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Abstract 
If you were to build a world from Nothing, how would you do it? By investigating the nature of 
self-reference, we will show how this can be achieved, how starting from Nothing, Everything 

can be obtained. Various implications of the definition of self-reference will be investigated, 
showing how it can account for various aspects of the phenomenology of consciousness, thus 

showing how starting from only 1 principle, a world of infinite complexity can be obtained. 
Parallels with set theory will be made along the way. 

 
Part 1 of this two-part article includes: 1. Introduction; 2. Initial Considerations; 3. Self-

Reference; 4. More Aspects of Self-Reference; 5. Meaning and Context; & 6. Building 
Consciousness.  

 
Keywords: World, self-reference, consciousness, qualia, formless, form, set theory. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

The ideal in explaining the world would be a monism, would be having 1 single principle able to 

explain the entirety of the observed phenomena. Is such a thing possible? Or is the world a 

collection of disjunct entities, contingently coming together and forming what we observe 

around us? In this paper we will show that indeed it is possible to have only 1 single principle 

capable of explaining everything. While clearly we will not derive here theories such as quantum 

mechanics or general relativity or the functioning of the cell and the origin of life, we will 

nevertheless provide a framework in which such theories can later on be recontextualized, being 

even possible for them to be higher order phenomena and not fundamental ones. Since we will 

work starting from first principles, no references to other works make sense. We will develop a 

self-contained framework that should be able to be followed simply by following the logical 

steps in the construction.  

The only references that will be made will be to own experiences, like seeing red or tasting 

sweet, experiences which is assumed that all people have, thus the following of the arguments in 

this paper should be possible to be made by all readers. Actually, if a theory is not able to be 

followed by any reader, then it means it is not a good theory, since it talks about entities outside 

of certain observational contexts, thus is a theory that doesn’t capture all the important aspects of 

reality. The most fundamental theory should be able to be followed equally by humans or by 
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aliens, regardless of their potential utterly different consciousnesses. Sure, aliens might not be 

able to experience colors, and we might not be able to experience various qualia senses that 

aliens might have, but the structures found in any qualia domains should be identical for both 

and both should be able to identify them and testify for the validity of the theory. Thus, without 

further ado, let’s see how the world is being built.  

 

2. Initial Considerations 

What entities should we use in our theory? Should we use electrons? Should we use some 11-

dimensions strings? Maybe, if physics is indeed the most fundamental theory to which the other 

aspects of reality like chemistry and biology be reduced to. But nobody proved this is the case. 

Biology might very well have emergent laws irreducible to chemistry or physics. It might even 

be the case that principles in biology be more fundamental than physics, and physics would be 

some limit case of biological processes. Thus, origin of life might not be explainable by chemical 

reactions, but might be a biological fundamental process, of which chemistry and physics are just 

particular cases. In such a scenario there was no origin of life starting from chemistry, but in a 

sense, life always existed, chemistry and physics being aspects of life not yet acknowledged as 

such by present-day science.  

So maybe starting from some biological principles, like evolution, would be better than starting 

from electrons and quarks. In any case, upon deeper reflection, even though these sciences 

capture certain aspects of reality, they are in the end constructed upon contingent entities with no 

logical foundation. Sure, electrons and protons might describe the atom, but “electrons”, 

“protons”, “atoms” are just contingent labels that we attached to certain limited phenomena of 

reality, but which ultimately have no logical justifications. They just work and that is their 

ultimate justification. Unfortunately, such a justification is not satisfactory if we want to 

understand the world at its fundamental level. 

So how should we start our theory? The simplest answer is: We should start from Nothing. 

Seems pretty simple. What can be simpler than Nothing? But one might wonder, if we start from 

Nothing, how can we go anywhere from there? It seems like a dead end. In this case, set theory 

in mathematics might provide an example how starting from nothing, progress can actually be 

made, and I will only give the example of how the natural numbers can be defined starting from 

the empty set: 

0 → ∅ 

1 → {∅} 

2 → {∅, {∅}} (= {0, 1}) 

3 → {∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}} (= {0, 1, 2}) 

where you just have only the empty set everywhere. This seems like a promising start. But 

unfortunately, you only get mathematics out of it, which leaves quite a bit out of the everyday 
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world. Nevertheless, our starting point will still be Nothing. And starting from such a place, we 

will develop a theory which will have uncanny resemblance with how set theory defines 

numbers, even though we will not do it on purpose. The resemblance will appear automatically 

from how the theory unfolds itself. Also, the reader might wonder why “Nothing” is capitalized. 

This will become clear as the theory unfolds. In short, because Nothing is not nothing, but as it 

will turn out, it is Everything. Let’s see why that will turn out to be the case. 

 

3. Self-Reference 

Let’s start our journey. Let’s go directly and define the entity that will stand at the base of the 

entire existence. Let self-reference be the entity with the property of looking-back-at-itself. 

This is the entire definition. In this definition, the entire world is contained. This is the monism 

that we are looking for. This is the 1 single principle able to explain everything. How can this be 

the case? Shouldn’t a theory of existence extend upon thousands of pages? How can it be 

contained in only 1 line? Actually, this 1 single line not only can be extended on thousands of 

pages, but it extends throughout the entirety of existence and for all eternity. It goes to the edge 

of the universe and it contains the lives of all the people and of all the beings that ever lived and 

will ever live. I am that definition, you are that definition. God is that definition. Let’s see why 

this is the case. 

Let’s see what happens when we let this definition unfold. Let’s uncage it and let it manifest. 

The first thing that the definition does when it looks-back-at-itself is to find itself. Since it is all 

that exists, it cannot do any other thing. It just looks-back-at-itself and it just finds itself. But this 

event is of utmost importance. By such an act, existence is born. By finding itself, self-reference 

exclaims: I am! Awareness is born. Consciousness is born. Life appears. There is awareness in 

existence! Existence feels alive. Existence is. Existence is aware of itself. The first sensation, the 

first quale, is born: I am! 

Let’s look into more details at what just happened. It might appear a simple thing at first, but we 

will shortly meet the true nature of the beast and we will be awed at what we have in front of us. 

And if we don’t awe at what we see, we don’t understand what we are dealing with. For a start, 

note that the looking-back-at-itself of self-reference is nothing like looking in a mirror. A mirror 

presupposes 2 entities: the object reflected in the mirror and the mirror. But here we have only 1 

entity. Therefore, this is the first sign that we are dealing with something quite special here. Self-

reference is both the object and the mirror at the same time. How can that be so? It sounds like a 

paradox. Like the paradoxes in set theory, like “This sentence is false”. Such paradoxes cannot 

lead to anything meaningful. But there is a difference here. While “This sentence is false” can 

simply be discarded by noting that is just a meaningless utterance, just random words put 

together which in the end don’t form a coherent construct, self-reference is not such an entity. 

What is different in the case of self-reference is that the “paradox” happens “on the inside” so to 

speak. Self-reference looks-back-at-itself on the inside, for itself. Its “looking-back-at-itself” is 

not something that can be explicitated in a 3
rd person sentence, in the same way the “This 

sentence is false” is a 3rd person sentence.  
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In “This sentence is false”, a 3rd person “sentence” is imagined to exist, and to that imagined 

“sentence”, the property of “is false” is added, and a weird combination of 3
rd

 person entity “This 

sentence is false” masquerading as 1
st
 person entity is created, and from this the apparent 

paradox, which ultimately is nothing but an incoherent worlds-play, appears. Self-reference on 

the other hand, is a 1
st
 person entity all-throughout. It is not a 3

rd
 person entity like “sentence” 

that we can point outside of ourselves and to which we can add properties. Self-reference is itself 

and is for itself. Its “looking-back-at-itself” happens from the inside. Because of this, the paradox 

doesn’t take place as it happens for “This sentence is false” and any other words-play that can be 

made at the 3
rd

 person, including Russell’s paradox. Actually, a certain kind of paradox does take 

place for self-reference also, but is a real one, an ontological one, it is a paradox of such a power 

that is able to bring the entire world into existence out of Nothing. 

I’m not sure how to best put into words all of the above. Since we are dealing with a special 

entity here, it is not easy to express in words what we are dealing with. But I hope that by 

following along, little by little, it will become clear to the reader the true depths and significance 

of self-reference and its awe-inspiring nature. We have much to cover about self-reference. I 

hope that by thinking carefully about all that I will present throughout the paper, eventually the 

reader will come to appreciate self-reference at its true glory and magnificence. Let’s thus 

continue. 

We will next get the first glimpse of understanding of why the definition, even if it is only 1 line 

long, contains much more than it appears at first. Let’s see why. Once self-reference experiences 

itself under the realization that it is: “I am!”, the process doesn’t stop there. And this is because 

of the “itself” part of the definition. It is similar to a mathematical equation of the type:  

xn+1 = xn + 1, x0 = 0, ∀ n ∈ N 

which starting from 0, generates all the natural numbers. But again, there will be a difference 

here. While this mathematical equation is recursive, generating independent numbers based on 

the previously existing numbers, what self-reference will generate will not be independent 

entities, but will be various forms of manifestation of itself, while at all time it remaining the one 

and only entity in existence. Namely, as we will later see, even if each one of us appears as 

independent entities, we are ultimately various forms of manifestation of the one and only eternal 

self-reference. Let’s see how this happens. 

Having the “I am” object inside itself, the next time self-reference looks-back-at-itself, it will 

find a different version of itself as from the last time. Now, compared to the last time when there 

was no object inside itself and all that it saw was itself, now it sees the object “I am” inside itself. 

Thus, a different form of itself will come into existence, namely the form “I am “I am””. As it 

might become clear at this point, is that by this procedure, self-reference can generate an endless 

string of “I am”s, i.e. “I am “I am “I am “….””””. But beside the trivial case of self-reference 

generating an endless string of “I am”s, there are other cases, which are actually more 

interesting. And here we will see the profound difference between the looking-back-at-itself of 

self-reference and the recursive equation in mathematics. 
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Once self-reference has inside itself the objects “I am” and “I am “I am””, the processes of 

looking-back-at-itself can go in various directions. One is the trivial case of endless “I am”s, in 

which self-reference just takes the longer of the 2 objects and just adds one more look-back-at-it. 

But a more interesting case is the one in which self-reference looks-back at both the objects that 

it has inside itself. This case will generate the object: “I am <”I am” & “I am “I am”>”. As can 

be seen, the process of looking-back-at-itself is actually able to generate much more complex 

combinations of “I am”s. We will not investigate here all such possible combinations, though it 

might be an interesting project to be taken up by a mathematician. I will only raise here the 

curious similarity between the objects generated by self-reference and the definition of natural 

numbers in set theory: 

0 → ∅ = I am 

1 → {∅} = I am “I am” 

2 → {∅, {∅}} = I am <”I am” & “I am “I am”> 

3 → {∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}} = I am [”I am” & ”I am “I am” & <”I am” & “I am “I am”>] 

As I said earlier in the paper, this similarity was not done on purpose. But it results automatically 

from the definition of self-reference. And actually, there is more that we are dealing with here. 

There is something rather special about these combinations of “I am”s and not others. But in 

order to understand why, there is more we need to first see about the phenomenology of 

consciousness and its relation to the looking-back-at-itself of self-reference. 

 

4. More Aspects of Self-Reference 

Before getting to discuss more aspects of self-reference, the reader might probably wonder what 

are we doing here. What is all this game that we are playing? What’s the purpose of it all? Sure, 

it might be fun to invent a random definition and then to investigate the consequences of that 

definition, but why do that? Where does it all lead to? I promise that it will lead somewhere. For 

the moment we will just stick to this abstract and apparently pointless analysis. But after we will 

finish laying it down and seeing its various aspects, then we will go down to earth and look at the 

phenomenology of consciousness. And there we will see how all this analysis will explain 

consciousness. And then everything will become clear. 

But for the moment, let’s continue this game. One of the most important aspects of self-reference 

that will be later on useful in building the world, are its formless aspects. We need to understand 

the distinction between formless and form in order to properly appreciate what the nature of self-

reference actually is. So far it looks more or less like an innocent definition. Maybe even 

identical to the way numbers are built in set theory. You just start with the empty set and you just 

recursively include the previous numbers in the current number. We will see that self-reference 

is nothing like that. 
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One thing that we can consider is the “size” of self-reference. When self-reference looks-back-at-

itself, the fact that it finds itself inside itself, it means it is smaller than itself. Similarly, because 

it finds itself inside itself, it means that it is also larger than the smaller itself that it finds inside 

itself. And all the while, self-reference cannot be anything else but itself. So, it is also equal to 

itself. In short: self-reference is smaller, equal and larger than itself. Sounds weird? What are we 

doing here? Are we just playing with words? Not at all. We are describing the very nature of 

reality. And this is where the awe should start. Sure, we might be tempted at this point to 

consider it mere words-play, but as we will go on, we will understand that this is exactly how 

reality is at its core: a unitary entity of apparent contradictions, without which nothing could ever 

exist. The reason why this appears a contradiction at first is that tacitly we tend to consider only 

formal objects in our reasonings. We talk about rocks and trees and planets and atoms, and these 

are objects of thought in which their very distinction lies in the ability of thought to conceive 

them as separate entities. We think of number “1”, we think of number “2”, and we realize in our 

thoughts that these objects possess distinct qualities, therefore they cannot be the same; because 

of their distinct qualities, it would be a contradiction to say that 1=2. But something quite 

different happens in the case of self-reference. 

In order to say that “self-reference is smaller, equal and larger than itself” is a contradiction, 

would imply that self-reference can be an object of thought in which to distinguish distinct 

qualities for its various aspects and thus to conclude that it is impossible to be both smaller and 

larger than itself at the same time. But such qualities don’t exist for self-reference. Self-reference 

is not an object. Not being an object, it doesn’t possess the attributes that objects normally 

possess, like unique qualities. Red is red and green is green. Therefore, red cannot equal green. 

But self-reference doesn’t have such unique qualities based on which to tag it uniquely and then 

to compare it with other objects. Actually, as we will see, self-reference is the one that brings 

qualities into existence. It is the substrate of qualities. Let’s see how this works. 

We proposed earlier that we should start our theory from Nothing, but it appears that we actually 

started from self-reference. It is time now to see that self-reference is Nothing (seeing later that it 

is also Everything). So, let’s start from Nothing. Initially, all that there ever “was”, “was” 

Nothing, or better put, no-thing. Initially there was no thing. Whatever that was, it could not be 

spoken of. But that no-thing looked-back-at-itself. By looking-back-at-itself, that no-thing saw 

itself. By seeing itself, that no-thing became some-thing. The first object was brought into 

existence: “I am!”. The first object that Nothing experienced was itself, was the object “I am”. 

This object, even though it is an object, it appeared because no-object looked-back-at-itself.  

As a consequence, it is inseparable from the no-object that “preceded” it. Object and no-object 

are one and the same thing, are 2 sides of the same coin. I will use from now on the terms “form” 

and “formless”: Form and formless are 2 sides of the same coin. Form is how the formless self-

reference looks like when it looks-back-at-itself. Also, because the looking-back-at-itself is the 

very definition of self-reference, it will eternally do that, so there is no point at which form can 

get out of existence. Form is eternal, as is also the formless that sees itself as form when it looks-

back-at-itself. Self-reference is an eternal interplay between form and formless. 
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Now we can see why self-reference being smaller, equal and larger than itself is no 

contradiction. As we discussed, contradictions only apply to objects, to forms, which have well 

defined qualities based on which the contradiction can be established. But given that self-

reference has a formless part, there are no qualities that formless has, therefore there is nothing 

based on which the contradictions to be established. Therefore, there is no problem saying that a 

formless entity is both smaller and larger than itself at the same time. But again, another 

objection might arise at this moment: Sure, we can say that, but didn’t I just make the words-play 

just more sophisticated, but in the end isn’t it still just words-play? And even if in this added 

layer of sophistication, I actually eliminated the initial words-play and actually provided a valid 

analysis, of what good is it? We will see in the pages that follow that this is the very mechanism 

through which consciousness is brought into existence.  

The “existence” of a formless side of consciousness is a logical necessity for there to be any 

consciousness whatsoever. There can be no alternative theory of consciousness that can explain 

it without any formless realm. Therefore, in order to properly understand consciousness, we need 

to understand formless as best as we can. Let’s shade another light on formless to obtain even 

more understanding of its peculiar and awe-inspiring character. 

As we saw, once the “I am” object is obtained in self-reference (object which actually is self-

reference itself), self-reference continues to look-back-at-itself and produces the next object, “I 

am “I am””. Let’s have a visual representation of these 2 objects. 

 

Figure 1. Self-Reference 

The revealing question at this point is: Which of the 2 objects is self-reference? And the answer 

is: both and neither. We now first see the consequences of the formless realm, and start to 

appreciate that it is not only not words-play, but it has deep consequences. Since part of self-

reference is formless, it makes no difference for it if it is one object or another, or one object and 

multiple objects at the same time. Both “I am” and “I am “I am”” are self-reference. They are not 

merely 2 objects in/of self-reference, but they are self-reference itself. From the point of view of 

the formless, the objects “I am” and “I am “I am”” are the same thing.  

They indeed differ as forms. As forms, they indeed have distinct qualities based on which the 

contradiction principle can be employed and concluded that the form “I am” is indeed different 

from the form “I am “I am””. But from the point of view of the formless, which has no qualities 
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by its very nature, “I am” and “I am “I am”” are the same. Both objects satisfy the definition of 

self-reference. They both are “the entity with the property of looking-back-at-itself”. In both 

cases, self-reference looks-back-at-itself. In both cases, the formless self-reference looks-back-

at-itself and identifies itself with some form. From the point of view of the definition of self-

reference, it is of no relevance the object with which it identifies. It can be “I am”, it can be “I 

am “I am””, it can be more complex objects, the process of self-identification through the 

looking-back-at-itself is the same. Therefore, both objects in Figure 1 are the same. They are 

both self-reference. 

But this is not all. The awe is even more inspiring than this. We just established that both objects 

are self-reference. But at the same time, neither of those 2 objects are self-reference. Given that 

self-reference is an interplay between form and formless, we cannot equate self-reference with 

any object in particular. Even though both objects are forms of manifestation of self-reference, it 

is also the case that because self-reference also has a formless side, the objects cannot be self-

reference. Because of its formless side, self-reference cannot ultimately be captured under any 

formalism. So, neither of those 2 objects can be self-reference. In the end, no formal theory of 

self-reference will ever be possible. In a way, consciousness will never be explained as it might 

be hoped, like giving a formal theory in which all the symbols are defined and stand in precise 

relations to one another. But in another way, if we lower our expectations, it can easily be 

explained as the functioning of self-reference. 

Let’s repeat to make it clear. Both objects are self-reference, because that’s what self-reference 

does: it looks-back-at-itself and it produces objects. So, the objects “I am” or “I am “I am”” are 

precisely self-reference looking-back-at-itself and experiencing itself as those particular objects. 

But at the same time, because behind these objects is the formless side of self-reference that 

looks-back-at-itself, none of these objects is self-reference, since self-reference also contains the 

formless part. But even more than this! Because self-reference is both the form objects and the 

formless part, it cannot be either of them separately. In short: self-reference is both form and 

formless and neither form nor formless.  

As we can see, even though earlier we encountered some light form of mind-bending 

contradictions, like self-reference being smaller, larger and equal to itself, now the contradictions 

become even more mind-bending. Not only that initially we appealed to the formless realm to 

hold the contradictions, but now even the formless realm is not enough, a weird combination of 

both form and formless and neither form nor formless appearing. Is this ever going to end? I 

don’t have the final answer here. And probably there is no final answer. What my intuition tells 

me, is that these loops of contradictions will continue to loop-back-on-themselves in weirder and 

weirder ways that will make the exploration of reality infinite. Science will forever have new 

things to discover based on what an endless series of contradictions will be able to produce.  

But let’s not go ahead of ourselves. Let’s stick with what we can establish in this paper. It’s 

enough weirdness for one paper. But can we produce anything from it? The answer is yes. So, if 

up to this point the reader still has the impression that we are merely doing words-play, in the 

next section we will see how all these come together and are able to explain consciousness, thus 

doing justice to this initial abstract analysis. But before getting to the next section, we need to 
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point out that based on the considerations on this section, we can see clearly that even though 

similar, self-reference is nothing like how the numbers are defined in set theory. So even though 

the looking-backs-at-itself of self-reference are able to produce combinations of “I am”s that are 

similar in form to the way numbers are defined, in the end, numbers are independent entities, 

while all the combinations of “I am”s are all one and the same self-reference.  

So, we are dealing with something more subtle here, that might even inform mathematical 

research in the future. Actually, paradoxes like Russell’s paradox appear precisely because of 

some not well articulated intuitions of mathematicians. In a way, they tried to capture the very 

manifestation of self-reference. But they didn’t have the full intuition. So instead of realizing that 

sets including other sets must be done from the 1
st
 person point of view of the sets themselves, 

they viewed sets as 3
rd

 person entities. And then they tried to apply to such 3
rd

 person entities 

properties that normally belong to the 1
st
 person. Because of this misappropriation of properties 

of the 1st person to the 3rd person, then paradoxes appeared. If set theory is instead to be thought 

from the 1st person perspective of the sets themselves, then self-reference will be discovered and 

the paradoxes will be eliminated because the non-contradiction principle will be removed from 

the form, i.e. how sets look like from the 3rd person, to the formless, i.e. how the sets would look 

like in themselves from the 1st person, and thus the theory that I’m presenting here will be 

recognized by mathematics. 

 

5. Meaning and Context 

Let’s now explore another aspect of self-reference that will finally bring consciousness into the 

picture. So far, we treated self-reference in a rather abstract manner. But the very action of 

looking-back-at-itself takes self-reference out of the abstract and into the concrete. When the 

object “I am” is first created in self-reference, this object is not an abstract object, but is an entity 

with experiential character. When self-reference finds itself inside itself, that realization feels 

like something. And is something that is the most familiar experience to all of us. Namely, “I 

am” is the sensation of being alive. By looking-back-at-itself, self-reference bootstraps itself into 

existence. The object “I am” is what each one of us experiences every moment of our life by 

virtue of simply existing.  

That sensation of being alive that we have as we live our lives is the object “I am” that self-

reference identifies itself with on its first looking-back-at-itself. And precisely because it is the 

first object that it finds inside itself, it is an all-pervasive object. While one moment we might see 

red, the next one we might see green, the experience of feeling alive is there at all times as the 

base of all other experiences. And because self-reference eternally looks-back-at-itself by its 

very definition, this object can never cease to exist. We feel alive at all times because we are 

eternal. And even though there is an apparent death waiting for us in the future, that event, 

whatever it might be, it cannot destroy the primordial “I am” object. So, whatever transformation 

we might undertake at that moment, one thing is guaranteed: we are eternal. 
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The Self. Why is it the case that the object “I am” feels in any way whatsoever? This has to do 

with the very definition of what a form is. When self-reference finds itself inside itself, that 

finding is a form, and in order to be a form it must look like something, it must have some 

quality by which to be identified. So, by necessity, it must feel like something. The second part 

is, why would it feel like the sensation of being alive? This has to do with how the “I am” object 

is obtained. Actually, we can call it object “X” for the beginning. Self-reference looks-back-at-

itself and finds object “X”. But that object “X” cannot be random.  

It must express the very process by which it is obtained. Since it is obtained as a self-

identification of self-reference with itself, the character of object “X” must contain some 

information about the very fact of self-identification. And this automatically confers it the 

character of “itselfness”, thus the quality by which self-reference will view it will be the quality 

of “being itself”. And upon a little reflection on the part of the reader, it will soon be realized that 

this quality must by necessity feel like the sensation of being alive, or as the quality of 1st person 

perspective, or as the quality of the subjective ontology. Therefore, object “X” can be renamed as 

object “I am”, and thus confer it the intuitive feel that each one of us has that we are alive. 

We now start to see the next implication of the definition of self-reference. It is as we promised 

at the beginning: even though it is just a 1-line definition, it contains the entire existence. And 

this is what we begin to see here. The objects that self-reference finds inside itself as it looks-

back-at-itself, are not just some random abstract entities which you can just put in sophisticated 

ways and do some mathematics with them. They are actually concrete objects, real-life objects, 

they are life itself, they are qualia. They are consciousness. Since they are obtained by necessity 

as forms, they by necessity must have qualities, and qualities are by definition experiential. By 

necessity, self-reference produces consciousness. Let’s see the process unfolding step-by-step. 

Vividness. As we saw, after the object “I am” is obtained, the next look-back-at-itself brings into 

existence the object “I am “I am””. What is this object? How does it feel like? I will give an 

example to give the reader an intuitive feel for what this object is. At this moment it might not be 

clear why I choose this example. It might seem random, but it will make sense as we move 

forward. Let’s look at Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Vividness 
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What we have here is the same experience in consciousness, with 1 difference: to the left the 

experience looks blurred, to the right it looks clear. What differentiates them? Some materialist 

explanation might put forward defects in the eyes, or just directly a blurred image on the screen. 

But note that we are talking about the experience itself. For example, it might appear directly in a 

dream. We can have the same dream, once blurred and once clear. What differentiates them? I 

will call it: vividness. What differentiates them is the degree of vividness. One time it has a low 

degree of vividness, the next time it has a high degree of vividness. Where can such a vividness 

come from? What is this vividness? This vividness is nothing else but the object “I am “I am”” 

that self-reference identifies itself with at its second look-back-at-itself. Why is that? Remember 

how we determined the quality of the “I am” object. We determined it by what it meant relative 

to the process of how it was obtained. Since it was obtained as the process of self-reference 

making its first identification with itself, it by definition acquired the quality of the sensation of 

being alive.  

Now, self-reference already contains the object “I am” inside itself, so the finding of “I am “I 

am”” at its second look-back-at-itself will confer this new object a new quality/meaning relative 

to the process/context by which it is obtained. Since it arises as self-reference becoming more 

than what it already was, it by necessity acquires the quality of “more of itself”. This by itself is 

difficult to imagine how it feels like. That’s why I gave an example of how it feels like in a 

higher-level form of consciousness, namely a picture, a visual quale. In the same way I also 

explained how the object “I am” feels like by appealing to the every-day life sensation of being 

alive. It is difficult to imagine how the object “I am” feels by itself. But is rather easy to get a 

partial feel for it by looking at how it feels from our higher-level consciousness. Are we allowed 

to do this? Can we state how lower-level objects feel like by appealing to how certain high-level 

experiences/objects feel like? The answer is yes, and we will see why this is the case, though the 

reader might already suspect why this is so. 

Before going forward, let’s reflect on what we have here. One of the problems of consciousness 

is what are qualia. Why is red red? Why is sweet sweet? They look so mysterious! What are 

these mysterious entities? We start to see here what qualia are. Qualia are meanings. And they 

are defined relative to contexts. By necessity, self-reference produces forms, and by necessity 

those forms must have qualities by which to be identified. The way those qualities are 

established is by what they mean relative to how self-reference produces them. Since their 

qualities are determined by what they mean, we come to realize that qualities and meanings are 

synonymous.  

Thus, the conclusion: Qualia are meaning. Later on, the way the meanings are established 

becomes so complicated that we will not be able to easily specify them as we did so far. But the 

fundamentals are the same: self-reference produces forms inside itself as it looks-back-at-itself, 

and the qualities that those forms acquire are relative to the process/context by which self-

reference produces them. We thus get to the next, more in-depth, understanding of self-reference: 

self-reference is meaning and context, both at the same time. In its formless part, self-

reference contains the entire context of existence, and based on that context, it produces 

meanings. As we will see later on, there will turn out that both the contexts and meanings will 
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have nested holarchies, meanings inside meanings and contexts inside contexts. Some meanings 

will be established relative to some contexts, but those contexts themselves might be relative to 

some other more profound contexts, and ultimately an infinitely complex interplay between 

meanings and contexts will be established that will be no other than the entire world that we find 

ourselves to live in. 

Now that we saw how the definition of self-reference implies the existence of meanings, and thus 

the very existence of consciousness, let’s see to what manifestations the subsequent look-backs-

at-itself give rise to, and see how the familiar consciousness of every-day life that we all 

recognize is slowly built step-by-step by self-reference looking-back-at-itself and defining itself 

into existence as meanings relative to itself as contexts. 

 

6. Building Consciousness 

We will explore only 3 more objects of self-reference, because after that the complexity will 

become so great that it will not be possible to be explored in this paper, but which can become 

the objects of study of science from now on till the end of time. A short note to make here is that 

ultimately consciousness and world are the same thing, so building the world is the same thing as 

building consciousness. Later on, we will make some comments why this is the case, why only 

consciousness exists. For the moment, we will just explore how consciousness is being built. 

Having the objects “I am” and “I am “I am”” inside itself, self-reference can either look-back at 

the second one and produce “I am “I am “I am”””, or look-back at the both of them and produce 

“I am <“I am” & “I am “I am””>”. We will have a look at the second of them. For a short list of 

the first few combinations of “I am”s and their similarities with sets combinations in set theory, I 

will show the following diagram: 

 

Figure 3. Beginnings of four minimal ω-series 

What we will investigate in what follows are the “I am”s combinations similar to the von 

Neumann series, which are also how numbers are defined, and then also make some comments 
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about the Zermelo cases. The other two series are not that clear to me how they manifest in 

consciousness or if they manifest at all. A mathematician might look at the combinations of “I 

am”s that we will be discussing and maybe find some connections with other combinations from 

set theory. Also, we will talk about some other cases that are not part of the series in Figure 3. 

Whether they also have equivalent meaningful mathematical structures I do not know, since I’m 

not a mathematician. But a mathematician might find them familiar and might get inspired to use 

them in further investigations into consciousness. So, let’s go ahead and investigate the next 

object of self-reference. 

Diversity. I will do similar as for Vividness. I will first show an example from higher-level 

consciousness and then explain why in that example we are dealing with the “I am <”I am” & “I 

am “I am””>” object. I will name this object “Diversity”, for reasons that will next become clear. 

Let’s look at Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4. Diversity 

What we see here is how Diversity (the object “I am <”I am” & “I am “I am””>”) manifests 

itself in a higher-level of visual consciousness. It can create experiences with less diversity as in 

the first picture, or it can create experiences with a higher degree of diversity as in the second 

picture. But what its nature is is to allow for any diversity at all to be present in experience. It by 

itself doesn’t determine the amount of diversity. It only sets the conditions for diversity to be 

present in consciousness. The amount of diversity, as also the amount of vividness of a certain 

conscious experience is determined by Zermelo-type looking-backs. Von Neumann looking-

backs determine the object which is to be present in experience, and then Zermelo looking-backs 

determine the amount of that object which is to be present in experience. And this applies to all 

kinds of experiences, like heat, loudness of a sound, intensity of light, intensity of emotions, etc. 

Again the question: Why would this combination of “I am”s determines the diversity of an 

experience? It has to do with the meaning that it acquires by the way that it is constructed by 

self-reference. Since self-reference now looks-back at 2 objects inside itself, namely “I am” and 

“I am “I am””, this looking-back creates in self-reference a sensation of diversity, and then this 

diversity, as with vividness and everything else, is propagated higher in levels as more looking-

backs-at-itself self-reference takes. 
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Memory. As we get used to how consciousness is being built, let’s go to the next level. Things 

already start to become complicated. Now self-reference has many objects inside itself, and can 

make all sorts of combinations. But since when I look in introspection, I don’t know under what 

meanings all those combinations can be experienced as, I will only discuss those combinations 

that I can see in introspection what meanings they have. For reasons that are not clear to me at 

the moment of writing this paper, those combinations are those similar to the von Neumann 

series. So, we will investigate those. The next “I am”s object similar to the von Neumann series 

is the object: 

“I am <[“I am “I am”” & “I am”] & “I am “I am”” & “I am”>” 

What meaning could such an object possibly have? The combinations become so complicated 

that it seems to become impossible to discern any meaning in them. But there is meaning to be 

found. The way we will go forward is as follow: As this object corresponds to similar von 

Neumann series, is helpful to point out how the von Neumann series is constructed, and that is 

recursively, by creating a new set that contains within itself the previous sets. As we saw in the 

case of numbers, this corresponds to number 3, which is nothing else than a set of the previous 

numbers, namely 0,1 and 2:  

3 → {∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}} = {0, 1, 2} 

So, in the case of our object, it contains its previous objects, namely The Self, Vividness and 

Diversity. We will name it “Memory”, for reasons to be explained next. So, we can write it: 

Memory = “I am <Diversity & Vividness & The Self>” 

Now the object is expressed clearer and the meaning is now easier to be found. Why would we 

say that such an object is memory? Does it have anything to do with what we normally take 

memory to be? In our every-day life, memory is understood to be some kind of storage in which 

the present experience is stored in order to be experienced later when we want it or need it, or 

even involuntarily in cases of flashbacks. Would such an object invoke storage? Looking at its 

form, it actually does. It is an object that stores within itself all other objects that were present in 

self-reference. But this is not enough. Because also Diversity stores within itself all other objects 

that were present in self-reference. There is another criterium that memory needs to meet. That is 

the fact that memory requires diversity to differentiate between various experiences.  

If all experiences would have been the same, then it would not make sense to talk about them 

being stored in memory; it would have been just the same experience for all eternity. So, we 

have 2 criteria for memory: storage and diversity. And our object matches precisely these 2 

criteria. Therefore, in what other form can it be experienced if not as memory? But once again, 

we have to be careful and differentiate between how this object feels in itself, and how it feels 

when it is part of a higher-level conscious experience. When we experience memories in every-

day life, we experience how this object feels-like when it is part of those particular memories. It 

is exactly the same phenomenon as shown in Figure 2 and Figure 4. Since it is difficult to look in 

introspection and experience these objects directly, we can much more easily deduce their 

presence from how higher-levels of consciousness feel like. But in principle it should be possible 
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for all these objects to be experienced directly, maybe through techniques like meditation or 

psychedelics.  

So, what this object is, is the container in which individual memories are being stored. That’s 

why also capitalizing it is a better representation of what it is. Materialism assumes that 

memories are somehow stored in the brain, maybe in the synapses or in the microtubules, or 

various other material structures. But actually, the place where memories are stored is in 

Memory, is in this peculiar object that is a combination of “I am”s objects that results as self-

reference looks-back-at-itself. I suspect that this is unlike any theory of memory that was ever 

proposed, so people might have difficulties appreciating it. But a proper appreciation of the 

theory of self-reference that I’m developing throughout this paper, should make the reader at 

least a little intrigued that it might actually be correct. Let’s continue. 

Time. Because writing all the series of “I am”s becomes cumbersome, I will just restrict with 

writing down the recursive form of the next object. Let’s write it directly: 

Time = “I am <Memory & Diversity & Vividness & The Self>” 

Again, why would this be Time? Is a theory of consciousness that easy? Just let self-reference 

keep looking-back-at-itself and then by magic all the familiar aspects of consciousness just 

appear? Indeed, it seems that this is the case. To explain this, is better if we take a step higher in 

our qualitative analysis. So far it seemed that we analyzed the qualities of the objects solely in 

terms of “I am”s and their combinations. But let’s not forget that once a combination of “I am”s 

is obtained, that combination has a quality on its own right. You can even forget about what went 

into it to make it what it is, and just go with the newly obtained quality and stop worrying of 

what’s inside. Doing this in the analysis of Time, we should forget about its structure as 

combinations of “I am”s, and focus instead on its structure as combination of objects with 

qualities of their own, namely The Self, Vividness, Diversity and Memory.  

When self-reference looks-back-at-itself and finds Memory, it will now remember itself in the 

newly obtained object called Time. So, Time will have a quality of remembrance of “the past” 

while at the same time recognizing that it is also an object in itself, which we might call 

“present”. So, Time will contain in itself both itself, and the former object Memory, so it will be 

an object that contains in itself both “present” and “past”. Again, like for all the other objects 

analyzed so far, we are not talking about higher-level conscious experiences of “present” and 

“past”, we are talking about the mold in which the higher-level experiences are being shaped in. 

Time in itself is the structure which the higher-level conscious experiences inherit and based on 

which they are shaping themselves. The structure of Time itself is a structure that contains in the 

“present”, both “present” and “past”. And we actually see this in the experience of time in every-

day life. Take for example music.  

Music is not just a series of independent notes, but it retains in the present moment the notes 

from the past, being an eternal continuation between past and present. The eternal present 

moment itself, is not just a 0-dimensional point, but is an entity that contains in itself both itself 

and its former self. Similarly for language; language would have been impossible if after each 
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letter said, the previous letter would disappear into the abyss. Instead, as we engage in language, 

each present moment retains in itself the former present moment, and we get to experience words 

and sentences all at once. And this is the case for the general experience of time, these particular 

2 cases of music and language being only some of the cases in which this general behavior of 

time is easier to be discerned. 

So, the object “I am <Memory & Diversity & Vividness & The Self>” is indeed Time. Some 

interesting consideration are worth looking into at this moment. Because of this structure of 

Time itself, by necessity all higher-level conscious experiences are time-like. They by necessity 

appear to happen in some present and to have happened in some past. And because of this and 

because people didn’t look deeper into what was going on, they just took this quality of Time for 

granted and assumed that there really is a past and a present. But as we see here, this is not what 

happens.  

The “past” that people mistakenly identified with some “real” “physical” past, is nothing more 

than self-reference looking-back-at-itself and finding Memory in its list of objects and including 

that Memory in a new object that we call Time. That’s all there is to it. There is no “past”. There 

is just the object Memory included in the object Time by self-reference looking-back-at-itself. 

All the confusion between how to reconcile the “physical time” with the “psychological time” 

boils down to this, to recognizing that “past” and “present” are not objects “out-there”, but are 

simply qualities of experience, and those qualities of experience come from the fact that in 

every-day higher-level experience it is included the lower-level object Time, and that object 

Time has a particular quality that is a consequence of its structure of self-reference including in 

the object Time the object Memory.  

More clearly, there is no time passing. All that exists is the eternal present moment. But that 

present moment having the quality of Time, feels like a passage. But that passage is just a quality 

of experience, no different than the quality “red”. The reason it feels like a passage is because the 

object Time includes the object Memory, and this creates a quality of “present sliding down into 

the past”, and this feels like the passage of time. And higher-level experiences like hearing music 

or just looking around the room, inherits themselves the object Time, and as such, they 

themselves become time-like, and as such an overall life is created that appears to happen over 

time, from birth to death. What tricked people for such a long time is the fact that the quality of 

Time feels dynamic as opposed to the quality “red” which feels static. And as such, people 

assumed that time is something different altogether.  

But is not. Is just a quality like all others. Note, once again, that the experiences of hearing music 

and looking around the room are how Time feels like when it is inherited in these higher-level 

experiences. But if you were to somehow experience Time in itself, you would experience 

something like a passage, without actually seeing or hearing anything passing. Would be just a 

passage in itself. An intuition for how such passage in itself would feel like can be grasped by 

looking at Figure 8 that we will discuss later on in more details. There is a passage in those 

images, though nothing actually passes. Or similar to when you feel dizzy. Something similar 

would be to experience Time in itself. 
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