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What If Consciousness Is Groove? 

An Accessible Summary of a Speculative Idea 

The Starting Point 

Here's something musicians know in their bones that neuroscience has mostly 

overlooked: consciousness is fundamentally rhythmic. It flows. It has momentum, 

anticipation, and resolution. It doesn't sit still — it moves through time in a structured, 

non-random way. You don't experience a photograph of the world; you experience a 

stream, with currents and eddies and forward drive. 

Most theories of consciousness ignore this. They focus on what the brain represents — 

how information gets integrated, how signals get broadcast to different regions, how the 

brain monitors its own activity. These are all essentially spatial or computational 

descriptions. They treat consciousness like a picture and ask how the picture gets 

assembled. 

But consciousness isn't a picture. It's a song. 

What Groove Actually Is 

To take this idea seriously, we need to be precise about what groove means — not as a 

vague feeling but as a specific dynamical state that neuroscience can describe. 

Groove is the pleasurable urge to move in response to rhythm. But it doesn't happen 

with just any rhythm. A perfectly steady metronome click doesn't produce groove. It's 

too predictable — your brain locks onto it automatically, and the result is mechanical, 

rigid, lifeless. And a maximally chaotic, unpredictable pattern doesn't produce groove 

either. It's too complex — your brain can't find a beat, and the result is confusion. 

Groove lives in the middle. It requires a rhythm that is complex enough to create 

tension against the beat but simple enough that the beat can still be maintained. 

Moderate syncopation — notes that land slightly off the expected beat — produces the 
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strongest groove because it puts the brain's rhythmic system in a specific state: 

successfully holding on to the beat while being continuously pulled away from it. 

This is the key insight: groove is not a thing but a relationship. It's the felt quality 

of a system that is simultaneously succeeding and being challenged. Holding on and 

being pulled. Locked in and under tension. 

What If Consciousness Works the Same Way? 

Here's the speculative leap. What if consciousness — the felt quality of experience, the 

sense of being someone, the stream that flows from moment to moment — is the same 

kind of thing as groove, just operating at a larger scale? 

The idea has three parts: 

The beat of consciousness. In groove, there's a pulse — an internally generated, 

sustained rhythm that provides a temporal frame. You feel the beat even when the music 

goes against it. We propose that consciousness has its own pulse: the self. Not your 

autobiography or your personality, but the basic, pre-reflective sense of being a 

continuous "I" persisting through time. And there's evidence this sense of self is literally 

rhythmic — research shows that brain regions associated with self-processing (the 

default mode network) are continuously entrained to the heartbeat. Your heart provides 

a ~1 Hz periodic input, and the brain's self-network locks onto it, producing an ongoing, 

body-anchored temporal frame. The self is not a picture in the brain. It's a beat. 

The melody of consciousness. In groove, there's a rhythm — the detailed, changing 

pattern of musical events that the pulse is experienced against. We propose that the 

analogue in consciousness is content — everything you're seeing, hearing, thinking, 

remembering, and feeling right now. All of this is also rhythmic and oscillatory: brain 

waves at different frequencies track different aspects of the environment, nesting inside 

each other in complex temporal hierarchies. This is the ever-changing surface texture of 

experience — what makes this moment different from the last. 

Consciousness as the groove between them. Groove isn't the beat alone — that's 

just a metronome, mechanical and lifeless. And it isn't the complex rhythm alone — 



Consciousness as Groove | Matthew Bennett 

 

3 

that's just noise without a frame. Groove is the dynamic tension between the two: the 

felt quality of the beat being sustained while the rhythm pulls against it. 

We propose that consciousness is the same kind of tension: the felt quality of the self 

(the internally generated beat) being sustained while the complex, changing content of 

sensory and cognitive life (the rhythm) continuously challenges and engages it. 

Why This Explains Things That Other Theories Can't 

Why consciousness flows. Groove flows. It has forward momentum — you feel 

yourself moving through time. If consciousness is groove, then the "stream of 

consciousness" isn't a metaphor. It's a literal description of the temporal dynamics: the 

brain's self-network continuously re-establishing its beat against the changing rhythm of 

experience, producing an ongoing sense of movement through structured time. 

Why consciousness feels like something. A thermostat tracks temperature 

without experiencing warmth. A metronome keeps time without feeling the beat. What 

makes groove different from mere tracking is that the system is working — actively 

maintaining a relationship under tension. If consciousness is groove, then experience 

arises when the brain is in this working state: not automatically locked, not chaotically 

lost, but actively, effortfully, dynamically engaged in holding coherence against 

perturbation. 

Why there's a sweet spot. Both groove and consciousness seem to follow an 

inverted-U curve. Too little complexity and you get boredom, rigidity, unconscious 

automaticity — the brain runs on autopilot. Too much complexity and you get confusion, 

fragmentation, loss of coherent experience. The richest, most vivid conscious experience 

happens in the middle — when there's enough complexity to demand active engagement 

but enough structure for the brain's rhythmic systems to maintain coherence. This is the 

groove zone. 

Altered States as Groove Modulation 

If consciousness is groove, then altered states are shifts along the groove curve — 

changes in the relationship between the self-beat and the content-rhythm. 
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Sleep and anaesthesia turn both down. The beat weakens, the rhythm fades, and 

consciousness diminishes or disappears. You've moved off the groove curve entirely. 

Psychedelic drugs selectively weaken the beat. They target brain regions with high 

density of serotonin 5-HT2A receptors — which happen to be concentrated in the 

default mode network, the self-processing system we've identified with the pulse. So 

psychedelics loosen the self-beat while amplifying the complexity of sensory-cognitive 

content. At moderate doses, this pushes you further along the groove curve — the beat is 

still there but under more tension, producing vivid, flowing, ego-loosened experience. At 

high doses, the beat collapses entirely. The self-referential temporal frame is lost. This is 

ego dissolution: not the absence of brain activity, but the loss of the beat of 

consciousness. The rhythm continues — there's still neural activity, still sensory content 

— but without the internal beat that makes experience mine and gives it temporal 

continuity. 

Shamanic drumming does the opposite. Instead of weakening the beat, it overdrives 

it — providing such a powerful external periodic rhythm that the brain's self-network is 

recruited into a dominant, absorbing pulse. You don't lose yourself; you merge with the 

driving rhythm. The content simplifies, becoming dreamlike and visionary, while the 

beat becomes overwhelming. This isn't ego dissolution; it's ego absorption. Same groove 

curve, opposite direction. 

This resolves a genuine puzzle in the scientific literature: how can drumming and 

psychedelics produce overlapping altered states through apparently opposite neural 

mechanisms? Answer: they don't produce the same state. They produce different kinds 

of altered states by moving in different directions along the groove space. Psychedelics 

increase the rhythm relative to the beat. Drumming increases the beat relative to the 

rhythm. Both change the groove, but differently. 

Why Music Moves Us So Deeply 

If consciousness has the structure of groove, then music isn't just entertainment or 

emotional decoration. It's directly engaging the same dynamical machinery that 

constitutes conscious experience. 
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When you put on music and feel it change your state of mind — lifting you, calming you, 

energising you, moving you to tears — what's happening isn't that the music is triggering 

an emotional association, the way a photograph might remind you of a loved one. It's 

that the music is playing the instrument of consciousness itself. The rhythmic structure 

of the music is interacting with the rhythmic structure of your conscious experience at 

the dynamical level. Different grooves produce different states of consciousness because 

they are, at the level of oscillatory dynamics, the same kind of thing. 

This also explains why music is so central to psychedelic therapy — not as a comfort 

measure but as an active ingredient. When a psychedelic drug weakens your internal 

beat, music provides an external one. It scaffolds your consciousness, keeping you in the 

groove zone even as the drug pushes you toward the chaotic edge. The choice of music in 

psychedelic therapy isn't a matter of taste; it's a choice about what dynamical trajectory 

your consciousness will follow during the period of maximum vulnerability and 

maximum potential for change. 

The Musician's Knowledge 

There's a phrase musicians use for the experience of being perfectly locked into groove 

with other players: being in the pocket. The pocket isn't a place but a process — a state 

where the tension between individual expression and collective structure is sustained 

without resolving into either chaos or rigidity. You're simultaneously free and 

constrained, leading and following, expressing yourself and serving the music. 

The proposal here is that consciousness is what it feels like to be in the pocket of your 

own existence — your internally generated sense of self locked into groove with the 

complex, changing, sometimes syncopated, sometimes flowing, always moving rhythm 

of being alive in a world. 

Musicians have always known this. The science might be catching up. 

Important Caveats 

This is a hypothesis, not a proven theory. It doesn't solve the "hard problem" of 

consciousness — it doesn't explain why any dynamical configuration feels like anything 
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at all. It's a structural claim: consciousness has the shape of groove, the dynamics of 

groove, the architecture of groove. But why that architecture gives rise to experience 

rather than just computation remains an open question. 

The mathematical formalism that would make this fully rigorous doesn't exist yet. 

Neural Resonance Theory, the framework that describes groove so precisely, was built to 

explain music perception — not consciousness. Extending its tools to the whole-brain 

dynamics of conscious experience is a substantial project. 

And there are dimensions of consciousness that this framework may not capture: the 

specific content of a visual scene, the meaning of a word, the felt quality of an emotion. 

The groove theory is a theory of the temporal form of consciousness — how it flows, how 

it maintains coherence, how it can be modulated — not a theory of everything 

consciousness contains. 

But as a starting point, as a way of asking new questions and generating new 

experiments, the idea that consciousness is groove seems worth taking seriously. 

Especially if you've ever been on a dance floor and felt, for a moment, more conscious 

than usual. 


