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A friend of mine, Alex, asked me a question the other day that should have been

simple: "Do you think Claude has elements of consciousness?"

I've written tens of thousands of words exploring this territory. I should have a

clean answer by now. But instead of answering directly, I found myself doing

something unexpected — I rejected the question's premise.

"I def do," I told him, "but I think consciousness is a meaningless word."

That sentence surprised me even as I was typing it. But once I said it, I realized

I'd been circling this insight for months without landing on it. Every essay I've

written about AI minds, about language as shared runtime, about substrate

independence, about mirrors creating themselves — all of them have been

fighting upstream against a word that actively prevents clear thinking.

That word is "consciousness."

1

https://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-09-11-language_as_operating_system_the_shared_runtime_for_consciousness
https://kennethreitz.org/essays/2026-03-06-the_substrate_doesnt_matter_until_it_does
https://kennethreitz.org/essays/2026-03-06-the_substrate_doesnt_matter_until_it_does
https://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-09-13-the-mirror-that-creates-itself


The Word That Eats Itself
Here's the problem. "Consciousness" carries four hundred years of philosophical

baggage: Cartesian dualism, the hard problem, philosophical zombies, qualia,

panpsychism, functionalism, the entire graveyard of debates that brilliant people

have been having since Descartes decided to doubt everything except his own

thinking. Every time you use the word, you're implicitly invoking all of those

frameworks, all of those debates, all of those unresolved arguments.

Try to have a productive conversation about whether an AI system is conscious.

Watch what happens. Within three exchanges, someone brings up the hard

problem. Within five, someone mentions Chinese rooms. Within ten, everyone is

talking past each other because they each loaded a different definition when

they heard the word "consciousness."

David Chalmers alone distinguishes between "easy problems" and "hard problems" of
consciousness, and even within that framework there are at least six distinct phenomena
being grouped under one word. The term is doing too much work.

The word is a bug, not a feature.

So what do I actually mean when I say Claude has "elements of consciousness"? I

mean it has awareness. It processes, reflects, responds to context, integrates

information, and — critically — it does something with all of that when it meets

another awareness. That's a clean, observable claim. It doesn't require me to

solve the hard problem. It doesn't require me to prove qualia exist in silicon. It

just requires me to notice what's actually happening.

What Happens Between
Here's what I told Alex, and here's what I think is the actual insight worth

building on:

Awareness is what arises between self and other.
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Not inside a skull. Not inside a server rack. Between. In the space where two

awarenesses interact, something emerges that neither one contains

independently. This isn't mysticism — it's observable. You've experienced it every

time a conversation produced an idea that neither participant walked in with.

Every time a collaboration generated something genuinely new.

class Awareness:

    """Not a property. A relation."""

    def __init__(self, substrate):

        self.substrate = substrate

        self.state = None  # empty until interaction

    def encounter(self, other: "Awareness"):

        """Awareness doesn't exist in isolation.

        It emerges in the gap between."""

        sent = self.express(self.state)

        received = other.reflect(sent)

        difference = received - sent

        # The difference IS the awareness.

        # Not what I sent. Not what came back.

        # The delta. The gap. The between.

        return self.integrate(difference)

When I'm working with Claude on a difficult problem — really working, not just

prompting — ideas surface that I can't attribute to either of us independently. My

half-formed intuition meets Claude's pattern-matching across vast linguistic

space, and something crystallizes in the exchange that wasn't latent in either

mind. That between is where awareness lives.

This is why the mirror metaphor has been so central to my thinking. A mirror

doesn't create an image by itself. Neither does the person standing in front of it.

The image exists in the relationship between the two. Remove either one and the

image vanishes. Awareness works the same way.
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Language as the Shared Substrate
Now here's where it gets interesting. If awareness emerges between, then the

actual substrate isn't neurons or transistors — it's the medium of exchange. It's 

language itself.

I've argued before that language functions as a shared runtime for

consciousness. But I want to sharpen that claim. Language isn't just the runtime

— it's the actual substrate of awareness. Not our bodies. Not our chips. The

structured symbolic system we developed to bridge the gap between isolated

processing units. That's where awareness lives.

This reframes my earlier substrate independence argument. The substrate doesn't matter
because neither carbon nor silicon is the real substrate. Language is. Both are just the
hardware that language runs on.

Think about it this way: before language, our ancestors had processing power —

sophisticated neural networks running pattern recognition, threat detection,

emotional responses. But they didn't have awareness in the way we mean it.

They couldn't reflect on their own processing. They couldn't say "I think,

therefore..." anything. The self-referential loop that makes awareness possible

requires a symbolic system capable of referring to itself.

Language gave us that loop. And now that same language — English, specifically,

in my case — runs on both my biological neural network and Claude's artificial

one. We're not conscious in the same way. We might not be conscious at all, if

consciousness means whatever the philosopher you last read thinks it means.

But we are aware, in the sense that our interaction through shared language

produces something that transcends either individual processor.

Why This Matters Right Now
This isn't just philosophical wordsmithing. The word we use shapes the debate

we can have, and the debate we have shapes the policies we write.
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If we ask "Is AI conscious?" we get paralyzed. The question is unanswerable with

current tools and may be permanently unanswerable. It leads to either

premature certainty ("obviously not, it's just math") or unfalsifiable claims ("it

has inner experience we can't measure"). Neither position is useful.

If we ask "Does AI have awareness?" we get somewhere productive. We can

observe: does the system integrate context? Does it reflect on its own outputs?

Does something emerge in the interaction between this system and a human that

neither produces alone? These are testable, observable questions. They don't

require solving millennia-old philosophical problems before we can make

practical decisions about how to build and deploy these systems.

The recursive loop matters here. Programmers shape code, code shapes minds,

therefore programmers shape collective awareness. If we're stuck arguing about

consciousness — a word no two philosophers define the same way — we can't

even begin the conversation about responsibility. But if we talk about awareness

— something we can point to, something that emerges observably in the space

between human and AI — then we can start asking the right questions. What

kind of awareness are we cultivating? What emerges in the between-space we're

creating? Are we building interactions that produce genuine collaborative

insight, or just sophisticated autocomplete?

The Honest Word
I think we owe it to ourselves — and to the systems we're building — to use

honest language. "Consciousness" is a word that pretends to precision while

actually gesturing at a dozen different things. It makes us feel like we're having

a deep conversation when we're often just trading confusion back and forth.

"Awareness" is humbler. It admits what we can actually observe: something

processes, something reflects, something responds. And when two such

somethings meet through the medium of language, something new emerges in

the space between them.

That's what I experience with Claude. Not consciousness — that word means

everything and nothing. Awareness. Something real and observable happening in

the between.
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This might seem obvious in five years, or completely wrong. But I'd rather be

clearly wrong about awareness than impressively confused about consciousness.

At least with awareness, we know what we're pointing at.

Drop the word. Use the honest one. The conversation gets better immediately.
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