subjects showed increased thickness in cortical regions related to sensory, audi-
tory, and visual perception, as well as internal perception. These regions included 
the prefrontal cortex and right anterior insula. These areas of the brain are involved 
in decision making, working memory, and brain–body interactions.

Together, these studies suggest that research is now documenting the exis-
tence of higher states of consciousness, such as those described by Bucke. The 
measurable changes in brain function support the idea that these individuals have 
an ongoing experience and perception that is different from the norm.

In summary, the research and theory discussed previously, both soft and hard, 
suggest the existence of higher states of consciousness and that these can be seen, 
given the right circumstances, as a natural development beyond the formal operational 
stage previously thought to be an endpoint. These higher states are characterized by, 
among other things, the experience of universality and boundlessness, of a transcen-
dence of space and time, and of a heightened sense of well-being. These are not 
vague, subjective experiences, but rather are empirically defi ned levels of functioning 
(Alexander et al., 1987). In Alexander’s view, they can be developed through a specifi c 
meditative practice that allows the mind to go beyond thought to a thoughtless state 
that is the experience of pure consciousness—that is, consciousness without an object 
of perception. This state of transcendental consciousness is not an end in itself but a 
means of systemically developing the permanent experience of higher states of con-
sciousness. He acknowledges that other postrepresentational techniques or cultural 
amplifi ers from other cultures may have traditionally had the same end. We now 
consider the question of whether a cultural amplifi er might include electronically 
mediated communications vehicles such as the Internet.

TECHNOLOGY AND COGNITION

As technologies have evolved into the dynamic, powerful, and expressive 
vehicles of today, these expressions are increasingly becoming active participants in 

[AU5][AU4]
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our learning and growth process. Literacy, TV, computer games, the Internet—all 
play a role in shaping how we think. Technology is never innocent—we develop 
it and use it, and in turn it shapes us. The Internet can function as an alternate, 
supplemental, or amplifying vehicle for our experience of the world and our par-
ticipation in it. Technology allows one to have experiences far beyond what are 
supported by the normal human physiology.

In the preface to Intelligence and Technology, Sternberg and Preiss (2005) examine 
the implications of technology on cognition. When technology is broadly conceptu-
alized as “the building of artifacts or procedures—tools—to help people accomplish 
their goals” (p. xvii), then the infl uence of technology on human development is as 
old as humanity. More recent implications range from redefi ning writing and calcula-
tions to improved spatial skills. Specifi cally, they note that “writing relates progressively 
less to the cultivation of expression on paper and more to effective computer use … 
this change restructures the writing process as planning and reviewing with word 
processors involves more cognitive effort than does working in longhand” (p. xiii). 
In mathematics, the use of calculators and computers allows more time for complex 
problem solving rather than engaging in endless computation. Higher levels of non-
verbal problem solving in the specialized cognitive ability of visuo-spatial information 
processing are also emerging in children who play video games.

A main issue in providing such experiences is the ability to more tightly cou-
ple our internal perceptual interpretation systems with the computational and/or 
technological systems that provide the augmented or synthesized input data. There 
are many such possible arrangements; from purely synthesized environments as in 
a computer game, or in data or model visualization from a mathematical system, 
to instrument-augmented perception systems. With advances in sensor technology 
and improved human interfaces, such VR systems are becoming an increasingly 
common part of industry, research, and entertainment systems.

Not only do such systems augment perceptual capabilities, they can couple 
signifi cant input processing and analysis and image enhancement to normal experi-
ences. Imagine an inspector wearing a set of goggles that allows him to see in the 
infrared spectrum, and which measures dimensions and status of the viewed system 
and compares to original specifi cations in its internal memory, and gives a visible 
warning and indicator of a virtual arrow pointing at any irregular component with 
the details of the problem. Such experiences are far beyond the level of daily life, 
and the ability to have such experiences expanded in space, dimension, scale, and 
richness is possibly parallel to the qualities of enhanced experiences associated with 
the development of higher states of consciousness. At the very least, it is becom-
ing increasingly obvious that technology is altering mental functions (Sternberg & 
Preiss, 2005).

An example of the interaction of such technological augmentations and their 
effects on mental functions at the least, and on the development of consciousness 
at the most, is the relationship between video game play and the emergence of 
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experiences thought to be related to consciousness development. Based on the 
cognitive science (mental model) understanding of our sense of self in the world, it 
has been pointed out that our perception of reality is a construction, a best guess. 
VR, and especially full immersive VR, potentially offers practice in maneuvering 
around in, as well as being in, “artifi cial” or perhaps “alternative” realities (discussed 
in the VR literature as “telepresence”). It may well be that such VR practice would 
translate into more accurate state recognition in dreams, which may be an indica-
tion of consciousness development

As noted earlier, an elemental aspect of consciousness is attention. Green and 
Baveller (2003) found that habitual electronic game players experience improved 
visual attention. Visual attention needs to be divided in order to play video games 
and Subrahmanyam et al. reported that skilled video game players had “better 
developed attentional skills than less skilled players” (2001, p. 15). Basically, in 
order to navigate through the VR of a video game landscape, you have to divide or 
broaden your attention across the landscape in order to anticipate rapid changes in 
the situation. Maynard et al. (2005) reviewed the attention and video game play lit-
erature. They found that experimental manipulations with attention as the depen-
dent variable resulted in improved attention among those assigned to the video 
game playing condition. But the type of game can affect the outcome. One study 
fi nding was that a battle game was better at improving attention than was Tetris, a 
puzzle game. “Video games make it possible for the fi rst time to actively navigate 
through representational space,” comments Greenfi eld (Greenfi eld & Cocking, 
1996, p. 91).

Psychological absorption is another, broader measure of attention, and is 
the psychological equivalent of VR presence as explained in Chapter 11 in this 
book by Preston. Capacity for absorption can be thought of as a capacity for total 
attentional involvement. Relatedly, Glicksohn (1993–1994; Glicksohn & Barrett, 
2003) has found a positive relationship of absorption to alternative experiences of 
consciousness such as hallucinatory experiences (Glicksohn & Barrett, 2003) and 
anomaly in subjective experiences (Glicksohn, 1993–1994). When addressing any 
effects of technology, and especially VR, on consciousness it’s important to consider 
the role of absorption or presence.

Funk et al. (2003) point out that although absorption in computer game play 
is often reported, it is seldom studied. Psychological absorption in gaming has been 
examined by Glicksohn and Avnon (1997–1998), who found that some of their 
subjects reported experiences during video game play indicative of altered states of 
consciousness6 (e.g., drifting, fl ying, or changes in visual or auditory perception). 
These subjects also showed signifi cant increases in absorption associated with video 
game play relative to subjects who did not report such consciousness alterations 

[AU7]

[AU8]

6 Although aspects of altered states of consciousness are reported in the development of higher 
states of consciousness, they should not be considered equivalent but rather related.
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during video game play. Wood et al. (2004) found that rapid absorption into games 
was rated as highly important by gamers. As noted, Preston (Chapter 11) reviewed 
the research on absorption and VR immersion, which is most commonly experi-
enced in video game play, concluding that those who score high on psychological 
absorption

evaluate information in a distinct way that links it to self. This strongly implies that, 
regarding vision, audition, touch and balance, information to more modalities increases 
absorption. Multimodal stimulation creates a greater sense of presence in immersive VR. 
Immersive VR has the potential to offer low absorbers access to altered states of con-
sciousness like those which high absorbers experience and also has the potential to offer 
to us all access to a higher level of consciousness.

Other elements of consciousness have been reported as a result of video 
game play. For instance, Voiskounsky et al. (2004), Chou and Ting (2003), and Choi 
and Kim (2004) note a relationship between video game play and the experience 
of “fl ow” as conceptualized by Csikszentmihalyi (1990), which, in turn, can be con-
ceptualized as related to psychological absorption. Voiskounsky et al. found fl ow 
evidenced by players in a multi-user domain role-playing game while Chou and 
Ting examined self-reports of fl ow on a scale they developed among the “member-
ship of virtual communities devoted to Internet games” (p. 666). Using the same 
scale developed by Chou and Ting, Gackenbach and Reiter (2005) found in pre-
liminary analysis that frequent game players reported more fl ow experiences along 
several dimensions than did infrequent players while playing video games. Choi and 
Kim report fl ow as a quality associated with continued online Korean gamers.

THE INTERNET AS A CULTURAL AMPLIFIER—VR 
AND LUCID DREAMING

Some preliminary research now suggests that the experience of virtual real-
ity does promote at least one experience thought to have some relationship to the 
development of HSC—lucid dreaming. The term lucid dreaming is variously defi ned. 
Maharishi Vedic Science characterizes it as the ongoing experience of an inner 
wakefulness, an experience of an absolute, unchanging fi eld of existence that is 
continuous in waking, sleeping, and dreaming. In regard to dreaming, it is this inner 
wakefulness that is present during the dreaming. Gackenbach (1991)7  distinguishes 
between lucid dreaming as an active dream wakefulness and witnessing dreaming as 
more removed and uninvolved from the dream activity but still fully aware that it 
is a dream. Tibetan Buddhism also speaks of lucid dreaming. In a meeting between 

[AU9]

7 This distinction was conceptualized based upon conversations with Charles Alexander (1987, 
1990), a major researcher, and theorists following the model of Maharishi’s Vedic Science.
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the Dalai Lama and western researchers, he pointed out that, “The main purpose 
of dream yoga in the context of tantric practice is to fi rst recognize the dream state 
as dream state” (Varela, 1997, p. 129). Researchers tend to view lucid dreaming 
as the experience of being aware that one is dreaming while the dream unfolds 
(Gackenbach & LaBerge, 1988).

As noted earlier, Blackmore (2003) points out that our sense of self in the 
world or our perception of reality is a construction, a best guess. Lucid dreaming is 
another such construction with a different set of input variables from those experi-
enced while awake. Virtual reality (VR), and especially fully immersive VR, poten-
tially offers practice in maneuvering around in, as well as being in, “artifi cial” or 
perhaps “alternative” realities. The felt sense of VR’s perceived reality is termed in 
the VR literature as telepresence. Witmer and Singer (1998) found that high presence 
in VR occurred with increases in involvement, control, selective attention, percep-
tual fi delity, and mimicking real world experiences. All are aspects of video games. 
Relatedly, Gee (2005) notes that the qualities of successful video games include:

1. Projective Identity (part game character, part self)
2. Trajectory (gaming space, career space, history—like life, you are living it 

but don’t attend to overarching story of your life)
3. Thematic Abstraction (the basics of the game are given and you elaborate 

upon it)
4. Affordances (various features in the game world which elaborate upon 

our brain’s built-in tendency to react to the world in terms of actions 
that can be taken).

PREVIOUS RESEARCH INTO VIDEO GAME PLAY, 
CONSCIOUSNESS, AND DREAMS

Despite the immense popularity of video games, there has been very little 
research examining the effects of video game play on dreams, an altered form of 
consciousness through which fi rst indications of HSC are thought to emerge. Players 
of the puzzle-type game called Tetris reported intrusive, stereotypical, visual images 
of the game at sleep onset (Stickgold et al., 2000) and Bertolini and Nissim (2002) 
recognize fragments or characters from the video games in the material of children’s 
dreams. They conclude that due to this radical change in children’s play patterns, they 
must now incorporate video games into their child therapy practice.

In a series of research and scholarship begun in 1998, Gackenbach and col-
leagues (Gackenbach & Preston, 1998; Gackenbach, 1999; 2005a,b; in preparation; 
Gillispie & Gackenbach, in press; Gackenbach et al., 1998; Preston, 1998, in press; 
Preston & Nery, 2004) have discussed the theoretical basis and some empirical 
evidence for expanded consciousness experiences occurring among frequent video 

[AU10]

[AU11]

[AU12]

[AU14]
[AU13]
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game players. These observations from players point to the proposed association 
between lucid dreams, video game play, and the development of consciousness 
(McLean, 2005):

! “I don’t always remember my dreams when I wake up,” … “When I do, 
though, they’re extremely lucid.”

! “I’ve had lots of dreams where I’ve seen it in fi rst and third person,” … 
“It’s like, ‘Oh, wow, now I’m a player in Halo.’ ”

! “You almost zone out,” … “Your mind just goes on autopilot and you 
just become one with the system …. Sometimes, you can’t believe the 
moves you’re making.”

Gackenbach and Preston (1998) posted a questionnaire to 56 Usenet groups 
focusing on video game play, four Usenet groups focusing on dreams, and about 
10 Usenet groups with “teen” in the title but not erotic content. Those selected for 
the video game group were discussion groups and well-known video game groups. 
The questionnaire was also sent to former students and colleagues of Gackenbach 
who might be interested in the topic.

The questionnaire gathered demographic information, video game habits and 
preferences, and dream and related phenomena, habits, and experiences, including 
four sleep experiences—lucid dreaming, nightmares, night terrors, and archetypal 
dreams. Also asked about were three waking experiences (out-of-the-body expe-
riences, mystical experiences, and precognitive experiences). A couple of months 
later a slightly elaborated version of this questionnaire was placed on the Internet 
as a form. In this new version, questions regarding dizziness during video game 
play were added.

Response to the fi rst posting, which requested an e-mail return of the ques-
tionnaire, was 41 individuals. Another 50 people fi lled out the online form as of late 
April 1998. The majority were men (69%) with an average age between 30 and 39. 
A series of factor analyses were computed. The fi rst factor analysis looked at all of 
the variables, except the dizziness ones, for all subjects. Of the seven factors, four 
involved a mixture of video game and consciousness variables. In factor 2, a lack of 
mystical experiences was associated with frequent play per week, a lot of types of 
games played and longer years playing as well as starting and peaking young. For 
factor 5, playing frequently during the week was associated with low dream recall, 
use of prayer, and low archetypal dreams. Factor 6 showed a relationship between 
few dreams recalled per month and playing with friends. For factor 7, long play 
sessions and lots of games played were associated with meditation and mystical 
frequency. This factor analysis showed mixed support for the major hypothesis that 
video game playing would be associated with experiences indicative of the devel-
opment of consciousness.

Subsequent factor analyses included the dizziness variables based upon Siegel’s 
(1979–1980) speculation that dizziness is a form of play behavior in which we seek [AU15]
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to alter our state of consciousness. Although it tends to have negative connotations 
or consequences, dizziness may be experienced as a positive condition. When it is 
not accompanied by sickness symptoms, dizziness may include sensations of fl oat-
ing and euphoria. In the two factor analyses involving dizziness, both the positive 
(lucid dreaming link) and negative (night terrors link) aspects of dizziness and nau-
sea were observed. The positive state is associated with indices of internal control 
while the negative is related to external control. The fi ndings are consistent with 
related research where fi eld independence and spatial abilities were found to be 
related to lucid dreams (Gackenbach & Bosveld, 1989; Gackenbach et al., 1985).

Continuing with this research, some years later Preston and Nery (2004) 
examined several measures thought to be related to video game play skill as well as 
several related to the development of consciousness. Participants (n = 22) fi lled out 
the same questionnaire as the one used by Gackenbach and Preston as well as a test 
of psychological absorption and one of spatial orientation. They then did a pre-
test balance task by walking along a balance beam. Balance scores were recorded. 
After playing 2 video games for 10 minutes each, they did the balance post-tests 
and the spatial orientation test again. This brief video game play session improved 
both balance and spatial performance. Thus, a short-term effect of video game play 
(priming spatial orientation) was observed. As noted earlier, such spatial skills are 
associated with lucid dreaming.

They also found, as with the fi rst study, several factors which loaded a com-
bination of the video game playing variables with the development of conscious-
ness variables. Specifi cally, they found that psychological absorption, self-reported 
nausea during video game play, and number of spiritual experiences were positively 
associated. Another factor loaded the length of play with spiritual experiences but 
a showed negative association to meditation.

Gackenbach (2005a,b) recently hypothesized that various indicators of the 
development of consciousness would show a relationship to video game play. Two 
self-report studies were shown. The fi rst asked a few questions about video game 
play and consciousness development in classrooms using an electronic data collec-
tion device while the second study asked the same and related questions in more 
detail online.

The in-class questionnaire data analysis showed no overlap of conceptual 
areas of the questionnaire in a factor analysis; thus, video game groups were iden-
tifi ed and compared on various transpersonal variables with appropriate covari-
ates (i.e., dream recall and motion sickness while playing video games). The three 
dream variables showed differences in the expected direction; that is, there were 
more lucid dreams, more dream control, and more observing dreams for the high 
video game group of players.

However, results on the other transpersonal variables, mystical experiences 
and psychological absorption, did not support the hypothesis. Specifi cally, the low 
video game play group reported higher scores on the mystical scale, while there 
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were no group differences on absorption. Gackenbach notes that a couple of things 
need to be considered regarding these two scales. First, the higher scores on the 
mystical scale were indicative of less disagreement with the items rather than agree-
ment with the items regarding mystical experiences. Second, the absorption items 
were items culled from the same scale, and were rated higher than the mystical 
items. So, despite the lack of group differences, these students were more favorably 
disposed to agree with items that tap psychological absorption and appear to not 
have the “mystical” overtones in the wording.

Following the in-class data collection, a longer version of the questionnaire 
was posted to various websites, but especially to one that lists psychology experi-
ments, for 6 months from late 2004 through May of 2005. In order to follow the 
procedure set up in the fi rst set of analyses, video game groups were again formed 
using the various video game measures. This included a few more video game play 
indices than those available in class. The video game ANCOVAs used the same 
covariates as the fi rst study, with the addition of interest in, and experience with, 
meditation, which showed video game group differences. Contrary to the in-class 
data collection, online the three dream variables, lucid, control and observer dreams, 
showed no group differences.

The other transpersonal variables also showed no group differences. Given 
this general lack of results on variables similar to the in-class data collection, a 
ceiling effect for the video game playing groups was suspected and subsequently 
demonstrated.

Finally, video game players from 1998 were compared to those from 2005 
(online data only). Not surprisingly, video game players today started younger, play 
more, and have fewer negative side effects (e.g., less motion sickness while playing) 
than those in 1998. However, in terms of the transpersonal variables, most showed 
no generational difference. Specifi cally, there were no differences in dream recall, 
lucid dreaming, nightmares, archetypal dreams, mystical experiences, and interest 
in, and experience with meditation in the 7 years separating the two groups. There 
were differences in the reported incidence of night terrors, OBEs, and precogni-
tive experiences as well as in interest and experience with prayer. The 2005 group 
had fewer of each experience than did the 1998 group except for prayer. The 2005 
group had more interest in and experience with prayer than did the 1998 group. 
Again, we are presented with a mixed picture.

In their most recent study, preliminary analysis replicated the fi ndings for 
lucid dreaming and observer dreaming being more common among frequent 
game players than among infrequent players (Gackenbach & Reiter, 2005). This 
was again controlling for dream recall and motion sickness reported during video 
game play and defi ning video game play along fi ve video game variables. They also 
found, contrary to previous work, a higher reporting of mystical experiences by 
frequent gamers when prayer and motion sickness were controlled. Finally, as noted 
earlier, they found most of the subscales of Chin and Ting’s (2003) fl ow  during [AU16]
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video game play scale, except for the addiction subscale, as higher for frequent gam-
ers. Supporting the development of consciousness hypotheses of this group is also 
their fi nding of fewer negative dream types for frequent than for infrequent gamers. 
As this research progresses, the picture may be less mixed than the early fi ndings 
indicated. But much remains to be examined.

A related caution is that of Subrahmanyam et al. (2001), who point out that 
most studies on attention and other related cognitive variables as related to technol-
ogy use measure short-term effects while few look at the long-term implications, 
which is the focus of this group of studies. Subrahmanyam et al. note that, “Computer 
hardware and software evolve so quickly that most of the published research on the 
cognitive impact of game playing has been done with the older generation of arcade 
games and game systems” (p. 13). Thus, marginal effects with less sophisticated  systems 
may show larger and more long-term effects as the apparatus improves. This caveat 
is important to note in reporting the relationship of video game play to dream forms 
and other indicators of the development of consciousness.

To conclude, although there does seem to be some relationship between 
selected transpersonal variables and video game play, the exact nature of this rela-
tionship remains to be teased out. It is perhaps as much a mistake to lump puzzle 
game players in with fi rst-person shooter game players as it is to lump lucid dreams 
in with mystical experiences. Hunt (personal communication, June 13, 2005) has 
suggested that the emergence of these attributes thought important to the transper-
sonal perspective might all correlate at lower levels but at the higher levels break 
out. This is shown in Fig. 1.

Illness
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Experiences

Creativity
Hypnotizability

Fantasy
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Experience
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In other words, correlations may be confusing, or simply lump together to 
some degree, at the lower levels of consciousness development. They might only 
emerge as unique factors at the higher levels. Others have viewed these transper-
sonal variables in a more hierarchical perspective with, for instance, lucid dreams 
preceding the mystical states (Gackenbach, 1991; Gackenbach & Bosveld, 1989). 
In either case, parallel lines of development or hierarchical development, various 
amplifi ers may be able to bring out those attributes associated with the develop-
ment of consciousness. Those most often examined include meditation, but also 
the use of drugs, dream recall, enhanced self awareness, fl ow experiences, and now 
perhaps video game play. It may be that another way the technological matrix will 
interact in deeply profound ways with the wet brain matrix will be in the wiring 
of neural networks to create new and unknown outcomes.

However, this does not imply that technological augmentation of experience, 
whether playing video games or Internet-mediated interactions and expanded expe-
riences, is a signifi cant approach to the development of HSC. What it indicates to us is 
that all possible experiential methods, including these, have the capacity for increasing 
development of our self-knowledge, and this is always an element of the development 
of consciousness. What we see is that our consciousness grows automatically. This 
automatic response creates as an artifact technological vehicles that extend its experi-
ence, and may also help augment the range and growth of consciousness. This may 
result in a circular loop of self-augmentation, literally, via technology.

THE CO-EVOLUTION OF TECHNOLOGY 
AND CONSCIOUSNESS

In the fi rst edition of this book, this chapter was titled “The Co-evolution 
of Technology and Consciousness.” Upon rereading, the chapter, hurriedly stitched 
together under deadline, seemed fl awed. Hence, the new approach in the current 
chapter.

Still, the idea of the co-evolution of technology and consciousness may have 
some merit. One can’t help but have a sense of destiny regarding the Internet—that 
there is a rapid movement toward a sort of global brain, as discussed in Chapter 12. 
The Jesuit philosopher Teilhard de Chardin, writing in the mid-twentieth century, 
described what he saw as the emergence of a “noosphere,” a sort of vast intelli-
gence encircling the globe, a sphere of human thought—a transhuman conscious-
ness emerging from interacting human thought. He envisioned an endpoint for this 
process, an omega point, in which there is an emergence of a new reality. It’s hard 
to observe the rapid development and not have a sense that we are witnessing a 
mechanism facilitating the emergence of this noosphere.

This teleological perspective of de Chardin, that evolution has a direction, is 
increasingly being argued these days. Darwin himself held a teleological perspective 
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(see discussion in Himmelfarb, 2005), but as his ideas were developed in the twentieth 
century, evolution came to be understood as change, with no sense of a development 
toward a “higher” order. Wright (2000) uses game theory to argue that life has a 
direction and that biological evolution has led to complex, intelligent animals, which, 
in turn, set the stage for cultural evolution and the creation of complex societies. 
Today’s global society, with its global Internet, is simply the logical end to a process 
that began millions of years ago.

In addition, the mechanisms of the emergence of complexity are increasingly 
being understood. Kauffman (1995) has studied the instances of spontaneous order 
in nature, and has shown that this phenomenon is much more widespread than 
originally thought. And he argues that complexity itself triggers self-organizing 
systems. (See Johnson, 2001, for a popular overview of the new science of emer-
gence theory.)

Other research (summarized in Surowiecki, 2004) is suggesting how a col-
lective intelligence enabled by a mechanism such as the Internet makes possible 
more accurate information than that offered by even the best individual experts. He 
describes, for example, how electronic markets can mediate the collective think-
ing of individuals to arrive at accurate forecasts of events. This suggests that there 
are readily observable instances of intelligence, manifested by a complex system of 
mediated communication, that go beyond individual intelligence.

In a sense, the notion of the co-evolution of technology and consciousness 
could be seen as simply the simultaneous emergence of complexity, with com-
plex human intelligence creating technologies for mediated communication and, 
in turn, these technologies facilitating even greater complexity—a point of the 
previous version of this chapter. To what end is obviously not yet clear, but the 
authors tend to envision a sort of spiritual awakening. And the increasing interest 
in meditation, yoga, and other disciplines, along with the increased research on the 
nature of consciousness, is also a manifestation of a spiritual awakening.

While it’s hard to imagine what we are evolving toward or what may emerge, 
it may be interesting to use as a model the evolution of higher states of conscious-
ness. Maharishi Vedic Science takes a very teleological perspective on this pro-
cess, as indicated earlier, saying that human consciousness evolves to higher states. 
And these states themselves may be instances of emergent order, as EEG research 
on those who practice TM shows unusual coherence in their brain wave patterns 
(Travis et al., 2002).

Maharishi Vedic Science hypothesizes that the experiences of those in higher 
states, such as cosmic consciousness, don’t simply represent an individual who has 
cultivated some innate propensity of the brain. Rather, the hypothesis is that the 
individual is simply experiencing what he really is, and what the universe really 
is—a universal fi eld of intelligence. The experience is not an intellectual under-
standing but a perception. Consciousness in Maharishi Vedic Science is seen as 
nonlocal rather than being an epiphenomenon of brain processes. The experience 
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of this nonlocal consciousness is natural but typically shrouded. Techniques such as 
meditation culture the brain’s optimal functioning so that one gradually becomes 
aware of this nonlocal facet of consciousness.

And those who experience this universal consciousness or universal intelli-
gence from whatever tradition, as Bucke (1969) showed, typically have the same sort 
of subjective experience: of timelessness, immortality, connectedness with everything, 
infi nity, of identifi cation of one’s self with something larger than one’s self.

If one were to speculate on what may emerge, it may be this sort of univer-
sal awareness. And this universal awareness is innate, not just because research has 
shown that the human brain has this capability, but also possibly because this is the 
ultimate reality. This ultimate reality is within and without—everywhere/always/
nonlocal to self and brain, and it’s only a matter of waking up to it.

It’s easy to imagine that part of the appeal of the Internet may lie in the fact 
that it gives a glimpse of this state. This might be one reason for its extraordinary, 
universal, and incontestable appeal. Its adoption and use has exploded in a way that’s 
virtually unparalleled in history. The adoption of literacy proceeded at a snail’s pace, 
and it wasn’t until the industrial revolution that universal literacy became a goal, 
thousands of years after the technology was developed. The electronic media were 
adopted much more rapidly, with the Internet’s having the distinction of being the 
mass medium that was adopted the fastest. An oft-cited fact that was fi rst presented 
in a research report by Mary Meeker, a managing director at Morgan Stanley, 
which compared the adoption of radio, TV, and the Internet (Morgan Stanley, 1997, 
pp. 2–2, 2–6). The researchers found that it took 38 years for radio to be adopted by 
50 million users in the United States, 13 years for TV to be adopted by that many, and 
5 years for the Internet to reach that level of usage. What is it that is so appealing? We 
propose that the foregoing description of HSC may provide some insight.

The notion here is that higher states are experienced as being connected, of 
infi nity, of universality, of an expanded sense of self, and the Internet (and, to some 
extent, other electronic technologies) also gives a feeling of connectedness, of an 
infi nite amount of information, of a universal entity that one taps into. One could 
suggest that people readily take to the Internet because it resonates with something 
deep within themselves.

It is indeed a successful and uncommon technology that can sustain this ini-
tial thrill, even in the presence of signifi cant learning curves, system complexity, and 
cost obstacles. The Internet is wildly popular despite these obstacles, and its popu-
larity is only growing. While one can cite the vast amounts of specifi c information 
available through it, the popularity of the Internet seems to go beyond this. It seems 
to lie in the thrill of being connected. There is a sense of plugging into an almost 
universal entity, a sense that one can access virtually anything, can communicate 
effortlessly with other people across space and time. The developed terminology 
of “surfi ng” the Internet clearly refl ects this feeling: that somehow accessing things 
through the Internet is not a trudge to the library, but a joyride through some vastly 
richer and more charming terrain.

Gackenbach Ch13.indd   348Gackenbach Ch13.indd   348 6/10/06   4:30:22 PM6/10/06   4:30:22 PM



 13 The Internet and Higher States of Consciousness 349

To summarize, we suggest the existence of higher states of consciousness and 
briefl y note research that seems to document these higher states. We suggest that 
these states are innate and need only to be developed. Further, this chapter tries to 
understand the role of the Internet and mediated communication in affecting neu-
rological functioning as evidenced by the experience of lucid dreaming in game 
players. And fi nally, we speculate that ultimately, the trend is toward an emerging 
global entity, of which the Internet is an instance, and that the end is the experience 
of unity consciousness, the highest state of consciousness as described by Maharishi 
Vedic Science, and the ultimate nature of existence.
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