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A Trojan 
Horse at a 
Mainstream 
Conference
Mona Sobhani

Consciousness remains one 
of the greatest mysteries of 
science. Despite decades of 
research and theory, 
neuroscience consciousness 
researchers are far from 
closing the gap between 
neurons and 
phenomenological experience 
with a widely-accepted 
theory. While the dominant 
theory in neuroscience 
proposes that consciousness 
arises from the brain, the 
past few years have seen 
alternative theories based on 
experimental evidence being 
published in scientific 
journals – including the idea 
that consciousness is 
fundamental. However, these 
theories don’t get as much 
attention as they should in 
mainstream scientific circles. 

Another problem with traditional 
neuroscience theories of consciousness 
is that they ignore non-ordinary states 
of consciousness, such as those elicited 
through meditation, psychedelics, or 
breathwork. In non-ordinary states of 
consciousness, there is a significant increase 
of emergent phenomena, or phenomena 
also known as mystical, spiritual, 
kundalini, energetic, or ecstatic. These 
phenomena are not even recognized by 
mainstream science as ‘real’ phenomena, so 
they too are ignored.

But many scientists are interested in these 
states and phenomena and want to discuss 
these topics in a scholarly way. They just 
need spaces to do that. 

My collaborator, Allison Paradise, and I 
provided one of these spaces at the annual 
Society for Neuroscience (SfN) conference 
in 2023. Our satellite event consisted of a 
panel of distinguished scholars (Christof, 
Koch, PhD, Donald Hoffman, PhD, 
Bernardo Kastrup, PhD, Julia Mossbridge, 

PhD, and Jonathan Schooler, PhD) to 
explore these ideas in an event we called, 
“Revolution in Neuroscience: Alternative 
Models of Consciousness.” 

This was a follow-up to our 2022 event 
when we organized a Neuroscience & 
Spirituality Social* at SfN. There, we 
told our personal stories of experiencing 
weird things – or emergent phenomena – 
that science can’t yet explain. Instead of 
watching all the scientists in the audience 
get up and leave (as I expected), they began 
sharing their own stories. In real time, we 
watched our theory – that these anomalous 
events are typical human experiences – turn 
into fact.

With the 2023 event, we wanted to find 
more scientists who are curious and 
willing to discuss the weird things we 
can’t usually discuss with our colleagues. 
So, we broke some taboos and asked 
bigger questions: What if consciousness 
is a fundamental aspect of the universe? 
What if precognition is real? What does 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t8geWn2mxd0&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t8geWn2mxd0&t=3s


30	 www.scientificandmedical.net

Paradigm Explorer 2024/1

that mean for consciousness? What if we 
considered philosophical models other than 
scientific materialism, such as panpsychism 
or analytic idealism? 

About 300 people flowed through the 3.5-
hour event, demonstrating the large interest 
in these topics. Through an informal hand-
raising poll, we learned that about 20% 
had experienced something they couldn’t 
explain with current science. 

In addition to discussing the scientific ideas 
presented in the talks, we fielded questions 
about how to engage with dismissive 
colleagues, highlighting the stigma that 
pervades mainstream science. It is our belief 
that hosting public forums like this event 
help destigmatize these topics by allowing 
the sharing of personal experiences. 
It’s easier when you’re not alone. From 
attendees of our 2022 event, we heard that 
sharing their secret ‘weird’ experiences had 
provided a sense of relief, acceptance, and 
less shame. 

The event was well-attended, especially 
given that the SfN conference encompasses 
all subfields of neuroscience – such 
as computational, cognitive, cellular, 
molecular, and systems – and that 
consciousness research usually falls solely 
under the umbrella of the cognitive 
neuroscience subfield. Imagine how many 
more scientists exist who are interested in 
these topics at the many other scientific 
subfield conferences. 

The benefit of hosting events like these at 
established conferences is that interested 
scientists or scholars don’t have to go out 
of their way to attend. Many are too busy 
with their own research interests to, say, 
attend a consciousness conference. But, 
if there is an event that they can easily 
add to their annual conference agenda, 
the friction has been removed. By ‘Trojan 
horsing’ taboo topics into mainstream 
conferences, we can help return science to 
its roots of curiosity, open-mindedness, and 

innovation. Then, we might even be able to 
explain the unexplainable.
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who is author of Proof of Spiritual 
Phenomena: A Neuroscientist’s Discovery 
of the Ineffable Mysteries of the Universe, 
which details her transformation from 
a diehard scientific materialist to an 
open-minded spiritual seeker. www.
monasobhaniphd.com 

*Read about 2022’s event here:  
https://monasobhaniphd.substack.
com/p/when-you-bring-spirituality-the-
transpersonal 

Learn more at:  
https://www.exploringconsciousness.org/

Watch the event’s recording at:  
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=t8geWn2mxd0&t=3s 
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