
Paper—“A Layered Model of Human Consciousness” 

“A Layered Model of Human Consciousness” 

https://doi.org/10.3991/ijes.v7i3.11117 

Athanasios S. Drigas (), Maria Karyotaki 
N.C.S.R. ‘Demokritos’, Athens, Greece 

dr@iit.demokritos.gr 

Abstract—The human brain’s structure operates as a systemic whole with an 

absolute interdependence between its respective parts. Processes, such as infor-

mation, consciousness, awareness, conscience depict humans’ layered conscious-

ness state, but also the wholeness, coherence and continuity of human cognition. 

Awareness contains self-awareness, a fundamental metacognitive ability, through 

which individuals perceive the internal world of thoughts, reflect, imagine, feel 

emotions and daydream as well as external awareness, through which individuals 

perceive the outside world with the help of the five senses. Moreover, neuroplas-

ticity and consciousness are bi-directionally connected; consciousness, on the one 

hand, is the result of the growing complexity of the brain connectivity and, on the 

other hand, neuroplasticity stems from reorganizing brain connections through 

learning activities. The conscious brain is in a perpetual state of learning and 

evolvement; it learns how to describe and re-describe its own functions and illus-

trates the ancient Greek word “Anthropos” meaning someone looking higher and 

higher above. 

Keywords—Consciousness, cognition, giftedness, intelligence, neurosciences, 

self-awareness, self-consciousness, social welfare 

1 Introduction 

Neuroscience is the scientific field, which has drawn attention to the multiple facets 

of consciousness, which encompasses relatively uncharted, yet interdependent cogni-

tive processes. More specifically, cognition and its relative processes vary among indi-

viduals from a neuropsychological point of view, mainly on account of their ability to 

use and enhance their cognitive abilities. Thus, research is leading to a layered model 

of human consciousness based on a person’s cognitive and metacognitive profile [1]. 

In advance, this layered model of human consciousness focuses on individuals’ meta-

cognitive functions as top level skills with an ascending degree of difficulty.  

Notwithstanding, there are cognitive processes, fundamental for the development of 

human consciousness, which are characterized by their contradictive function, such as 

self and external awareness [2]. The aforementioned processes usually behave in an 

anti-correlated manner. When you are engaged in self-related processes, you are less 

receptive to environmental demands and vice versa [3, 4].  

In addition, the hierarchical model conforms to evidence suggesting that new struc-

tures emerge in evolution by building on the existing structures, so-called tinkering [5]. 
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Therefore, nonconceptual mental-state-like representations from our infancy do not dis-

appear, but rather account for the efficiency and automaticity of our mental state ascrip-

tions by adults [6]. Moreover, infants who have mastered a robust enough representa-

tion of themselves can more easily switch between being attending to others and attend-

ing to themselves [7].  

According to Tononi and Koch [8], the level of consciousness can be measured by 

the amount of integrated information that he or she possesses. As consciousness is not 

an all-or-none property, it increases in proportion to a system’s repertoire of discrimi-

nable states [9]. In fact, suitably wired computers or robots can be conscious [10]. How-

ever, humans’ consciousness is an intrinsic causal power associated with complex 

mechanisms and their maintenance requires undamaged brain tissue, metabolic home-

ostasis, a moderate level of arousal, a balanced interplay of inhibitory and excitatory 

networks as well as midrange environmental conditions [11].  

A basic distinction in the layers of consciousness is primary or sensory conscious-

ness in comparison to higher-order consciousness. Primary or sensory consciousness 

consists in the creation of a neural multimodal scene, while higher-order consciousness 

involves the same aspects of primary consciousness, with the addition of a frame of 

reference that can “access” the past, present, and future, a sense of self and the ability 

to construct past and future representations [12]. 

Modern humans can reach up to the higher extended consciousness and possess com-

plex language skills, strong sense of both past and future, strong sense of autobiograph-

ical self and memory, conscience as well as substantial artistic and scientific creativity 

[13]. Furthermore, the formation of conscience through the ages is the highest spiritual 

characteristic of human beings and it is formulated through a complicated process of 

observation, experience and suffering in particular [14]. Even more, there are differ-

ences in the conscience of Eskimos, Japanese, Africans, Asians, Europeans, North 

Americans, and so on, such as differences regarding what is right and what is wrong 

with respect to particular life situations. Nevertheless, all cultures know and agree on 

some basic concepts regarding morality. 

"Space is not empty. It is full, a plenum as opposed to a vacuum, and is the ground 

for the existence of everything, including ourselves. The universe is not separate from 

this cosmic sea of energy." [15]. Consciousness is part of human cognition and it depicts 

individuals’ cognitive and metacognitive status with special emphasis on humans’ 

growing difficulty to reach a higher-level consciousness state.  

2 First-Level of Consciousness State 

In this level, individuals have a sense of lacking control of their life as well as they 

are lacking in a sense of purpose [16].  

The theory begins with the observation that when you are conscious of something, 

many different parts of your brain have access to that information. On the other hand, 

if you act unconsciously, that information is localized to the specific sensory motor 

system involved. According to the global neuronal workspace (GNW), consciousness 

arises from a particular type of information processing. Incoming sensory information 
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is broadcast globally to multiple cognitive systems, which process these data to speak, 

store, call up a memory or execute an action [17]. 

Environmental stimulation with visual and auditory stimuli as well as tactile stimuli 

offer a subjective experience, wherein activation is one of the most important dimen-

sions in the first-level of human consciousness. Being alert, awake, responsive and 

ready to react reflect an increase in activation [11].  

In adults much of the brain's processing of the world occurs without conscious 

awareness and brain mechanisms underlying the threshold for conscious perception are 

already present in infancy but undergo a slow acceleration during development. [18]. 

Developmental scientists routinely observe evidence suggesting that prelinguistic in-

fants not only experience objects and events phenomenologically, they respond to them 

in meaningful ways [19]. They discriminate between animate and inanimate faces [20], 

familiar and strange persons [21] and among a wide variety of objects sufficiently well 

to place them in categories [22]. Equally, they respond differentially to others’ emotion 

expressions [23, 24] and execute movements to influence persons, objects and events 

in addition to solving problems [25]. 

Even more, one can report an experience while it is happening without having to 

remember it in any ordinary sense of the term. There is empirical evidence that percep-

tual systems send representations to a global active storage system, which is closely 

connected to the consuming systems. Those representations are available to all cogni-

tive mechanisms without further processing [26]. Marisa Carrasco made an experi-

mental demonstration proving that shifting attention affects phenomenology to a degree 

sufficient to change a sub-threshold stimulus into a supra-threshold stimulus [27]. 

3 Second-Level of Consciousness State 

“Phenomenally conscious states are those states that possess fine-grained intentional 

contents of which the subject is aware, being the target or potential target of some sort 

of higher-order representation” [28, 29]. Also, Gutfreund [30] refer to humans’ phe-

nomenal consciousness, conscious awareness or sentiency. Kak et al. [31] argue that 

consciousness stems from the overlapping mechanisms of memory and awareness, as 

it requires both an awareness of things and the awareness that one is aware.  

Jerath et al. [32] propose that the outside world is constructed internally in a format 

that is optimal for interacting with and responding to the external environment. How-

ever, both attention processes and memory contribute to the final representation within 

and experience of conscious events. Attention is the process that selects among all the 

competing sensory inputs, some of which are passed on for additional handling. This 

selection process feeds awareness as well as consciousness. Awareness span depicts 

one’s ability to focus or broaden attention on a top-down, self-regulatory basis [11]. 

External awareness depends on individuals’ attention and handling of sensory appa-

ratus. Awareness is a result or response of the interface or exchange of information 

between our sensing apparatus (our five senses) and the intelligence contained in our 

consciousness [33]. 
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Attentional networks include those involved in orienting to sensory stimuli, activat-

ing ideas from memory and maintaining the alert state [34]. A well-established concep-

tualization of attentional control as an executive function is Miyake’s model, which 

considers it as a unitary construct with three separable major components: inhibition of 

prepotent responses (inhibiting), shifting between tasks or mental sets (shifting) and 

information updating and monitoring of working memory representations (updating) 

[35, 36]. Executive functions can influence the degree to which memories are being 

recruited to assist awareness [31]. 

Thus, processed external and internal stimuli are recreated dynamically in combina-

tion with active sensory memory space in which current conscious experience, dream-

ing, and recollection of memories takes place. Conscious experience arises in the mind 

from processed information throughout the body and the feedback from the body, in-

fluences neural activity. Consequently, memory and attention both play important roles 

in constructing moment to moment experiences, as processed incoming sensory infor-

mation are integrated with memory input to fill in the sensory memory space. Marchetti 

[37] points out that we can both relive past events and envision future events. Therefore, 

perceiving an object “feels” different than imagining that same object, which feels dif-

ferent than remembering that object. 

Nonetheless, individuals have a false sense of complete control of their lives con-

quered by their ego and personal empowerment [16]. 

4 Third-Level of Consciousness State  

Higher forms of consciousness, such as self-awareness are equal to self-knowledge. 

Self-awareness and meta-consciousness describe the state where someone has available 

the information that he or she is a distinct subject experiencing reality in conjunction 

with knowing that other individuals possess a similar ability [38]. Self-awareness ad-

dresses one’s need to have an intensified feeling of his unique entity and it requires a 

certain degree of consciousness [11].  

Self-awareness constitutes the “global broadcast” of perceptual representations to a 

wide range of conceptual systems in the brain, for drawing inferences, for forming 

memories, and for planning, as well as for forming higher-order beliefs [39, 40, 41]. 

More specifically, insight and reflection as facets of self-awareness are positively re-

lated to search for meaning in life [42]. Self-reflection is defined as the extent to which 

an individual pays attention to and evaluates his/her internal states and behaviors, while 

insight is the clarity of understanding of these states and behaviors that the individual 

has. These features of self-awareness suggest two distinguishable epistemological fo-

cuses; reflection is focused on the content and information carried out by thoughts and 

memory (procedural cognition), whereas insight is focused on the phenomenal, embod-

ied, and situated cognition. Mindfulness, thus, demonstrates the capacity of human con-

sciousness to establish the condition of here and now, which is the sense of present 

moment [43, 44]. 

Moreover, mindfulness as part of self-awareness can be defined as attention to and 

awareness of the present moment, which does not seek to react to or classify experience 
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[45]. This element of a receptive attitude is helpful in differentiating between mindful-

ness and other aspects of self-awareness; monitoring (represented by mindfulness) and 

controlling (represented by private self-attentiveness). Teasdale [46] has suggested that 

this difference lies at the root of the differing effects of mindfulness and ruminative 

self-attentiveness, with the former being adaptive and the latter, due to its evaluative 

component, maladaptive.  

People who have managed to have a high level of conscience usually have a “higher 

purpose in life”; they have “visions that can inspire others” and aim always to help 

“others” or humanity as a whole. It is through such process that a new quality of con-

science eventually emerges to sacrifice self-interest for the common good [14]. Note-

worthy, it is too difficult to attain a higher level of conscience because the individual 

must have adopted already, through long personal struggles, the concept of “sacrifice” 

of personal interests and comforts to achieve an ever-ascending level of conscience. In 

a word, conscience attains a higher level only when the “common good” is valued above 

“self-interest” [47]. 

In this level, individuals transcend self-focused needs and reach self-transcendence 

[31]. In addition, they acquire a sense of their ultimate purpose in life, which is based 

on love, trust and fellowship as well as their behavior is founded on respect for other 

people’s needs. Thus, they build on common good and happiness [16]. In addition, self-

awareness makes emotions more salient as self-focused persons are more likely to no-

tice their affective experiences [48]. The transcendental, extramundane experiences of 

spiritual people can take place while the person is still in relatively good health and, at 

the same time, he can understand and realize the ever-complex incoming information 

and make decisions and actions in split seconds.  

5 Upper-Level of Consciousness State 

Consciousness as a top-level skill can have a role in one’s interaction with natural 

forces [49] as it entails one’s ability to sense or perceive something irrespective of an 

adequate physical stimulus [11]. In a state of deep absorption, one is not momentarily 

conscious of oneself. Yet in another sense, one is self-conscious: simply by being con-

scious. From the very beginning, consciousness is self-luminosity, and there is nothing 

to add to this. Many spiritual traditions employ certain mental techniques (meditation), 

which consist in inhibiting mental activity whilst nonetheless remaining fully con-

scious, which is supposed to lead to a realization of one’s own true nature prior to ha-

bitual self-substantialisation [50]. This mindful state of being, raises our consciousness 

for the present moment, our relationship with the world around us in this moment as 

well as our place in the world [51].In the space of unity that mystics write about, you 

need to give up the idea of separateness – the belief that you are separate from other 

people and accept oneness or Unity Consciousness. This goes beyond feeling simply 

connected, since connected can still imply separateness, not unity. In this state one no 

longer experiences reality as a duality – either/or, right/wrong, questions/answers. Pure 

knowingness, freedom and peace prevail in this non-dual realm [16].  
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In this level, individuals have a sense of complete serenity and fulfillment in combi-

nation with freedom and peace [16]. In other words, they are fully responsible of their 

thoughts, speech, feelings and actions [52]. 

6 Research Highlights 

Consciousness corresponds to humans’ level of intelligence, as it necessitates com-

plicated brain mechanisms in combination with an ascending degree of difficulty in 

preserving and evolving individuals’ level of cognitive and metacognitive skills. More 

specifically, individuals’ cognitive and metacognitive profile stands for the status of 

their executive functions, memory, attention, self-awareness, external awareness, self-

regulation, self-transcendence as well as unity consciousness. Evidently, people speak, 

store, call up a memory or execute an action as a result of their concomitant level of 

consciousness state.  

The current research article endorses the theory of four basic levels of consciousness 

states; the first-level is centered on the stimuli received by the sensory system without 

any further action or process instigated by the person itself. The second-level of con-

sciousness state focuses on the top-down cognitive processes controlled by the person, 

insinuating the existence of a certain level of self-regulation capabilities to control his 

or her external awareness. The third-level of consciousness state is concerned about the 

level of self-awareness, which is tied to one’s self-transcendence as a prosocial trend 

and his or her relative need to assist other people’s needs. Finally, the ultimate level of 

consciousness state is the Unity Consciousness, in which people are fully responsible 

of their thoughts, speech, feelings and actions in full serenity and peace.  

People can improve their state of consciousness mainly through meditation, mental 

imagery, self-awareness and other mindfulness techniques [53] combined with physical 

stamina offered by undamaged brain tissue, metabolic homeostasis, a moderate level of 

arousal, a balanced interplay of inhibitory and excitatory networks as well as midrange 

environmental conditions [54]. 

7 Conclusion 

Consciousness is part of the perpetual human evolution, endurance and survival. 

Neurosciences as well as cognitive science implicate cognitive and emotional mecha-

nisms to be seriously connected to the effective brain function, to the brain plasticity as 

well as the growth of the human intelligence. Therefore, research on the theory of con-

sciousness encircles research on cognitive and metacognitive skills in combination with 

the theory of mind and human learning. Consecutively, this layered model of human 

consciousness suggests that one’s cognition and emotion, thus intelligence, can be will-

ingly developed through continuous personal effort and mental training techniques, 

such as meditation and mindfulness [53]. The current theory of consciousness is tar-

geted to a variety of groups, such as individuals with ADHD, people with dementia and 

other neuropsychological deficits, children aiming to academic improvement as well as 

ordinary people and professionals seeking personal growth, mere happiness and healthy 
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living. In this sense, healthy, self-conscious individuals set the standards for a sustain-

able society based on social wellbeing, civic engagement and self-leadership [55]. 
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