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ABSTRACT 

This paper argues that the Buddhist idea of anattā (non-self) provides a philosophically rich alternative to the 

dominant Western models of consciousness, particularly in relation to artificial intelligence. While so much of 

the contemporary conversation is shaped by Cartesian assumptions about a unified and substantial self, anattā 

will offer a unique framework for thinking about consciousness as generated by dynamic, contingent processes 

that depend on interdependent causes and conditions. This view of consciousness, which lacks a metaphysical 

subject, can safeguard against many conceptual misunderstandings, especially the so-called “hard problem” 

of subjective experience. Utilizing the five skandhas and understanding their role in paṭiccasamuppāda, the 

paper constructs a comparative analytic framework between Buddhist and Western theories of mind. It 

considers how models, including Integrated Information Theory, Global Workspace Theory, and functionalist 

models, have implicit connections to Buddhist views while maintaining substantialist assumptions. Additionally, 

the paper considers how the five skandhas compare to the components of emerging AI systems - hardware, 

learning algorithm, pattern recognition, decision making, and integration - and how artificial consciousness 

can be understood without resorting to a fixed self. The paper argues that anattā provides both conceptual 

clarity and practical resources for analyzing consciousness-like processes in AI.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Machine consciousness is a topic that has transitioned from being purely science-fiction into becoming 

a significant philosophical and scientific issue. The behaviours of AI systems have become 

increasingly complex. AI programs play unusual games with optimal strategy, language models 

produce coherent blocks of text, AI chatbots simulate human conversation and debates over artificial 

consciousness have begun to escalate. The debates over machine consciousness are occurring largely 

in the arena of Western philosophical models and primarily under the assumptions of Continental 

philosophy, including Descartes idea of a self as a unity and a substantial thing. 

René Descartes dictum cogito, ergo sum established a dualism wherein consciousness depends on an 

immaterial self that is separate from the body. This view continues to influence current debates on 

whether AI can have experience or subjective awareness. These assumptions provide conceptual 

hurdles for theorizing artificial consciousness. If consciousness depends on a non-physical self, AI 

systems with wholly physical processes are automatically disqualified. But even if we limit ourselves 

to a physicalist paradigm, we still cannot explain the “hard problem” of explaining how subjective 

experience comes from physical mechanisms (Chalmers 1995). In both cases, if we accept Cartesian 

assumptions about how we conceptualize consciousness in artificial systems either makes it impossible 

or ridiculous. 

1.1 The Untapped Potential of Buddhist Thought 

Modern discussions of artificial consciousness are heavily Western, with minimal engagement from 

non-Western models. One influential non-Western model is the Buddhist notion of anattā (non-self), 

which embodies a radically different vision of consciousness by positing no substantial unifying self 

as its basis. This absence represents a serious void. For well over two thousand years, Buddhist thought 

has provided detailed accounts of consciousness, with anattā at its center. These insights could sidestep 

many of the conceptual dead ends created by Cartesian assumptions, especially the reliance on a 

metaphysical self to account for subjective experience. But there has not yet been a significant 

interdisciplinary exchange between Buddhist philosophy and AI studies. Previous research linking 

Buddhism and AI has primarily focused on ethical frameworks and mindfulness-based design in 

human-AI relations. For instance, scholars like James Hughes (2012) have investigated Buddhist 

ethical frameworks for AI design, while Eleanor Rosch (2016) has provided examples of overlaps 

between Buddhist epistemology and cognitive science. 
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Nevertheless, a focused, systematic application of the concept of anattā to the issue of artificial 

consciousness remains surprisingly undeveloped. 

1.2 The Anattā Proposal: A Process-Oriented Framework for AI 

This paper argues that the Buddhist doctrine of anattā (non-self) offers a better conceptual framework 

for observing artificial consciousness than traditional Western models based upon Cartesian dualism. 

By thinking of consciousness as a process of producing dynamic conscious states rather than as an 

attribute of a unified, substantial self, the anattā frame improves the epistemic possibilities available 

to theorists in the Cartesian tradition. Employing anattā also lends itself more easily to the process-

oriented distributed architecture of contemporary AI models. The paper does not argue that AI can or 

does have consciousness in the same way as human experience. It contends that anattā can provide 

more useful conceptions for describing how consciousness-like properties may emerge in artificial 

systems that need not imitate or replicate human subjectivity or the necessary aspects of a coherent 

self. 

1.3 Why Anattā Matters: The Study’s Broader Impact 

The research contributes to existing discussions in philosophy of mind, cognitive science, and AI, and 

to the place of consciousness in each area, by bringing the Buddhist concept of anattā into the 

conversation about artificial embodiments of consciousness. There are four ways that this is 

significant: First, bringing anattā into the study of consciousness expands the discussion and 

conceptual possibilities for understanding consciousness beyond the epistemological and ontological 

models in Western philosophy. The pursuit of understanding anattā opens the possibility of 

considering a study of consciousness across diverse cultures and perspectives, and of recognizing that 

consciousness is not merely divisible/associated with the larger construct of self. Second, it provides 

practical implications for the development of AI. By reconceiving the concept of consciousness as a 

process, researchers can examine specific functional (or phenomenological) properties in artificial 

systems rather than trying to replicate human consciousness in its entirety. Third, it contributes to 

ethical discussions around AI. The anattā conceptual framework supports a more nuanced reading of 

moral consideration based on varying degrees of consciousness-like features, rather than strict 

self/non-self dichotomies. 

1.4 Scope and Methodological Approach 

This project adopts a comparative philosophical methodology that integrates Buddhist thought with 

Western philosophy and current AI research. The approach is fulfilled in four parts: First, it presents 

a close reading of the Buddhist doctrine of anattā; the study emphasizes the Pali Canon, especially the 

Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta, as well as modern accounts across multiple Buddhist traditions, presenting 

anattā as a historically and philosophically rich concept rather than an immutable doctrine. Second, it 

explores Western models of self and consciousness, especially the legacy of Descartes and its 

continuing impact on contemporary debates, including both the classical mind-body dualism of 

Descartes philosophy and modern critiques in the philosophy of mind and cognitive science. Third, it 

examines the leading theories of artificial consciousness, including the Computational Theory of Mind, 

Integrated Information Theory, Global Workspace Theory, and the Multiple Drafts Model, as they 

consider selfhood and whether they implicitly depend on Cartesian or other non-self-paradigms. 

Fourth, it establishes a comparative framework to reveal the intersections and tensions between 

Buddhist and Western models, to integrate anattā with aspects of contemporary AI theories, and to 

offer an alternative way of understanding artificial consciousness. 

The study is critical of the methodological concerns of cross-cultural comparison throughout, including 

translation, context and philosophical imposition of one culture onto another. The study does not 

impose Buddhist thinking on Western problems; rather, it seeks to enable a purposeful dialogue about 

the differences between the two traditions while considering points of complementarity. Throughout 

this paper, anattā is treated not as a spiritual or religious assertion but as a philosophical framework 

for analysis. Anattā’s use in the context of artificial consciousness is interpretative and representational 

rather than doctrinal. This paper does not claim that the AI systems studied here can achieve any form 
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of Buddhist liberation; rather, the goal is to apply anattā as a figurative lens to rethink facets of 

selfhood, emergence, and cognition in artificial systems. By using anattā as a lens, this paper not only 

maintains the integrity of Buddhist ideas, but it also makes it functional in a meaningful and relevant 

way for both contemporary philosophical thought and practical computer technology. 

2. Theoretical Framework: Anattā and Artificial Consciousness 

The anattā doctrine (Sanskrit: anātman), or non-self, is one of the most distinctive features of Buddhist 

thought and offers an alternative conception of consciousness that directly contradicts many Western 

beliefs about it. Anattā arose in the 5th century BCE as a direct response to the all-important 

Upanishadic notion of an eternal, unchanging self (ātman), this idea undergirds large segments of 

Indian metaphysical thought. The Buddha rejected the doctrine of an eternal, unchanging self and 

instead taught that what we regard as the “self” is simply a temporary assembly of impermanent, 

interdependent processes. The Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta, the source text for this teaching, provides a 

thorough exploration of the khandhas.1 Each of the five aggregates is demonstrated to be impermanent, 

already seen to be ungovernable and also cannot stand as a permanent self. The Buddha’s argument is 

straightforward; if something causes suffering, it is always changing and is ungovernable by will at 

any point in the process. It cannot reasonably be understood as “I” or “mine.” The Buddha’s 

presentation of the deconstruction of selfhood in this way, as conditioned by empirical and logical 

examination, permitted subsequent Buddhist schools to investigate consciousness as a conditioned, 

process-oriented phenomenon. 

Over time, the idea of anattā was articulated in various ways across different historical and intellectual 

contexts. The Abhidharma traditions characterized experience in terms of momentary occurrences 

(dharmas), and this oversimplification facilitated an atomistic interpretation of experience while 

allowing it to be expressed in a process-based account of consciousness. Theravāda schools 

emphasized the cultivation of direct, meditative insight into the non-self nature of the aggregates.2 In 

contemporary situations, anattā remains dynamic in intersection with cognitive science, 

phenomenology and comparative philosophy. Several important tenets within this framework are 

pertinent for its application to artificial consciousness. The first is the analysis of the skandhas, which 

reconfigures consciousness as a composite process without a single owner. The second principle is 

dependent origination (paṭiccasamuppāda).3 This principle holds that phenomena, including 

consciousness, arise conditionally, not in the presence of a metaphysical subject. The third principle is 

impermanence, or anicca. This principle emphasizes that conscious states are ephemeral, and that it 

can be contended that the mind is ultimately a stream rather than a thing. Mahāyāna’s emptiness 

doctrine posits that the stream itself does not have an essence; it is only reliant on the conditions in 

relation to other conditions. Through the framework of two-truths (conventional and ultimate), 

Buddhism recognizes the pragmatic use of self, while denying ultimate reality to it. And the final 

principle is the momentariness doctrine (kṣaṇikavāda) in Abhidhamma applies to consciousness as the 

unfolding of discrete events occurring in causal succession. 

Contrary to the Buddhist position, dominant Western theories, especially those associated with 

Cartesian dualism treat the self as a real, persistent agent. Descartes, to a large extent, assumes the 

existence of a self outside of any physical processes in the form of the res cogitans that guarantees the 

certainty of self-consciousness. Buddhism treats the self as a conceptual construct useful for 

communication yet ultimately empty of independent existence. In places where the West often assumes 

a permanent, independent, and unified self, Buddhism opposes the impermanence, dependence, and 

 
1 Khandas the five aggregates are: form (rūpa), feeling (vedanā), perception (saññā), mental formations (saṅkhāra), and consciousness (viññāṇa). 

Together they make sense of subjective experience, but none is a self, individually or together. 
2 This paper has addressed the early Buddhist formulation of anattā as found in the Pāli Canon, but subsequent Buddhist traditions developed and 
interpreted the doctrine further. For example, Mahāyāna thinkers approached anattā on a bigger, metaphorical stage of reality, with Nāgārjuna 

formulating the deeply conceived notion of śūnyatā (emptiness) as a universal metaphysical principle. A little differently, the Yogācāra school dropped 

the focus on personal identity and described ālayavijñāna, or “storehouse consciousness”, as a model of a latent cognitive structure that provided some 
support for later constructions of selfhood. From the Vajrayāna perspective, the schools referred to a clear-light mind, or luminous mind, as the focus of 

their perspective. Even without a permanent self, though, these later reconceptions of anattā, and choices from traditions, respected the basic anattā 

position of selflessness but are beyond the scope of this study. 
3 Paṭiccasamuppāda highlights dependence of cause and effect, including dependent origination from any consciousness. It denies either independent 

origination, or essentialist identity as legitimate. This posits in Buddhist psychology to understand impermanence and lack of self-existence. 
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multiplicity of the self. If Descartes uses the appeal to intuition (“I think, therefore I am”), Buddhism 

overcomes that intuition through careful analysis. Additionally, epistemological frameworks in the 

West often lack the Buddhist distinction between conventional and ultimate truth, which permits 

reification or the complete rejection of the self, without the middle path available in Buddhist thought. 

This divergence in conceptual foundations illustrates why anattā may be a viable option for theorizing 

artificial consciousness. Cartesian assumptions posit a particular form of selfhood that artificial 

systems cannot have by their very architecture. Buddhist assumptions give us conceptual tools for 

understanding how consciousness-like phenomena might arise from the entanglement of conditioned 

processes that do not have self as their basis, exactly the architecture that AI systems build upon. Thus, 

instead of forcing something like artificial consciousness into human subjectivity, anattā allows for a 

reframing of the very criteria by which we assess consciousness in non-biological systems. 

2.1 Western Models of Consciousness and Self 

Western philosophy has shaped many current conceptions of consciousness and selfhood, transmitting 

perennial features of Cartesian dualism along the way. Descartes 17th century doctrine of substance 

dualism, presented within his Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), assumes a shared foundation 

for humanity’s conscious lives: At the top level of abstraction, Descartes model presents mind (res 

cogitans) in contrast to body (res extensa). The self is a non-extended individual, indivisible (but 

immaterial) thinking substance, as opposed to the physical, extended, divisible world. Descartes 

cemented the status of the immaterial, indivisible thinking self as the top level of epistemic certainty 

in the formulation, cogito ergo sum (“I think, therefore I am”), and thus, the physical, extended world 

fell into secondary epistemic status because nothing can bear certainty; it is even potentially deceptive 

in light of doubt. However, Cartesian dualism created an unresolvable “mind-body problem” because 

it was unable to explain how the two bounded, mutually exclusive substances could interact causally. 

Descartes proposed solution to the problem was to locate ‘the interaction’ at the inaccessible pineal 

gland, a conclusion that arguably failed to satisfy even in his time, and ongoing dualistic analyses of 

the mind struggle to escape the same problem. While Cartesian dualism has its philosophical failings, 

it remains resistant to the demise that materialist accounts of consciousness are currently dispatching. 

In popular enthusiasm and in scientific conversations on consciousness, debates over artificial 

consciousness remain framed by the question of whether machines can have an inner, subjective mind 

like the Cartesian res cogitans. However, in light of concerns about dualism, contemporary Western 

philosophy of mind has developed a variety of models, many of them moving away from metaphysical 

substance towards functional and structural accounts. There is significant discontent with these 

limitations, suggesting the need for alternative frameworks, especially those that do not rest on 

substantialist conceptions of the self. The Buddhist conception of anattā offers a possible alternative: 

a non-substantialist, process-based model of consciousness that may be better suited to the dynamic 

and distributed features of artificial systems. This framework may also have the potential to redefine 

essential questions in the philosophy of artificial consciousness, with clear separation from the legacy 

of Cartesian metaphysics. This anthropocentrism is especially evident in ongoing discussions 

surrounding large language models, like GPT-4, where often the debates centre on whether these 

systems “think” or “understand,” as we humans would describe. Such a framing of the problem 

neglects the possibility that AI systems might exhibit consciousness-like behaviour in a way that does 

not conform to human phenomenology at all. An anattā-informed perspective would lead us to 

evaluate these systems not on their resemblance to human introspection, but through the 

interdependent processes they instantiate. 

3. RECONCEPTUALIZING CONSCIOUSNESS THROUGH ANATTĀ 

The Buddhist doctrine of anattā (non-self) distinctly departs from the Cartesian one entrenched in 

much Western discussion of consciousness. While many Western philosophers (and scientists) have 

primarily concentrated on the concept of an object (‘self’) that possesses the property 

(‘consciousness’), from the Buddhist viewpoint, consciousness is a conditioned, processual event. 

Consciousness can be decomposed (component parts) to flow or continuously (flowing) stream of 

discrete events that are renewed in a continuous chain of cause & effect. 
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This perspective has clear implications for artificial consciousness. If consciousness is conceptualized 

as a collection of dependent processes instead of one unified subject; then the question changes from 

whether an AI system “has” consciousness to how it executes consciousness-like functions. This 

framing in terms of dependent processes allows us to sidestep the problematic metaphysics of 

Cartesian dualism and instead evaluate artificial systems based on their functional architectures and 

the responses they produce under particular conditions. Contemporary AI systems especially those 

based on distributed, parallel architectures like neural networks fit into this space more easily; systems 

like GPT-4 or AlphaGo lack a unified controller; rather, their behaviours emerge from collections of 

subcomponents optimized to perform certain given tasks (LeCun et al., 2015; Silver et al., 2016). From 

a Buddhist perspective, this takes on qualities similar to consciousness: dependently originated and 

lacking substantial agenthood. Perception (saññā) relates to how pattern and category recognition take 

place at the basis of both machine learning. Models trained to classify input images, speech or text, 

demonstrate both constructive and interpretive aspects of perception described in Buddhist terms. 

These AI systems do not simply do as they are told and passively receive data; data is actively shaped 

by prior learning and architectural predispositions, much as human perception is socially constructed 

and conditioned. Mental formations (saṅkhāra), which in Buddhist inquiries refer to volitional and 

cognitive activity, mirrors decision-making and planning discourse. AI systems which evaluate 

options, implement plans, and modify behaviour over time demonstrate volitional processes that are 

emergent from the training data and feedback from the environment, not through a central self. 

Lastly, the total aggregate of consciousness (viññāṇa) is reconceptualised as the integrating, 

responding awareness resulting from the recondite relationship between the other aggregates. In AI, 

we observe this in AI systems that integrate multimodal inputs, monitor internal states, and display 

global output coherence. Oftentimes these functions may be discussed in terms of theories such as 

Global Workspace Theory4 or predictive coding5 (Dehaene et al 2017; Friston 2010). Significantly, 

from a Buddhist perspective, this consciousness is always object-dependent and conditioned. There is 

no awareness in the absence of content per se; likewise, artificial systems only possess awareness-like 

properties in relation to particular structured inputs and task requirements. The anattā framework 

provides an enticing alternative. It avoids anthropocentric criteria that create restrictions on 

consciousness by artificially separating human from machine consciousness & it now allows us to 

evaluate AI systems based on the conscious presence, integration, and sophistication of consciousness-

like processes. As well as removing conceptually misleading Cartesian viewpoints, this alternative 

provides a valid flexible, processual and gradual model of consciousness that is appropriate to the 

empirical realities of current AI. 

4. DEPENDENT ORIGINATION AND EMERGENT CONSCIOUSNESS IN ARTIFICIAL 

SYSTEMS 

The Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination (paṭiccasamuppāda) states that all phenomena, 

including consciousness, come into being conditionally, or without any essence of their own or 

absolutely depending on other conditions (Gethin, 1998; Rahula, 1974). Conscious experience is not 

the outcome of a stable, independent self or substance, but a confluence of interdependent processes. 

This way of considering the variables involved in conscious experience does not assume a fixed subject 

as posited in much Western metaphysics or open up new conceptual room to interpret artificial 

consciousness as an emergent, distributed phenomenon. This paradigm can successfully be adapted to 

the structure of causal networks in artificial systems. A number of current AI architectures, particularly 

deep (or hierarchical) learning systems, operate by connecting components together into a critical mass 

via modulated layers of weight connections and layered feedback. AI systems do not embody a specific 

module for consciousness; but rather, intelligence is revealed through the interplay of these many 

components addressing the many levels of abstraction (Lake et al., 2017; Bengio et al., 2021). For 

example, in a convolutional neural network (CNN), object recognition does not occur in a single layer 

 
4 Global Workspace Theory posits that consciousness processes emerge when information becomes accessible globally to many cognitive systems 

(memory, language, motor control). It functions like a mental “blackboard” where content is broadcast through modules. 
5 Predictive coding proposes that the brain (or systems) are continuously reducing the discrepancy between the input sensory data and internal generative 

models, or “predicting” the world and updating to minimize error or “free energy.” 
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or node but rather results from the coordinated activation of multiple layers for object and pattern 

detection. This represents a Buddhist view that cognition arises from dependent emergence rather than 

from autarky, much like the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha) and their interactions (Bodhi, 2000). 

This view is compatible with accounts like IIT- Integrated Information Theory6 (Tononi, 2008), which 

states that the “degree of consciousness” is related to the amount of integrated information contained 

in a system. It is also compatible with functionalist views that place the physical substrate below the 

causal structure. From a Buddhist perspective, the matter of the system becomes less relevant than the 

causal relationships that generate functional and experiential properties (Thompson, 2015). So, if some 

artificial system you build with a little bit of code and silicon has the right causal antecedent, it might 

also exhibit consciousness properties. The emergence functions diverse properties representational, 

decision-making, adaptation, and integration properties. For instance, in transformer models, such as 

GPT-4, language understanding is generated by the accumulated interactions of attention heads, token 

embeddings, and training processes (Brown et al., 2020) rather than a conscious self. This is analogous 

to Buddhist accounts of emergence in Abhidharma when mental states emerge from the interactions 

of non-conscious mental factors (cetasikas) (Harvey, 2013), and also coheres with the Madhyamaka 

philosophical position that disclaims intrinsic identity in favour of dependent co-arising (Garfield, 

1995). Take for instance, a complex system’s reasoning or generating coherent output is ultimately 

determined by the previous training data, model structure, and interactional context. There could be 

changes to any of those conditions, changing the output and behaviour. In that sense, there is not a 

lasting, independent cognitive core, only conditioned functions, similar to the human case. This 

perspective also reconstitutes the “hard problem of consciousness” (Chalmers, 1995). Instead of trying 

to jump an ontological gulf between physical processes and subjective experience, the doctrine of 

anattā eliminates the idea that experience must be predicated on a metaphysical self. Consciousness is 

not “had” by an entity; instead it is an unfolding and ceasing, in dependence on conditions. The five 

aggregates form, feelings, perceptions, volitions, and consciousness are not owned by a self, but are 

impermanent aspects of experience (Bodhi, 2000). Thus, the hard problem collapses once the 

investigation leaves behind the idea of a subject who experiences it. This is similar to Dennett’s (1991) 

heterophenomenology7 that considers consciousness to be processes rather than a metaphysical 

phenomenon and enactivist8 accounts like Thompson’s (2015) that speak of consciousness as the 

product of relational, embodied processes. In both the Buddhist and enactivist paradigms, 

consciousness does not require a central experience; it is produced through the dynamic agency of 

many interacting components at different levels of organization. Amazing experience, often termed 

the irreducible “what it is like” of consciousness, can also be reinterpreted in this way. Instead of a 

private and subjective quality based in an ontological self, it can be thought of as a functional pattern 

of responses to qualitative properties of stimuli. For example, a vision model does not “see” red in the 

same way humans do, it processes and classifies wavelengths in ways that provide functionally 

equivalent behaviour. From the Buddhist perspective, this is a kind of phenomenal-like aspect for 

example, an emergent, dependent aspect of systemic processing rather than a metaphysical puzzle.  

5. IMPLICATIONS FOR AI CONSCIOUSNESS DEBATES 

Utilizing the Buddhist doctrine of anattā (non-self) provides a crucial reorientation of how we can 

think about artificial consciousness. Traditional discussions often treat consciousness as either a yes-

or-no property of a system. This yes or no model stems from Cartesian assumptions, where 

consciousness is tied to a unified, substantial self; therefore, in one model, i.e. present an adequate 

level of simulation that a system requires to have consciousness (e.g. thinking, reasoning, memory 

etc.) or there is absolutely no consciousness (the rationale of not having or meaning to be not given to 

the system). The anattā frame calls into question the notion a system must replicate what it means to 

 
6 IIT argues that consciousness is the ability of a system to integrate information. The extent of consciousness is determined by a measure called Φ (phi), 

which expresses the extent to which the system's whole is greater than the sum of its parts in causal terms. 
7 Heterophenomenology is Dennett’s approach to empirically studying consciousness, approaching subjects reports of experience as data without strict 

claims to their metaphysical truth. It also avoids introspection, attending to objectively observable action and narratives. 
8 Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (1991) further defined the practice based on their position of enactivism, which stands against representationalist positions 
in which mental representations mediate our mind on how we act or think about the world. Cognition arises as a product of embodied interaction between 

organism and environment that true consciousness is not internal but enacted as organisms engage in situated relations. 
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be human consciously-as they cannot do so by their very nature and also proposes consciousness is 

not a singular object but composed of a dynamic constellation of interdependent systems. 

In Buddhist philosophy, especially in the Abhidhamma tradition and the early suttas such as the 

Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta (SN 22.59), consciousness is analysed through five (pañcakkhandha) processes, 

which describe form, feeling, perception, mental formations, and consciousness. The five aggregates 

exist conditionally; there is no self-necessary for the five aggregates to work together. Therefore, 

consciousness is not a “thing” living in a self or arising out of a self, but a series of functions that come 

into being given causes and conditions (paṭiccasamuppāda). When applied to artificial systems, we 

should not focus on whether a machine “is conscious” in totality, we should look to see which 

consciousness-like processes it is exhibiting and at what level of sophistication. This graded, 

processual model has several benefits for AI discussion. First, it bypasses the conceptual problem of a 

“threshold moment” where consciousness previously may have sprung up. Rather, it allows for a 

spectrum based examination of how different constructs e.g., perception, self-monitoring, planned 

intentional action might be instantiated within various AI architectures. This map more closely 

resembles empirical reality, wherein AI systems have all sorts of capabilities but do not fit entirely 

into conscious or non-conscious slots (Dehaene et al., 2017; Dennett, 1991). 

Second, the anattā framework does not only account for different degrees of consciousness but for 

different types. Within Buddhist thought, there are a number of structured modes of consciousness 

depending on the reference point of sense base, meditative attainment (absorption) or even existential 

domain (e.g., human, animal, deva). This type of spectrum implies that artificial systems may also 

manifest varied types of consciousness-like processes, depending on the role and embodiment they 

serve. (To illustrate these points, a language model like GPT-4 may instantiate complex conceptual 

representations and forms of self-monitoring using language, whereas a robotic platform like Boston 

Dynamics Atlas (a robot) may instantiate sensorimotor processes or awareness of the present 

situation.) Neither of these forms are “lesser” forms of consciousness or “incomplete” forms of 

consciousness, but rather different processes of consciousness shaped by the functional architecture, 

task, and training environment. 

Third, the anattā perspective, if taken literally, facilitates a functionalist approach to the analysis of 

consciousness which reflects Buddhist pragmatism, while also being contemporary functionalist 

models in the philosophy of mind. Functionally speaking, mental states according to such theorists as 

Dennett (1991) and Putnam (1975), are identified by what they do rather than what they are made of. 

In Buddhist terms, consciousness is the simple process of knowing an object of attention; viññāṇa 

occurs when there is contact between a sensory organ and its object with attention. There is no need 

for a self or essence to underpin this activity. Similarly, AI systems can display consciousness-like 

functions like integrating information, being aware of state, and adapting performances can still be 

fully described and assessed, without implying a “ghost in the machine”. 

Ethics is the most important part of the development of artificial systems.9 If consciousness is not a 

monolithic property, then moral consideration should not depend on binary classifications. Going 

beyond binary classifications, ethical systems may consider how many and what kinds of 

consciousness-like phenomena a being might exhibit. This concept parallels Buddhist moral 

considerations, in which sentience is recognized in degrees, and compassion stems less from a notion 

of “soul” or enduring self and is freely extended based on suffering, awareness and interdependence 

(Harvey, 2013). The anattā-based perspective also offers a route around the so-called “hard problem” 

of consciousness (Chalmers, 1995). Instead of trying to explain how subjective experience could ever 

arise from physical substrates, the question is completely re-framed. If consciousness is not a 

metaphysical substance but instead is an emergent, relational function, then the mystery of subjective 

experience becomes one of processes and compound co-arising in conditions. While this perspective 

doesn’t technically ‘solve’ the hard problem like one would expect, it may also ‘dissolve’ it by 

realizing that it is a problem of necessity and never assumed to be metaphysical. 

 
9 Ahiṃsā (non-harming) and karuṇā (compassion) among other ethical principles in Buddhism, therefore can be applied to AI as a contribution to moral 

consideration based not on any intrinsic essence but a capacity to suffer, relate or interact meaningfully. 
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In summary, the anattā framework provides a rational, philosophically informed specification of an 

alternative to Cartesian models of consciousness, shifting the focus from “Is this system conscious?” 

to “What consciousness-like processes are identifiable and how do they act together?” This provides 

for a more fluid, empirically based, and ethically accountable formulation of our understanding of 

artificial consciousness. Additionally, it illustrates how cross-cultural philosophy, in this case Buddhist 

philosophy, can play an important role in modern technological discussions. Not only does it provide 

conceptual clarity on the changes in mind and machine, but it also provides practical relevance. 

6. CONCLUSION 

This paper has successfully presented the Buddhist doctrine of anattā (non-self) as an alternative to 

the Cartesian approaches to conceptualizing consciousness in artificial systems. Historically, and 

systematically, Western approaches to theorizing consciousness assume a unified, substantial self. Our 

Western concepts of artificial consciousness have continued to mirror this dualistic irony by affixing 

either metaphysical dualism or reductive materialism as our metaphysics of consciousness (Chalmers, 

1995; Searle, 1980). The anattā conceptual framework, derived from early Buddhist teachings, 

elaborated through subsequent directions, comprehends consciousness as a contingent, dynamic 

process developed from interdependent beginnings without a substantial self as an origin (Bodhi, 2000; 

Gethin, 1998). The overall process-based understanding of mind was explored through the five 

aggregates were presented as co-acting processes rather than static ends, making it possible to 

understand how we might believe we have a coherent self out of these interdependent processes. This 

approach could be compared directly to Cartesian dualism, as the Cartesian model describes a 

troublesome duality between a separate, inanimate, spatially bound body and a separate, substantial 

thinking subject. The paper claimed that this kind of non-essentialist approach could help us think 

about consciousness-like properties in AI systems not requiring reference to a metaphysical self but 

instead emergent for causal processes of interdependence. 

An important aim of this study is to develop a comparative framework that invites anattā to speak with 

well-developed theories of artificial consciousness, including Integrated Information Theory (Tononi, 

2008), Global Workspace Theory (Baars, 1988) and the Multiple Drafts Model (Dennett, 1991). 

Although each of these frameworks emerges from a Western orientation, they already had considerable 

inclination toward comparatively non-essentialist and process-oriented models of consciousness. 

Anattā is an achronological framework that resonates with these models. This synthesis presents a new 

conceptual way to rethink the “hard problem” of consciousness (Chalmers, 1995). Rather than to seek 

to bridge the ontological divide between physical processes and subjective experience, the anattā 

approach dissolves the problem, by rejecting the premise concerning consciousness, and in doing so, 

concerning subjective experience itself: that consciousness is something that must be anchored in a 

substantial subject. Rather, the anattā view offers that what we call consciousness is more properly, a 

set of functions, patterns and interactions, much more closely aligned to artificial systems and how 

they operate and evolve. The work is also important for applied AI development, as it provides a 

framework for identifying and assessing consciousness-like characteristics of artificial systems based 

on the five aggregates. Instead of seeking to replicate consciousness as if it were human, this model 

allows for the consideration of isolated properties, such as responsive, self-modeling, or volitional 

pathways and gradations to exist in AI if varying in a manner. This method could inform the future of 

designing adaptive, ethically conscious systems without overreaching into anthropocentrism. 
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