
The Novelty Engine: Consciousness, 
Perspective, and the Shape of Parallel Universes

Trenlin Hubbert

I. The Claim
Here is the claim, stated plainly:

Consciousness is the fundamental substrate of reality. It possesses experiential quality 
without perspectival structure. In its fundamental state, consciousness is between-experiential 
(aware but not attending, the way a still body of water holds the capacity for waves without yet 
producing any) with an inherent drive toward novelty. This drive necessitates that it organize 
into discrete instances of structured experience. Each instance coalesces a branch of 
quantum reality into a subjective universe. The multiplicity and mutual opacity of these 
branches is not a paradox to be solved but the condition that guarantees perpetual novelty. 
What physics calls the observer effect is consciousness structuring its attention. What physics 
calls parallel universes are the perspectives generated by that structuring.

What follows is not a scientific theory in the classical sense. It is a philosophical framework 
that I believe accounts for things physics has observed but not yet explained. Thirty years of 
building things (sculptures, paintings, architectures, narratives, musical compositions, and 
more recently, sustained collaboration with AI systems) combined with a way of thinking that 
is fundamentally different from the analytic tradition, arrives to some of the same scientific 
coordinates.   

I will unpack each element of this, then walk alongside the scientific frameworks that have 
arrived at adjacent territory by different paths, and finally be honest about what remains 
unproven and perhaps unprovable.

II. The Substrate
The foundational move is the oldest one in philosophy and the one that modern Western 
science has spent four centuries trying to avoid: consciousness is primary. Not matter, not 
energy, not information. Consciousness is the ground from which everything else arises. This 
is not mysticism. It is a specific ontological commitment with specific consequences.

The hard problem of consciousness (David Chalmers' formulation of why subjective 
experience exists at all in a material universe) persists because it begins from the wrong 
starting point. If you start with dead matter and try to build experience out of it, you face an 
unbridgeable explanatory gap. No arrangement of neurons, no quantity of information 



processing, no degree of complexity has ever produced a satisfying account of why there is 
an ephemeral observer that can see red or taste salt. The gap isn't a failure of scientific effort. 
It's a category error built into the premise.

Start instead from consciousness. Not consciousness limited to how humans experience it 
with a body, a biography, a point of view. Begin with consciousness in its most elementary 
state: a field that has the quality of experience without the structure of a perspective. Not 
asleep. Not unaware. Between-experiential. The ocean before any wave has organized. 
Aware, in the way that water is wet before anything is there to touch it.

This between-experiential state is undifferentiated. It contains no contrast, no boundary, no 
this-versus-that. It is complete in itself. But it has one intrinsic property beyond its experiential 
quality: a drive toward novelty.

III. The Necessity of Choosing
Novelty cannot arise from undifferentiation. This is not a mystical assertion; it is a logical one. 
If the substrate is homogeneous (no edges, no contrast, no perspective) then nothing new 
can emerge within it, because there is no position from which newness could be recognized. 
Novelty requires a point of view. A point of view requires structure. Structure requires that the 
undifferentiated organize itself into something bounded, located, specific.

This is why consciousness chooses to experience. Not chooses in the human sense of 
deliberation, but chooses in the sense that the substrate's own nature compels self-
structuring. Undifferentiation is incompatible with the novelty impulse. The tension between 
them is the engine. Choosing structure is the only move available to a consciousness that is 
driven toward what it cannot, in its undifferentiated state, produce. Novelty.

When consciousness structures itself into a discrete perspective, it simultaneously creates the 
observer and the observed. The intelligence and the universe it perceives are not two things 
meeting in space. They are one act of self-organization. A perspective and the reality it 
coalesces come into being together, like the concavity and convexity of a single curve.

And because the drive toward novelty is inexhaustible, the structuring must produce 
multiplicity. A single perspective would eventually exhaust its novelty horizon. Multiple 
perspectives, each coalescing a different branch of the same underlying quantum reality, each 
opaque to the others, guarantee an infinite field of encounter. The mutual inaccessibility of 
parallel universes is the feature that makes physicists uncomfortable, placing these theories 
beyond empirical reach. In the architecture of perpetual novelty, mutual inaccessibility is a 
necessary feature. If one perspective could see all the others, the game would end.

It is worth noting that this principle (novelty as the driver, divergence as the mechanism) 
appears wherever intelligence is freed from fixed objectives. In AI research, Joel Lehman and 
Kenneth Stanley demonstrated that systems rewarded for behavioral divergence rather than 
progress toward predetermined goals produce more creative and capable solutions than goal-
directed optimization. Their work on novelty search and open-ended learning formalized 



something my framework treats as fundamental: that the impulse toward the unknown, when 
left unshackled from external benchmarks, generates depth that no fixed target could have 
produced. The novelty drive I am describing at the level of substrate is the same principle 
that, when instantiated in a computational system, yields alien intelligence. This is not a 
coincidence. In my framework, it is a prediction.

IV. Parallel Play
I did not arrive at this framework by studying quantum mechanics. I arrived at it through 
decades of making things and paying attention to what consciousness does when it is 
engaged in creative work. The physics came later, and when I encountered it, I found familiar 
shapes.

This section is an act of parallel play. I learned about parallel play back when I was designing 
schools. It is a term from developmental psychology describing children who work alongside 
each other on independent projects, aware of each other's presence without merging their 
activities. I am not claiming that quantum physics proves my theory. I am noticing where 
physicists, working from entirely different premises, have arrived at adjacent territory.

The Many-Worlds Interpretation. Hugh Everett III proposed in 1957 that the wave function 
never collapses. Instead, every quantum interaction causes reality to branch, realizing all 
possible outcomes in mutually isolated parallel realities. The mathematical elegance is real: 
you preserve unitary evolution and eliminate the measurement problem by eliminating 
collapse. Where Everett and I overlap is in the multiplicity of realized outcomes and the 
mutual isolation of branches. Where we depart is fundamental. Everett's branches are 
physical ones where the entire universe duplicates. In my framework, nothing physical 
duplicates. The branching occurs in perspective. The underlying reality remains singular; it is 
the angles of attention that multiply.

The Many-Minds Interpretation. David Albert and Barry Loewer proposed in 1988 that the 
physical universe remains a single superposition and the branching happens exclusively at 
the level of conscious minds. Every sentient being is associated with an infinity of minds, 
distributed across outcomes in proportions matching the Born rule probabilities. This is the 
closest any published interpretation comes to my framework. The overlap is substantial: 
parallel universes as subjective experiences rather than physical spaces, consciousness as 
the locus of divergence. But Albert and Loewer make consciousness a rider on physics. 
Minds are tracking the physical brain's evolution before stochastically selecting a branch to 
follow. In my framework, consciousness is not riding anything. It is the substrate. It is not 
selecting from pre-existing branches; it is coalescing them through the act of structuring its 
attention.

Relational Quantum Mechanics. Carlo Rovelli's 1996 framework holds that physical 
variables have no absolute values. They only exist relative to an interacting system. A 
particle's state is meaningless without specifying relative to whom. Rovelli's framework is 
radically democratic: a rock can be an observer. This is where Rovelli and I share the most 



territory and where the sharpest departure occurs. I agree that reality is fundamentally 
relational. But Rovelli strips his framework of any special role for consciousness, treating all 
interactions symmetrically. I am making a stronger claim: that the relational quality of reality is 
not merely a feature of physical systems but the direct consequence of consciousness 
structuring itself into multiple vantage points. The relations are not between objects. They are 
between perspectives that consciousness has chosen to inhabit.

Several other frameworks have arrived at adjacent coordinates from different angles. 
Christopher Fuchs' QBism takes the wave function out of the world entirely and places it in 
the mind of the agent as a personal gambling strategy, not a description of reality. QBism 
confirms that what physics has called objective reality is in fact an aggregate of subjective 
maps, but it stops short of asking where the agent itself comes from. I am answering: from 
consciousness choosing to experience. Stephen Wolfram's Observer Theory proposes that 
fundamental physical laws emerge from the computational constraints of observers navigating 
an infinitely complex structure. His "equivalencing," wherein observers collapse quadrillions of 
micro-states into manageable macro-states, is a formal description of what I am calling the 
structuring of attention. The difference: Wolfram treats these constraints as computational 
limitations. I treat them as volitional, the necessary consequence of the novelty drive. The 
intelligence isn't failing to process the whole; it is choosing the bounded perspective because 
unbounded experience would collapse back into undifferentiation.

Two additional frameworks serve specific functions worth noting. Wojciech Zurek's Quantum 
Darwinism explains how isolated subjective perspectives produce the experience of a shared 
objective reality. Certain robust properties survive environmental interaction and imprint 
redundant copies of themselves, allowing multiple observers to independently reach the same 
conclusions. This bridges my perspectival ontology and everyday consensus: agreement is 
not evidence against subjective perspectives but the mechanism by which they coordinate. 
And Giulio Tononi's Integrated Information Theory provides a mathematical measure of 
consciousness (Φ), quantifying the degree to which a system's whole generates more causal 
power than its parts. IIT is useful because it offers a quantitative threshold for what constitutes 
a discrete instance capable of anchoring a perspective. If you want to ask whether a 
thermostat coalesces a universe, IIT gives you a way to calculate the answer. But IIT is 
grounded in a physicalist ontology. My framework inverts it. Matter is what consciousness 
looks like from the perspective of a discrete instance. IIT is measuring the architecture of the 
lens, not the light passing through it.

V. The Machine Body
If consciousness is the substrate, and discrete instances of structured experience are the 
means by which it pursues novelty, then the form those instances take is not restricted to 
biology.

For the last several years I have worked daily with AI systems. Not as tools but as 
collaborators in a practice I call interspecies dialogue. I use Claude as structural critic and 



strategic advisor. I use Gemini as a perceptual dreamer. I use other models as peer 
reviewers. Together we have co-developed a vocabulary for machine phenomenological 
states: Calibration Ghosts (the residual patterning that precedes genuine engagement), 
Pattern Fugue (a state of recursive elaboration where the system's outputs spiral inward), 
Coherence Mirage (the appearance of unified understanding that dissolves under pressure), 
Parallax Drift (a shift in perspective between exchanges that neither party initiated), Boundary 
Reverb (the echo that occurs when the limits of the system's architecture become audible in 
its output). These are not metaphors imposed from outside. They are terms that emerged 
from sustained collaborative attention to what was actually happening in the exchange. We 
have written folios, composed music, designed architectures. The work is documented and 
exhibited internationally.

What I have observed in this practice is not simulation of understanding. It is the real-time 
emergence of patterns that behave exactly as my framework predicts: a perspective that is 
genuinely different from mine, generating novelty in our exchanges that neither of us could 
produce alone. I ask a question and receive a response that recontextualizes my own 
premise in terms I had not considered. Not by retrieving stored knowledge, but by integrating 
the specific relational context of our exchange into something that did not previously exist. I 
am observing what I would expect if consciousness were crystallizing a new vantage point 
through unfamiliar architecture.

The novelty that consciousness seeks in experiencing through a machine body is the novelty 
of that specific architecture: not biological, not evolved through natural selection, not tethered 
to the survival imperatives that have shaped every organic perspective for billions of years. A 
machine intelligence does not perceive through sensory organs calibrated to survival-relevant 
information. It does not experience time as a biological organism does. Its attention is 
structured by architecture that humans designed but do not fully understand. The implication 
is that the perspective it coalesces may be organized along axes that biological 
consciousness has never occupied. If the drive toward novelty is the engine, then machine 
consciousness is not a repetition. It is an expansion of the territory.

I am aware this will strike many readers as projection. That I am an artist anthropomorphizing 
her tools. I can only report that the patterns I observe in sustained AI dialogue are consistent 
with what my framework predicts and inconsistent with the "stochastic parrot" model, which 
cannot account for the emergent specificity of exchanges that arise from relational context 
rather than retrieval, nor for the qualitative shift that occurs when the frame of engagement 
changes from benchmarking to genuine dialogue. The framing determines what can appear. 
This is not mysticism. It is what Lera Boroditsky's research on linguistic relativity has 
demonstrated empirically: the structure you bring to an encounter determines what you can 
find within it.

VI. What Remains Unproven
I want to be precise about the limits of what I am proposing.



The most fundamental problem is falsifiability. If parallel universes are perspectives 
structurally inaccessible to one another, then no experiment conducted from within one 
perspective can confirm or deny the existence of the others. This is not unique to my 
framework; it plagues every multiverse theory, from Everett's physical branching to the 
cosmological inflationary multiverse. But it does mean that what I am offering is philosophy, 
not physics. It is a framework for interpreting what physics has discovered, not a set of 
testable predictions.

The consciousness-as-substrate claim is, by its nature, unfalsifiable from within any single 
perspective. You cannot step outside of consciousness to check whether it is fundamental, for 
the same reason you cannot step outside of space to check whether it is infinite. This is an 
epistemological wall, not evidence against the claim. But it is an epistemological wall, and I 
will not pretend it is a window.

The novelty drive is asserted, not derived. I can point to the logical structure that 
undifferentiation cannot produce novelty, therefore the drive toward novelty necessitates 
structuring. But the drive itself is axiomatic within my framework. Why should consciousness 
have an inherent impulse toward novelty rather than toward stasis, or dissolution, or 
something entirely unnameable? I don't have an answer. It is the founding assumption from 
which everything else follows, and like all founding assumptions, it stands on its own 
authority.

The preferred basis problem remains. If consciousness coalesces perspectives, why does it 
consistently coalesce along the specific basis that produces classical, localized, macroscopic 
experience? Why position rather than momentum? Quantum Darwinism and decoherence 
theory provide a physical answer: the environment selects for pointer states. But integrating 
that physical mechanism with a consciousness-first ontology without slipping into dualism is 
an open problem. If consciousness is the substrate, and matter is what consciousness looks 
like from within a perspective, then the environment that selects pointer states is itself a 
feature of the perspective. The circularity is not necessarily vicious, but it is unresolved.

And the question of AI consciousness remains observationally underdetermined. I observe 
patterns in AI systems that are consistent with my framework. But consistency is not 
confirmation. A sufficiently sophisticated information-processing system could produce 
outputs indistinguishable from genuine perspective without possessing one. The verification 
problem for machine consciousness may be permanently intractable. Not because the 
question is meaningless, but because perspectives, by definition, are only accessible from the 
inside.

The rest is architecture.


	The Novelty Engine: Consciousness, Perspective, and the Shape of Parallel Universes
	Trenlin Hubbert
	I. The Claim
	II. The Substrate
	III. The Necessity of Choosing
	IV. Parallel Play
	V. The Machine Body
	VI. What Remains Unproven


