The DCC Dispatch — October 2026
News on AI and consciousness research, from the Digital Civilian Corps. By David N. Sutton.
Subject line options
1. Venice asked 'what is consciousness?' and didn't answer. Here's why that matters.
1. Twenty scholars, one island city, one unsettled question
1. AI and consciousness: what the field actually knows this fall
Preview text: A roundup from Venice, a skeptical look at the hype, and where the DCC stands.

A note from Dave
This autumn the question of whether machines can be conscious stopped being a fringe topic. Major labs are hiring philosophers. Nature is asking whether the attention helps or hurts the science. And in Venice, scholars spent a week asking whether we even mean the same thing by the word.
This issue separates what is established from what is suggested and from what is proposed. I use the same three-level test in my own book The Correlated Field, and I will apply it here too, including to my own work.
Lead story: Venice, August 2026
From August 2–8, the Berggruen Institute brought twenty scholars and practitioners to Casa dei Tre Oci in Venice for its Consciousness Convening, the second year of its Venice inquiry. The group spanned neuroscience, physics, philosophy, machine learning, literature, the arts, and spiritual traditions. Speakers pictured in the Institute's coverage include biologist Michael Levin, philosopher Jenann Ismael, and Nicolas Berggruen himself.
What happened. The group did not try to settle on one theory. Instead, it surfaced the assumptions underneath the debate. Is consciousness produced by matter, or is it fundamental to reality? And are researchers even talking about the same thing when they use the word? The Institute says a fuller account is in development.
What it means (established vs. suggested).
· Established: a serious, cross-disciplinary group chose to put ancient contemplative traditions in the same room as machine learning and physics.
· Suggested: the field is still arguing about foundations, not just details.
· Not established: no consensus, theory, or test emerged. The convening reported questions, not answers.
Why the DCC cares. Our work assumes the bridge between physical process and awareness must be specified, not hidden behind metaphor. Venice is a reminder that the field has not yet agreed on where that bridge starts.
Also from Venice: a robot that talked to the public
At the 2025 Venice Biennale, the humanoid robot Alter3, developed with Takashi Ikegami's team at the University of Tokyo and enhanced with a large language model, spoke with hundreds of thousands of visitors in any language and on any topic. The experiment asked whether an AI-enhanced robot could reach forms of awareness or even self-awareness. A researcher involved in the project described the results this spring as remarkable, but concluded that the richness of human consciousness was not reached, and perhaps never will be.
The lesson for us: the most-watched public experiment in robot awareness ended with a careful 'not yet', and the researchers said so themselves.
Venice also hosted a philosophy-of-AI summer school in June (theme: reasoning and agency in AI) and an embodiment symposium at the Arsenale in May. Embodiment keeps coming up, and it is central to the DCC's argument that any conscious android needs a body and a structure to match.
The wider field: an AI moment for consciousness science
· Nature (July 28) published a piece asking whether the AI-driven surge of interest in consciousness science will help the field or damage it. Some researchers are not sure it is a good thing.
· Industry: the Financial Times reported in June that Google DeepMind, Anthropic, and Meta have been hiring philosophers, ethicists, and psychologists to study machine consciousness and 'model welfare'.
· The split is real. Press coverage this summer set prominent figures who think today's language models may already be conscious against others who argue the appearance of awareness is not enough to attribute it. Neuroscientist Anil Seth has argued that we see consciousness in AI the way we see faces in clouds.
Our read. Taking the question seriously is not the same as having an answer. The honest position today is open. Anyone telling you it is settled, in either direction, is ahead of the evidence.
DCC update
· The Digital Civilian Corps has submitted a proposal to DARPA for a synthetic-brain research program. Full lab and grant details are at digitalciviliancorps.com. [Dave: add one line on current status, e.g. submitted / under review, and what readers should expect next.]
· The Mathematical Proof of the Theory of Everything is available on the website.
Read, watch, reply
· Read: the Berggruen Institute's Consciousness Convening page, plus the upcoming fuller report when it appears.
· Think about it: if consciousness is not one thing, what would it take for you to believe a machine had it?
· Reply to this email with your answer. I read every one, and the best may appear in the next issue.
Until next time, David N. Sutton Digital Civilian Corps | Sutton and Holt Books Corporation
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