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Abstract 

This paper formulates a possible embodied account of consciousness by integrating 

the vantages of ancient Chinese philosophy and medicine and predictive processing theories 

in cognitive science. It draws on robust empirical evidence from across the cognitive 

sciences, including contemporaneous work in philosophy of mind, neuropsychiatry, clinical 

psychology, and cognitive neuroscience to build on an overarching proposal that 

consciousness is ultimately the product of a synergistic and exaptive relationship between 

mind and body. I call this formulation the synergistically affectively interoceptively 

synchronizing mind-body hypothesis (SAIS). This system is characterized by highly adaptive 

interoceptive active inference that is realized through the dynamic coordination of allostatic 

affective control and exteroception. Emerging research underscores parallels between the 

allostatic paradigm of predictive processing and the system of Qi in traditional Chinese 

medicine and Daoist conceptions of consciousness, supporting the notion that there lies much 

to be explored within the realm of the mind-body connection. Leveraging these insights, it is 

highly plausible that the key to understanding consciousness may lie in a revisit of the 

fundamental processes that govern cognition – allostasis, homeostasis, and autopoiesis. 
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Introduction 

 Perhaps one of the most elusive scientific subjects is the basis of consciousness. A 

subject of much enigma, it was named as one of the most critical scientific questions in the 

125th edition of the academic journal Science in 2005. Much scientific progress, notably in 

neuroscience, has been achieved since then; yet two decades later, there remains no objective 

consensus on a scientific definition of consciousness or of its neural basis (Zhang et al., 

2024). However, parallels between much of ancient Chinese philosophy and current 

embodied mind frameworks in cognitive science reveal incredible paths towards synthesis 

and even the beginnings of a plausible formulation. Daoist conceptions, along with 

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), highlight that consciousness is the emergent property 

of a system of interoceptive affective inference. The central concept of Qi, as a form of life 

energy that circulates throughout the body in Chinese philosophy, appears to correspond to 

the same principles that govern allostasis in modern neuroscientific understandings of brain-

body homeostasis (Minelli et al., 2025). These ideas are illustrated in three pivotal empirical 

and theoretical studies: psychedelic psychotherapy, Daoist meditative training, and emerging 

perspectives on the role of biological rhythms in cognition. Such studies illuminate that the 

guiding doctrines of Daoism and TCM bear profound resemblance to the frameworks of 

oscillatory synchrony, predictive coding, and multisensory integration in explaining the brain 

dynamics of consciousness. These remarkable similarities demand that we revise aspects of 

the allostatic control model in predictive coding to encompass early Chinese ideas 

surrounding the significance of synergy between mind and body in giving rise to not only 

organismic life but also with it, cognition. Greater emphasis must be placed on the synergistic 

relationship between affect and a model of goal hierarchies in the allostatic control model. 

Although the model proposes that affect tracks error dynamics through interoceptive and 

exteroceptive inference, it does not elucidate how these mind-body inferential processes 



 

emerge and to what significance they have for conscious experience (Deane et al., 2020). 

This paper argues that interoceptive signals work in tandem with affect in the allostatic 

control model to give rise to consciousness – an idea that can be largely informed by valuable 

insights from ancient Chinese wisdom. 

Traditional Chinese Medicine, Daoism, and Consciousness 

The Daoist model of consciousness posits that what truly characterizes humanity, or 

the human being, is what is known as “skillful action”, composed of wholeness and fluency, 

most often referred to as spontaneity or ziran (Wenning, 2011). It asserts that skillful action is 

the highest expression of human consciousness, best characterized by inaction or wuwei, 

wherein actions are executed naturally and without intentionality (Chai, 2024; D’Ambrosio, 

2024). In contrast to apathy which is often defined as a form of indifference to reality, wuwei 

is the exact opposite; it emphasizes the importance of “inactive action” where actions are 

executed effortlessly (Bruya, 2015). 

To Daoists, this principle is known as autotelicity – a state in which an individual’s 

level of skill “comports” with an activity’s level of challenge such that the individual is fully 

engaged with and immersed in the activity. The activity complements the level of skill and 

vice versa, dynamically reinforcing each other. Such a state is also often referred to as a “flow 

state” among meditative practitioners and cognitive neuroscience researchers (Stanchina, 

2025). Importantly, this concept of autotelicity is distinct from mindlessness. Mindlessness is 

characterized by an absence of being, automaticity, and non-deliberative action such that 

one’s mind is elsewhere and bereft of critical thought (Di Nucci, 2013; Jones, 2014). A 

popular example of such a phenomenon is in “social media doom-scrolling” wherein users 

scroll social media platforms endlessly in a way that becomes automatic (Fasoli, 2018; 

Krueger & Osler, 2019; Slaby, 2016; Stelnert et al., 2022). By contrast, autotelicity involves 

complete concentration and the absence of effort or normative valence (Bruya, 2015). To the 



 

Daoist, the ultimate definition of consciousness is the transcendence of self-awareness – 

being hyperaware and vividly aware of the present moment – a sense of nowness, oneness, 

and wholeness.1 

Central to this account of consciousness is that of the concept of Qi. In ancient 

Chinese philosophy, Qi is the vital energy that not only constitutes but also unifies the human 

body and mind. Practitioners of TCM claim that due to its essential role in maintaining this 

unification, it must be properly nourished; otherwise, its flow can lead to pathology as a 

result of stagnation or improper circulation. Qi flows through what are called meridians2, 

which not only connect internal organs but also limbs, which together, form an overarching 

network that gives rise to a sort of organismic Gestalt, an organic whole (see Figure 1). This 

idea that there exists a vital life energy appears across cultures: in Greek philosophy, a similar 

force to Qi is described as pneuma and in the Indian tradition as prana, both of which are 

intimately tied to the concept of breath. From this vantage, the human organism can be 

understood as a system of interconnected functions originating from the organs (zang) that 

extend beyond just physiological homeostasis, subsuming both emotions and conscious 

activity. As such, it is characterized by a complex and intricate interplay between organs and 

emotions that give rise to conscious activity (Minelli et al., 2025). 

Figure 1 

The Meridian System in Traditional Chinese Medicine 

 
1This “transcendence” of self-consciousness does not imply we are no longer conscious – in fact, it reiterates 

that what truly defines the very basis of consciousness is hyper-awareness and a profound state of self-

awareness. It is knowing of all knowing including perspectival knowing, participatory knowing, propositional 

knowing, and procedural knowing. I make this distinction to counter any critiques or ongoing reader concerns 

regarding issues to do with the clarity of the definition of consciousness in this paper. 
2 The Meridian System is a hypothesis in TCM that posits that life energy (Qi) flows through paths called 

“meridians”. In TCM literature, this system is divided into subclassifications that are beyond the scope of this 

paper. See Longhurst (2010), Li et al. (2014), and Qi et al. (2024) for a comprehensive overview. 



 

 

According to the Lingshu Jing and the Huangdi Neijing3, deficiencies in the Qi as 

well as mental imbalances of any organs can lead to the emergence of clinical manifestations 

of psychiatric illnesses. When viewed holistically, it is clear how this interconnected system 

gives rise to consciousness; as the kidneys are related to sadness, stagnated Qi within the 

kidneys can cause diminished willpower, leading to depression (Baum, 2022). Above all, this 

model also places the heart as the seat of Shen, roughly translated as consciousness, mental 

vitality, and emotional stability (Minelli et al., 2025). Only when this Qi is in balance can 

there truly be fully functioning consciousness and autotelicity. In essence, every organ is 

involved in consciousness due to the fundamental principle of Qi, including the brain, liver, 

kidneys, heart, spleen, lungs, etc. Together, these ideas from ancient Chinese philosophy 

resonate with an emerging claim in embodied cognitive science: consciousness is the result of 

 
3 The Lingshu Jing and the Huangdi Neijing are classical canonical ancient Chinese medical texts that inform 

much of TCM theory and practice today (Ma et al., 2021). 



 

an integrated system of mind and body (Lu & Busemeyer, 2022). 

TCM, Predictive Coding, and the Allostatic Control Model 

 A hugely influential framework emerging in cognitive neuroscience is the predictive 

processing framework, an integrative approach to how the mind constructs experience and 

plans future actions to achieve efficient energy regulation (free-energy principle; Clark, 

2013). Informed by Bayesian statistics, it posits that the brain is a probabilistic predictor of 

reality, relying on its internal models to constantly generate predictions that infer the most 

likely cause of ambiguous sensory stimuli that it receives from the world. It must minimize 

prediction error as much as possible by reweighting precisions or re-assigning the priority of 

priors (i.e. pre-existing schemas and semantic networks of knowledge) (Minelli et al., 2025). 

Within this framework also lies an explanation of the importance of interoceptive signalling 

through what is known as the allostatic control model (ACM). The ACM emphasizes the role 

of affect as a second-order, active-inferential process that guides the predictive system via the 

modulation of precision-weightings towards opportunities for fulfilling survival needs (Deane 

et al., 2020; Smith, 2022). Affect is defined as the raw precursor to emotions, an amorphous 

core of experiences that represent the agent’s physiological circumstances in terms of valence 

and thus salience quality. When there is more error than expected, this results in negative 

affect; conversely, when there is less error than expected, this results in positive affect 

(Minelli et al., 2025). 

Crucially, it should be noted that our earlier discussions of Qi fit neatly into this 

model. Both Qi and allostasis share a fundamental understanding that dynamic adaptation is 

the key to sustaining the autopoiesis of the organism. Autopoiesis is defined as the purposive 

organization of an organism in which such autopoietic organization affords the organism 

survival and the capacity to do so (Bianchini, 2023). It is frequently cited as a key criterion 

for determining whether an organism is living or not. In cognitive science, the concept of 



 

autopoiesis is most often used to differentiate cognitive agents from non-cognitive agents 

such as large language learning models (Vervaeke et al., 2012). Unlike cognitive agents, 

LLMs do not have their own self-directed agency or cognitive performance – they only 

function in accordance with the demands of users and are an exemplification of unsupervised 

plasticity and learning (Andersen et al., 2025). For instance, single-celled organisms such as 

bacteria are said to be autopoietic due to their fundamental biological governing structures 

that afford purposive living. In other words, autopoiesis is the process by which an organism 

seeks to survive and has the capacity or intention for survival (Jaeger et al., 2024). 

Qi is dynamic and continuously adapts to various internal (emotional states, nutrition) 

and external changes (seasons, stress) (Li et al., 2014). Qi proactively optimizes and regulates 

the mind and body by anticipating the needs that are associated with the circadian rhythms 

(Lee et al., 2017). This runs parallel to ACM which outlines that various predictive systems 

are designed to anticipate periodic changes in physiological demands and that affect emerges 

as a guiding principle to inform the responses of the organism to its environment (Deane et 

al., 2020). Hormones and neurotransmitters exhibit circadian profiles of activity on target 

tissues in response to this higher-order hierarchical feedback loop of predictive affect (Pantis, 

2023). Likewise, Qi is a proactive element in predicting an organism’s needs and conditions 

for survival, hence preventing imbalances in the flow of energy before they manifest 

psychosomatic symptoms such as fatigue, lethargy, insomnia, migraines, anxiety, or 

dissociation (Minelli et al., 2025). 

As such, the anticipatory nature of both allostasis and Qi illustrates that interoceptive 

signals are integral to consciousness. TCM and Daoism acknowledge the inherent dynamism 

of the human organism, serving to substantiate recent findings in the variegated literature on 

the neural, phenomenological, and psychological bases of consciousness (Minelli et al., 2025; 

Baum, 2022). Consequently, this reiterates that consciousness is not correlated to the brain 



 

alone (Lu & Busemeyer, 2022). In effect, both predictive processing and its accompanied 

model of ACM situate ancient Chinese understandings of consciousness by grounding them 

in modern scientific accounts of the interoceptive-exteroceptive loop. 

Meditative Training and Psychedelics: TCM and Daoism in Practice 

 Recent research has demonstrated that the main pharmacological mechanism of action 

of psychedelics is to “relax” the precision-weightings of prediction errors and to increase 

sensitivity to sensory stimuli, leading to a redistribution of neural priority to other beliefs 

(Carhart-Harris & Friston, 2019). In doing so, psychedelics maximizes the mind’s sensitivity 

to perturbations that can end up generating crucial insights about an individual’s construction 

of reality (Costines & Schmidt, 2023; Zhang et al., 2024). This high-level theoretical 

conjecture regarding the pharmacological function of psychedelics has been corroborated by 

Shinozuka et al. (2024) whose multi-level meta-analysis, found that psychedelics generally 

work to desegregate brain networks. Segregation is defined as the absence of functional 

connectivity (FC) between brain regions while integration refers to FC within a network. 

Psychedelics significantly elevate the FC between all non-identical pairs of brain networks, 

increase within-network FC in the frontoparietal (FPN) and dorsal attentional (DAN) 

networks while decreasing within-network FC in the default mode (DMN) and ventral 

attentional (VAN) networks. Increased FC of the FPN may explain the therapeutic effects of 

psychedelics in psychopathology. This is supported by empirical work demonstrating that this 

network is involved in the flexible adjustment of cognitive control in sensorimotor and 

visceromotor responses to environmental feedback and input (Shinozuka et al., 2024). 

Decreased rigid delineations of FC throughout brain networks aside from FPN and 

VPN might explain the relaxed state in psychedelic experiences as this consequential increase 

of FC between brain networks would allow for maximal receptivity and sensitivity to sensory 

input with which to realize consciousness (Carhart-Harris & Friston, 2019). Above all, 



 

decreased FC in the VAN alongside increased FC in the DAN reflect key considerations in 

the psychedelic experience in relation to interoception. In general, the VAN is responsible for 

redirecting attention to salient stimuli while the DAN is responsible for sustaining attention. 

This seemingly dissociative relationship broadly reiterates an underlying nature of 

consciousness in which it is characterized as a state of hyperawareness (Nelson, 2024). By 

temporarily inhibiting the VAN and enabling the DAN, the brain’s ability to engage in 

interoceptive active inference is now amplified tenfold, increasing its natural capacity to 

sustain attention to spontaneous, synesthetic-like imagery, visual percepts of vivacity, and the 

wholeness of simply being and being conscious (Preller & Vollenweider, 2024; Carhart-

Harris & Friston, 2019; McGovern et al., 2025). This reignited activation of the DAN thus 

heightens the individual’s consciousness by making them acutely aware of their existence and 

reality, granting them access to the internal models that comprise their ACM (Shinozuka et 

al., 2024). From a therapeutic standpoint, symptoms of depression are often alleviated under 

the influence of psychedelics wherein changes in FC lead to a relaxation of maladaptive prior 

beliefs (Kochevar, 2023). 

These findings account for much of the cognitive bizarreness observed in psychedelic 

experiences which frequently feature rich visual hallucinations such as fractal patterns (i.e. 

geometric structures that show self-similarity at different scales such as snowflakes or tree 

branches). Psychedelic experiences elicit a state of self that is similar to what is described as 

the transcendence of self-awareness in Daoist accounts of spontaneity – a remarkable state of 

oneness, nowness, and wholeness in consciousness and in flow experiences. Psychedelics 

exemplify the greater argument that we should reorient our empirical attention to what lies at 

the core of cognitive processing: interoceptive signaling. In fact, Shinozuka et al. (2025) have 

even called on psychiatrists to integrate the use of psychedelics with a particular type of 

Daoist meditation called the “outer dissolving technique of the water method” into their 



 

clinical practice. This meditative practice involves an individual scanning their body until 

they identify a sensation that feels obstructed such as a feeling of tension or contraction. 

Through practice, one then learns to maintain their attention on the sensation, causing the 

feeling to eventually soften. This continued maintenance is what transforms the rigidity of the 

sensation to something more fluid, allowing the suppressed emotions that are stored within 

the internal organs to be gradually released (Shinozuka et al., 2025). 

According to the theory of this meditative practice, it is these parts of the body that 

contain these blocked sensations that must be moved to release counterproductive Qi 

imbalances (Tan et al., 2004). Shinozuka and colleagues suggest that as psychedelics have a 

relaxing effect on the mind and that pairing them with this meditative practice may be 

particularly beneficial as it may enhance the individual’s consciousness by training their 

attention. Alternatively, one may also view this as mapping onto Daoist principles of 

consciousness, that is, this form of meditation exposes the underlying mechanisms of 

consciousness as a state of profound awareness, so much so that it can lead to self-healing 

properties (Stanchina, 2025). For instance, somatic-based meditative practices involving the 

proactive directing of attention to various parts of the body heighten exteroceptive and 

interoceptive signals in a way that cultivates self-compassion (Metzinger et al., 2009; Lutz et 

al., 2019; Tan et al., 2004; Vervaeke, 2022). 

Converging Perspectives: Interoceptive Rhythms 

 A critical review by Engelen et al. (2023) revealed converging patterns of 

neuroimaging and physiological data on the significance of interoceptive rhythms in relation 

to cognitive processing. Spanning across various visceral systems, from the cardiovascular to 

the respiratory to the somatosensory systems, it has been found that interoceptive signals 

from these regions of the body are temporally locked to neural signals, resulting in a form of 



 

mind-body synergistic synchrony.4 The cardiac, respiratory, and gastric systems’ 

communicative role with the brain greatly substantiates this claim. Several lines of evidence 

have robustly indicated that there exist two major forms of heart-brain communication: 

temporal contingencies and heartbeat-evoked responses (HERs) (Engelen et al., 2023). In 

some experimental paradigms, where external stimuli are presented at a fixed latency after 

each heartbeat, it has been found that the processing of heartbeats in the central nervous 

system is modulated by temporally congruent auditory stimuli and that the processing of 

either auditory or visual stimuli is attenuated when synchronized with the heartbeat (Banellis 

& Cruse, 2020; Marshall et al., 2022; van Elk et al., 2014; Salomon et al., 2016). 

Moreover, sensitivity to these temporal contingencies appears in behaviour – both 

infants and primates spend less time attending to a stimulus moving in synchrony with their 

heartbeats (Charbonneau et al., 2022; Maister et al., 2017). Furthermore, HERs have also 

been increasingly viewed not as sensory responses, but as prediction errors that signal the 

discrepancy between the predicted and observed signal. They are modulated by cardiac-

driven predictions of auditory stimuli, the predictability of outcome states, and anticipated 

affective content (Banellis & Cruse, 2020; Gentsch et al., 2019; Marshall et al., 2019). 

Interoceptive studies (see Babo-Rebelo et al., 2016a; Babo-Rebelo et al., 2016b) have also 

determined that HERs reflect self-relatedness during mind-wandering, the strength of body 

ownership in somatosensory illusions, and self-other distinction in mental visual imagination 

(Babo-Rebelo et al., 2019; Park et al., 2016; Sel et al., 2017). 

Perhaps most interestingly, HERs have also been proposed to serve to index the 

 
4As this is far beyond the scope of this paper, I wish address that there exist three interrelated candidate 

mechanisms and neuroscientific frameworks that could serve as explanations of consciousness in relation to our 

above discussions of interoceptive rhythms. These include oscillatory synchrony, predictive coding (only briefly 

discussed here) and multisensory integration. These ideas are alluded to throughout the paper but are not 

explicitly mentioned due to their sheer complexity. I highly encourage the reader to visit a review of these 

mechanisms as presented in Engelen et al. (2023)’s review to cultivate a deeper understanding of not only this 

paper’s central argument but also that of many contemporaneous works that seek to integrate ancient Chinese 

wisdom and 4E cognitive science (viz. the embodied mind frameworks). 



 

subject of conscious experience (Al et al., 2020; Park et al., 2014). They have been found to 

predict the probability of the conscious detection of a stimulus, covary with subjective pain 

perception, and credibly index the “residual consciousness” of post-comatose patients 

(Candia-Rivera et al., 2021; Raimondo et al., 2017; Shao et al., 2011). Similarly, studies 

involving respiration illustrate a similar story (Tort et al., 2018). Beyond just olfactory 

sampling, oscillatory respiration is interpreted to play a role in the large-scale coordination of 

neural dynamics, contributing to the optimization of perception, emotion, and cognition 

(Engelen et al., 2023; Yackle et al., 2017). Coupling between respiratory cycles and neural 

activity are said to also be due to backpropagating neuromodulation (Engelen et al., 2023; 

Zelano et al., 2016). Lastly, the rhythms in the gastric system extend beyond just dietary 

regulation, playing a role in orchestrating neural dynamics between different regions of the 

external senses and action (Rebollo & Tallon-Baudry, 2022). It is proposed that gastric 

activity might be intrinsically related to arousal, that is, neural responses to gastric 

stimulation are notably larger during sleep than wakefulness (Pigarev, 1994). Across all 

systems, this temporal tagging likely helps the mind-body system coordinate neural activity 

flexibly. In which, they facilitate the alignment of bodily signals in a way that gives rise to 

predictive efficiency and multisensory integration and ultimately conscious experience 

(Engelen et al., 2023). This medium by which the mind-body system coordinates the ACM 

and exteroception underscores the significance of synergistic functioning within human 

cognition (Lu & Busemeyer, 2022). Specifically, in relation to the ACM, this interoceptive-

exteroceptive system of action is what gives rise to affect (Gu et al., 2013; Seth, 2013). Here, 

the emergence of affect is keenly tied to the minimization of prediction errors, wherein 

affective regulation (as through meditative practice) can result in more adaptive predictions 

of reality (Barrett & Simmons, 2015). 

While some evidence illustrating these overall patterns is mixed, these inconsistencies 



 

can be accounted for by various methodological limitations including varying definitions of 

the rhythmic temporality of cardiac, respiratory, and gastric parameters. For instance, in the 

heart, the parameters of systole and diastole, respiration in the lungs, etc. (Bradley, 2009). 

These limitations warrant further research and cannot be justified as valid critiques of the 

explanatory power that the mind-body hypothesis holds for consciousness. As a result, these 

views on consciousness – Daoism and TCM, psychedelics and meditation, and neuroscience 

– converge toward a proposal that I call SAIS (synergistic affectively interoceptively 

synchronizing mind-body) hypothesis. This name captures the full extent of the paper’s stance 

on a possible scientific formalization of consciousness as the result of a synergy between 

mind and body, shaped by affective allostatic control and interoceptive active inference. 

Limitations and Rebuttals 

Some critics might argue against several components of the SAIS model. For one, 

there is a prevalent concern among opponents of the predictive processing framework that 

psychedelics do not necessarily serve to illustrate the point that interoceptive-exteroceptive 

integration is integral to consciousness. Opponents cite the occurrence of seemingly 

inexplicable phenomenology such as ego-dissolution as the basis for their claim against the 

illustrative role of psychedelics in SAIS (Deane, 2021). Second, it is often argued that much 

of ancient Chinese wisdom appears to be anchoring the basis of consciousness to the heart as 

opposed to the brain and that there are no coherent understandings of the mind-body 

relationship in the context of TCM interventions (Baum, 2022). While these viewpoints may 

appear to run counter to the central thesis of this paper, the opposite may also be true. 

Contrary to the way in which they are framed, they all support the thesis that a synergy 

between mind and body is fundamental to consciousness. I will respond to each of these 



 

critiques in turn.5 In response to concerns that psychedelic-induced ego-dissolution run 

counter to the central thesis of this paper, I believe that the opposite is also true. Rather than 

refuting the thesis that a synergy between mind and body is fundamental to consciousness, it 

supports it. Deane (2021)’s rebuttal articulates this perfectly. While psychedelic-induced ego-

dissolution might appear to threaten the necessity relationship between the phenomenal self-

modelling (i.e., the SAIS model we have discussed thus far) and consciousness, the 

inferential process that assesses the fit between the agent’s model and the world is intact. That 

is to say, the phenomenology of ego-dissolution is underpinned by a specific inference of 

allostatic control that remains presently clear under the influence of psychedelics. In other 

words, ego-dissolution can be explained by SAIS because it reinforces the idea that 

subjective valuation (in this case, the interoceptive signaling and affect) is the most 

fundamental and a constitutive aspect of consciousness. Both affective and interoceptive 

inference remain even when all other structural features of experience dissipate in ego-

dissolution (Deane et al., 2021).  

Replying to the critique raised of ancient Chinese views on the central role of the 

heart in consciousness, this is simply false. A 1930s retort by practitioners of TCM to the then 

rising challenge of Western psychiatric medicine best articulates this. TCM practitioners 

concluded that “even if madness may have physically manifested in the brain, its origin 

resided further afield: namely, in the heart and its complex interrelations with other vital 

systems and processes” (Baum, 2022). In using this principle to frame the origins of 

cognition, the traditional Chinese thought of interoceptive synchrony as the impetus for 

consciousness still stands. As this paper has implied, the advent of an age of exploration, or a 

modern renaissance of ancient ideas in consciousness has arrived. Recent scientific studies 

 
5 These critiques are also implicitly addressed throughout this paper. See each section of the critical literature 

review to obtain a sense of which areas respond most sharply. 



 

have begun to explore the possibilities by which mental and emotional states may be the 

result of somatic, interoceptive, and exteroceptive processes (Baum, 2022). For instance, 

Carabotti et al. (2015) have illustrated the bidirectional relationship between brain and gut 

health – what they call the gut-brain axis (GBA). It can be argued that such complex 

relationships between mind and body, as outlined in Daoist and TCM views of psychiatric 

disease and of mental health, attest to the notion that “mental activity” are often affected by 

processes that occur outside of the nervous system itself. These finding challenges normative 

views of biomedicine in the literature which often reduce mental and emotional states to the 

result of brain activity or neuropsychological processes. In essence, examples provided 

throughout this paper, along with Carabotti et al. (2015) highlight that the more holistic view 

offered by TCM and Daoism should not be viewed as incorrect or correct, but as a precursor 

to what may lie in the truth surrounding the origins of conscious experience, and by 

extension, cognitive processes. 

Conclusion 

Drawing from a rich assortment of empirical evidence, it can be argued that ancient 

Chinese wisdom offers a unique and possibly essential vantage from which to view the 

foundations of consciousness. Daoist and TCM-based theories characterize consciousness as 

a state of flow, a transcendence of self-awareness, and spontaneous wholeness that is 

sustained by an intertwined system of allostasis, homeostasis, and autopoiesis. Allostasis 

governs emotions; homeostasis, the regulation of physiological balance, and autopoiesis, the 

self-organizing property of life that binds it altogether (Andersen et al., 2025). Converging 

scientific evidence on psychedelics, meditation, and biological rhythms (see Shinozuka et al., 

2024, 2025) all reveal that this age-old definition of consciousness may indeed be true. 

Although an inchoate hypothesis, SAIS provides cognitive scientists with a novel perspective 

with which to examine the nature of consciousness. It attempts to integrate views from the 



 

predictive processing framework and ancient Chinese views of organismic life to further the 

proposal that cognition is ultimately the result of mind-body synergy. As the Dao De Jing 

sublimely and pithily suggests, while human daily life is constantly filled with “vast arrays of 

competing, distracting stimuli”, it is also “accompanied by the clamour of consciousness” – a 

clamour that “drowns out all other sounds and saturates the senses” (Cohen, 2024, p. 111). 

This clamour represents the true essence of consciousness: a hyperawareness which saturates 

the senses and connects us to the very reality in which we live. 
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