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There are a number of different types of subjective experience to which the word 

“spiritual” is often applied, without any obvious religious connotation – experiences 

such as response to landscape, or to some art form, or to some personal relationships
i
. 

We can still recognize this as an important category of experience even if we doubt 

“religious” explanations for it, so it is convenient to adopt the term “secular 

spirituality” to refer to it.  

 

I want to ask here how this secular spirituality can arise from the mere flesh and 

blood, or neurones and synapses, of the human brain. Some people see this as a 

mysterious paradox. I think it is actually perfectly explicable, and that’s what I will 

try to show. 

 

Ingredients and complexity 

Let’s start by thinking what is happening when we hear some profound piece of 

music. If we are listening by digital radio, or a CD or IPod, then we know that the 

music is originating in a string of 0’s and 1’s. Just 0’s and 1’s, nothing else. What’s 

more, I don’t see that knowing this practical fact, essential for the technology, in any 

way reduces the wonder of the music. 

 

What this proves is that the character of some very complex thing need have nothing 

at all to do with the character of its basic ingredients. So we can ask how the brain 

gives rise to what we are calling spiritual experience without any need to suppose 

some mysterious ingredient in addition to those we know about. But having 

established what the ingredients are, there is no limit to the different ways in which 

those ingredients work together, so this is where we need to look to understand more. 

Recognizing that, I see no reason to suppose that talking about spirituality implies that 

we abandon our basic physical understanding of what the world is made of. 

 

Subjectivity 

Spiritual experience is a subjective category, so the first thing to be understood is how 

something like subjective experience
ii
 can happen in a neural system. The first point 

to stress is that the brain as we understand it today is in important ways markedly 

different from the kind of computer that we are familiar with. A computer is in 

essence a rule-processing machine. The human brain by contrast seems to be better 

understood as a pattern-processing machine. That’s what neural networks have 

evolved for. As we think, we are retrieving patterns, comparing patterns, extracting 

patterns, storing patterns, and so on. In many cases these are abstract patterns that we 

couldn’t begin to describe or name. Take metaphors for example. When we coin a 

new metaphor, and people immediately understand it, that proves that we recognize 

the similarity of pattern that the metaphor expresses, even though this similarity has 

never been pointed out before, let alone given a name. It’s as though the brain files 

ideas according to their patterns, but quite unconsciously. 

 

In fact, this is an oversimplification - a rule-processing machine like a computer can 

also process patterns, but much less efficiently than a machine built for pattern 

processing, and a pattern-processing machine like a human brain can also process 

rules, but much less reliably than a computer.     

 

Now there are certain characteristics of neural networks and similar pattern-

processing machines that seem to me to be very relevant to the nature of subjective 

experience. Firstly, every neural network is unique. My personal neutral network has 

been wired up by my personal experience of life, which is different from everybody 



else’s, and so only a perfect copy of the network could experience the same situation 

in exactly the same way. Computers by contrast are designed to behave as far as 

possible in identical ways if you load the same apps & data into their memories and 

registers. There can be glitches, but the ideal of a rule-processing machine is that if 

you know the rules they are following you can in principle work out how they will 

behave.   

 

This has big implications for how communication can take place. We basically 

communicate in two quite different ways. Let’s call them communication by definition 

and communication by evocation. The first uses rules, so it is similar to how 

computers communicate, while the second uses our pattern-processing abilities. For 

example, if I say the answer to some question is “23” then everybody and every 

machine that knows the rules of  counting will understand that information in exactly 

the same way. But if I say a phrase such as “dancing like Wordsworth’s daffodils”, 

everybody will interpret that differently, because there are no rules about how to 

interpret it. Even listeners familiar with Wordsworth’s poem will each react in an 

individual way, because each will have personal associations with the poem, and with 

daffodils, and with dancing. The effect of such a phrase on our mind can indeed only 

be described using terms like “associations”, or “resonance” or “evocation” - in other 

words it’s about which of the myriads of patterns in our mind the phrase stimulates. 

So when we communicate in this sort of way, we cannot actually control the message 

that is received. The best we can do is to hope that the thought or feeling that the 

phrase provokes in some way resembles the thought or feeling in our own mind. 

Poetry is the most obvious example of where this “communication by evocation” 

comes to the fore, but I suggest that it is true of all the arts, and indeed of everything 

that belongs to the secularly spiritual side of life.  

 

Another characteristic of pattern-processing machines is that their response is 

essentially open-ended: the response to a particular situation can trigger associations, 

analogous patterns, laid down at any previous time; whereas rule-processing machines 

are only supposed to process the rules that apply to a particular situation. The former 

behaviour matches the subjective phenomenon of “free will”, which is a decision-

making process that in principle can bring any part of one’s previous experience or 

personal construction of the world into the choice being made. 

 

To summarise the hypothesis so far, subjective experience has the characteristics we 

might expect if it arises from the processing of patterns, and subjective 

communication is likewise related to the evocation of patterns, whereas objective 

understanding involves the processing of rules, and objective facts are facts that can 

be communicated to those in possession of the same rules. 

 

The second, more speculative, part of my answer starts from the thought that there are 

patterns of patterns, and so on in an indefinite hierarchy. Moreover, the higher up the 

hierarchy we get, the more properties we can recognize. If you pull down a stone arch 

and rebuild it in a new location, you don’t have to put anything called “an arch” in the 

trailer. The properties of the arch don’t belong to any particular stone, they belong to 

the pattern of stones. Or take a musical example again. Those digitally transmitted 0’s 

& 1’s form chords with particular timbres, and sequences of those chords make 

melodies or passages which together form movements of works. Now there may be 

some aesthetic qualities in individual chords or melodies, but that won’t be the focus 

of an expert musician or critic, because these are essentially things governed by rules. 

An expert musician will have learnt to follow those rules unconsciously, and their 

conscious attention will be focussed on patterns higher in the hierarchy - things like 

qualities of tension or release, of inevitability or surprise, and so on (without 



necessarily thinking of those labels). And the point about these qualities is that there 

are no rules to determine what is right or wrong. (Or, if somebody came up with some 

rules, there would be no rules to decide whether those rules were the right rules). It is 

a matter of judgement that in principle, like the exercise of free will, can bring to bear 

patterns that we have extracted from anywhere in our entire previous life experience. 

Our shared experience in the particular genre of music (or whatever the art form is in 

question) has a particular role, but it’s wider than that. Critics often reach for ethical 

terms to describe what they hear. A musical interpretation can seem to have integrity, 

or to be generous or expressive of courage.  So as we go up the hierarchy of patterns 

we reach a level where there are no longer rules or labels, but whose recognition 

involves a sort of unification of our experience of living. The more widespread are the 

aspects of experience that are linked by such a pattern, the more subjectively 

significant will it appear – the more often will some memory of it be evoked. This 

seems to be the sort of context where we need some term such as spirituality. Of 

course, it doesn’t have to be related to the arts, I have just used that as an example. 

 

A final obvious point is that the literally billions of connections in the human brain 

means that the hierarchic levels in our unconscious pattern processing must far exceed 

our limited ability to identify and label rules. 

 

So to summarise, thinking of our brains as hugely complex pattern-processing 

machines rather than as rule-processing machines makes it seem entirely natural that - 

at the higher levels of the hierarchy of patterns - we respond in some of the ways that 

people describe when they speak secularly of spiritual experience.
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i
 I’m not talking about the exceptional once or twice in a lifetime experiences such as Oliver reported, 

but the whole spectrum of which these examples represent an extreme. 

 
ii
 Jeremy insisted that subjective facts are “real” just as objective facts are. This claim is rejected by 

some schools of philosophers, so it may be worth outlining an argument for it.  

 “Reality” is what separates what is true from what is false – or what is the case from what is not the 

case. But there are different ways in which things can be the case or otherwise, and so there are 

different kinds of reality. To take some examples, that there was a gorilla in the room where we met is 

false because it conflicts with “physical reality”. The statement that one plus one makes three is false 

because it conflicts with “mathematical reality” (or, more precisely, the reality associated with the 

axioms of integer arithmetic). The statement that I believed there was a gorilla in the room could be 

true even if the belief itself was false – so there is a subjective reality for the statement to conflict with. 

Admittedly it may become possible in future to check the truth of some such statement about belief  by 

some examination of the neurones, but this would rely on mental state/physiological state correlations 

that could only be established by prior comparisons of subjective and objective observations. For the 

former to be true or false data there must be a subjective reality which they do or do not match, so the 

conclusion that there is a subjective reality – or, more precisely, at least one subjective reality for every 

conscious subject – cannot be rationally avoided. 

iii
 Some useful references to give background to the approach developed here: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emergence – The idea that knowledge about the ingredients of a 

complex system needs to be supplemented by understanding of characteristics that only 

“emerge” at increasing levels of complexity.  

organizations.utep.edu/portals/1475/nagel_bat.pdf  “What is it like to be a bat?”  – classic 

philosophical argument for the subjective nature of consciousness 

http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21829150.400-analogy-the-vital-talent-that-fuels-our-

minds.html (Hofstader & Sander) The role of analogous patterns in thought 

http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21428605.900-were-closing-in-on-consciousness-in-

the-brain.html (Koch) Consciousness pictured as crystal-like patterns 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Master-His-Emissary-Iain-McGilchrist-ebook/dp/B003ZSHUG6 – 

A new look at the old idea of the left & right brains. In my terms, rule processing seems to be 

http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21829150.400-analogy-the-vital-talent-that-fuels-our-minds.html
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21829150.400-analogy-the-vital-talent-that-fuels-our-minds.html
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21428605.900-were-closing-in-on-consciousness-in-the-brain.html
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21428605.900-were-closing-in-on-consciousness-in-the-brain.html


                                                                                                                                            
more typical of the left hemisphere and pattern processing of the right hemisphere. For 

example,  new metaphors are processed in the right hemisphere, familiar ones in the left. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Thinking-Fast-Slow-Daniel-Kahneman-ebook/dp/B005MJFA2W  – 

Evidence for the role in thinking of mental processes that we are unaware of. 

 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Thinking-Fast-Slow-Daniel-Kahneman-ebook/dp/B005MJFA2W

