
An Exciting New Perspective 
on the How and Why  

of Consciousness

Dr Birgitta Dresp-Langley



Defining Consciousness

A specific and consensual definition 
of consciousness continues to elude 
scientists. Very broadly defined, 
consciousness can be considered to be 
a mental state that one is aware of being 
in. Field theories have been influential 
in the study of consciousness and 
depend upon objectively measurable 
interactions in space and time. In other 
words, they seek to examine patterns of 
interaction between an individual and 
the total field – their environment. While 
these theories can account for specific 
aspects of brain-behaviour function 
(such as memories, decisions and 
actions), they do not encompass the 
entirety or the complexity of conscious 
experience – and certainly not why or 
how it came to be in the first place. 

The so-called ‘hard problem of 
consciousness’ refers to the difficulty in 
finding brain measures of the complex 
phenomenon we want to study, such 
as the ‘self’ and experiences of ‘I am’, 
‘I feel’ and ‘I will be’. We can study 
cognitive processes such as conscious 
perception, memory, decision-making 
and behaviour, and determine where 
in the brain these take place, but 
consciousness itself is a different matter. 
Phenomenal experiences, such as 

specific instances of perception (think 
of tasting a strong coffee and holding 
the hot mug in your hands on a cold 
day) occur across multiple regions and 
networks in the brain. But where does 
consciousness itself reside? And how 
did it come to be?

The Construction of Consciousness 
in Time

Dr Birgitta Dresp-Langley, Research 
Director at the Centre National de 
la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) 
in France, is working to overcome 
the limitations of existing theories 
and address many unanswered 
questions about the how and why of 
consciousness.

In 2009, Dr Dresp-Langley and nuclear 
physicist, Dr Jean Durup, borrowed 
from the field of physics to propose 
that we have a biophysical brain code 
that works independently of cognitive 
processes such as perception and 
decision-making. They suggested 
that the brain code provides a generic 
mechanism that serves to trigger, 
maintain and terminate individual 
conscious states.

The researchers were interested in 
developing a computational account 
that held true to the idea that 
consciousness reflects a specific state 
of being in time but does not depend 
upon physical (spatial) location. The 
absence of an observable spatial 
dimensionality to consciousness is 
critical to Dr Dresp-Langley’s approach 
and she points to how readily we can 
recollect the past and mentally simulate 
future events that haven’t (and might 
never) happen. For example, most 
of us could cast our minds back to a 
particularly happy birthday or perhaps 
a difficult relationship breakdown with 
ease. Likewise, we can probably readily 
imagine what it might be like to win 
the lottery (even though the chances of 
this happening in real life are extremely 
slim). 

AN EXCITING NEW 
PERSPECTIVE ON THE 
HOW AND WHY OF 
CONSCIOUSNESS
Consciousness is a vast and complex topic. Dr Birgitta Dresp-
Langley, Research Director at the Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifique (CNRS) in France, takes a revolutionary and exciting 
new perspective in her reasoning on how consciousness came to be 
and how we can harness its power for a better world.
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She argues that this active construction of consciousness 
in time is fundamental to much of our conscious human 
life. Indeed, early in childhood, we learn much about the 
temporal order of the physical world long before we become 
aware of higher-order concepts such as the self. For centuries, 
philosophers have proposed that consciousness represents 
our recognition that we exist in, and are part of, moments in 
time. In an extension of this, it has further been argued that 
human consciousness may have progressively evolved from 
the primitive ability to be aware of, to remember, and to predict 
temporal order and change in our environment. 

Dr Dresp-Langley takes the perspective that consciousness, 
while associated with these cognitive processes, transcends 
them, noting, ‘By changing and developing with experience, in 
interaction with other beings, society, and the physical world, it 
[consciousness] creates potential for mobilizing new resources 
beyond currently existing or known physical boundaries.

Conscious Energy

Consciousness drives human creativity and the technological 
and cultural development of human societies as we know 
them. As such, Dr Dresp-Langley argues, consciousness may 
be seen as a form of energy – one that can lead to observable 
changes in ourselves, others and our physical environments. 
This means that consciousness also has the power to change 
and/or determine the future mental states of ourselves and 
others, and also change and/or determine future physical 
environments. 

The origin of conscious energy is within the brain and the 
potential is boundless. Conscious energy underpins human 
creativity, the driving force of the advancement of society most 
broadly as we have noted. Yet there is much that still yet to be 
explored and our understanding of the individual and collective 
power of consciousness is still very limited. This is a particular 
interest for Dr Dresp-Langley.

Expanding Levels of Consciousness for a Better Life

Given the role of consciousness as a vital energy source, Dr 
Dresp-Langley points to the relevance of techniques that 
expand consciousness, such as meditation and mindfulness 
practice. She proposes that these approaches could allow us 
to adjust our individual expectations, and find greater purpose 
and fulfilment in our lives, despite any adversity that we may 
encounter. In this way, the energy of consciousness could be 
harnessed to become a fundamental driving force in achieving 
a better life across the lifespan.  

Dr Dresp-Langley’s profound work brings us to the notion 
that our conscious minds are not confined to what we can 
objectively measure, and thus, this approach is limited. Instead, 
she argues that we should focus our efforts on furthering our 
understanding of how we can expand our consciousness to 
improve health and well-being on individual and societal 
levels. Perhaps her most radical yet intriguing suggestion is that 
consciousness may have evolved to enable us to plan for both 
our survival and our extinction. We look forward to her further 
work on this exciting perspective.
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