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Introduction 
 

The question of the origin and nature of consciousness is a truly fascinating yet baffling 
question in modern philosophy and science. It lies at the heart of everything we care about. As 
John Searle put it: “Consciousness is the condition that makes it possible for anything at all to 
matter to anybody. Only to conscious agents can there ever be a question of anything mattering 
or having any importance at all.” (Searle 1997: preface xiv). Under the mainstream physicalist 
ontology, hereafter referred to as physicalism, it is proposed that reality consists of what Galen 
Strawson (2006: 9) calls “ultimates”, which are the irreducible physical building blocks of 
reality, existing independently from phenomenal consciousness.1 It is suggested that an 
arrangement of these ultimates is the cause of phenomenal consciousness, implicating that 
phenomenality is wholly reducible to the physical. Such a leap from the non-phenomenal to the 
phenomenal is often referred to as radical or brute emergence by virtue of the fact that it entails 
the emergence of a seemingly distinct ontological category from another. Strawson lucidly 
demonstrates the perplexity of radical emergence by noting that there is nothing “about the 
nature of the emerged-from (and nothing else) in virtue of which the emerger emerges as it does 
and is what it is” (Strawson 2006: 15).  

However, to the modern-day mind we take it as fairly incontrovertible that brains produce 
consciousness and that there exists a mind-independent world made of physical stuff.2 But 
exactly how physical ultimates – which, by definition, are devoid of phenomenal properties –
combine to generate phenomenality remains mysterious and has been referred to as the 
“explanatory gap” by Joseph Levine (1983) and more recently, “the hard problem of 
consciousness” by David Chalmers (1995). It seems to be the case that Mind and matter are 
two distinct substances and deriving the former from the latter incurs issues. 

Indeed, from the point of view of physicalism there certainly is a hard problem. So hard, in 
fact, that many have argued for its impossibility unless we deny the reality of consciousness: 
an unfavourable yet not unexplored solution that rejects the primary fact of our experience. 
Another option is to suggest that the problem will be solved in accordance with scientific and 
philosophical developments. Such views are susceptible to fairly persuasive arguments 
however. As a result of this unfavourable denial and, as we will see, arguably incoherent appeal 
to future knowledge, theories that regard consciousness as fundamental have been on the rise.  

The natural step, however, is often assumed to be a leap to a kind of substance dualism; the 
view that there exist two ontologically distinct substances in reality: matter and mind. The 
shortcomings of this view are well documented and stem from the difficulty known as ‘the 
interaction problem’: the issue of explaining how two, seemingly causally closed substances 
interact, which they irrevocably appear to do. As a result, panpsychist theories have emerged 
that account for the seeming irreducibility of consciousness while holding on to the intuition of 
physicalism regarding matter. Atomistic varieties of this view inject consciousness into the 
ultimates postulated by physicalism and attempt to show how the macroexperience of 
organisms such as human beings are explainable in terms of the microexperience of these 
ultimates. Holistic versions, on the other hand, take the cosmos to be the sole ontological 
ultimate. This latter view (called cosmopsychism) can, but does not always entail idealism – 

 
1 Phenomenal consciousness refers to the presence of raw experience or something-it-is-like-ness (Nagel 1974) 
as opposed to meta-consciousness or access consciousness which refer to higher-order thought or re-
representation of raw experience (Schooler 2002: 339). Hereafter, by consciousness I intend to mean 
phenomenal consciousness which I take to be synonymous with ‘Mind’. 
2 As this dissertation will attempt to show, there is an important distinction to be made between claiming that a 
world exists independently from our personal field of consciousness (a wholly reasonable and necessary claim 
unless one wants to commit themselves to anti-realism) and that it exists wholly independently from 
consciousness or Mind itself, understood as an ontic category.  
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the view that denies the existence of mind-independent matter and regards consciousness as the 
sole ontological base from which everything else can be explained. From these latter, non-
physicalist views, the aim is to undermine, dissolve or circumvent the hard problem.  

So, the menu of options looks something like the following: 
 

(1) Claim that the hard problem will eventually be solved in accordance with developments in  
neuroscience and/or a conceptual revolution.  
(2) Deny consciousness in some way. 
(3) Adopt a form of dualism. 
(4) Adopt a form of atomistic panpsychism. 
(5) Adopt a holistic form of panpsychism (cosmopsychism/ idealism).3 
 

Section 1 will first look at the common anti-physicalist arguments that attempt to undermine 
responses that fit into (1) and proceed to evaluate the efficacy of (2). Section 2 will explore the 
attractiveness and limitations of theories that fit into (3) and (4), focusing primarily on (4). 
Finally, Section 3 will address the plausibility of views that fit into (5), arguing that they offer 
greater explanatory power than the other options and should be taken seriously. As a result, this 
dissertation will argue that the hard problem of consciousness is an inevitable consequence of 
the physicalist ontology and regarding consciousness as irreducible and fundamental is a 
serious philosophical position and one that does away with the hard problem altogether. I do 
not pretend to even partially cover the whole of this topic with particular expertise but rather to 
give a fairly detailed and critical overview of what I believe to be the central issues and to 
explicate the plausibility of what are often thought to be implausible ideas. 

 
1. The Problems of Physicalism 

 
This section attempts to motivate the view that physicalism faces serious and irredeemable 
challenges as a result of its stumbling into the hard problem. This of course depends on how we 
frame the hard problem. Many commentators regard Chalmers’ great contribution as being his 
distinct and clear framing. By discerning the difference between the easy problems of 
consciousness and the hard problem, he separates the issue into two connected but 
fundamentally different aspects. However, as we will see, some contend that it is on account of 
his framing that the hard problem becomes insoluble.  

According to Chalmers: “the easy problems of consciousness are those that seem directly 
susceptible to the standard methods of cognitive science” (Chalmers 2010: 4) which involve 
things like “the ability to discriminate…the interpretation of information…the reportability of 
mental states… the focus of attention” (ibid) among others. These problems can be explained 
in terms of computational and neural mechanisms. The hard problem, in contrast, is “the 
problem of experience” (ibid: 5, original emphasis). In other words, why physical systems seem 
to be complemented with experience at all. That there is nothing about physical systems in 
terms of which a satisfactory explanation of experience could be deduced is what makes the 
hard problem really hard. The explanatory gap seems unbridgeable due to the seeming 
ontological discontinuity.  

Given that a solution to the hard problem in Chalmers’ eyes would have to explain the exact 
relation between physical processes and consciousness, providing an account of how and why 
they are accompanied by experience, experience would have to be wholly explainable in terms 
of a physical description. In other words, in terms of quantities. Given that descriptions of 
quantities are exhaustible in terms of structure and functionality while experience, which is 

 
3 This is not an exhaustive list but represents the main avenues for approaching the hard problem. 
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inherently qualitative, seems to require an appeal to something beyond structure and function, 
physicalism seems to find itself short on resources to give a satisfactory explanation of 
experience. 

Anti-physicalist arguments commonly appeal to knowledge, explanation and conceivability 
to point out the incoherence of attempting to reduce the phenomenal to the non-phenomenal. 
Essentially, they suggest that even in principle there is no entailment from facts about physical 
ultimates to facts about experience and on that basis, physicalism is false unless we deny the 
existence of experience. These arguments often utilise thought experiments to elucidate their 
point. Thomas Nagel, for example, in his influential paper ‘What Is It Like To Be A Bat?’ 
suggests that we can know all the objective aspects of a bat’s physiology (everything objective) 
and yet be fundamentally unable to experience what it is like to be the bat (the subjective 
aspect). He uses this to argue that objective accounts of reality will, by definition, always omit 
the subjective. And hence physicalism, which holds that all fundamental facts about reality are 
physical (and therefore inherently objective) cannot explain consciousness. 

Similarly, Frank Jackson (1982: 127-136) presented what is known as The Knowledge 
Argument with an important thought experiment about a neuroscientist called Mary who knows 
all the relevant facts about colour vision yet lives in a black and white room and so has never 
experienced other colours. Jackson claims that upon leaving the room and experiencing red, 
Mary encounters new facts about colour vision which were not available within the realm of 
the physical facts. On this basis, Jackson argues that there are facts about consciousness which 
extend beyond the physical facts and therefore a physicalist account of reality will always fall 
short. 

Likewise, The Conceivability Argument (see Chalmers 1996) claims on the basis that 
because it is conceivable and therefore metaphysically possible for zombies to exist (zombies 
being physically identical to human beings but lacking conscious experience), physical facts 
cannot fully explain consciousness. To accept that a zombie world is metaphysically possible 
is precisely to deny that consciousness “supervenes on the physical facts” as Philip Goff puts it 
(Goff 2009: 291). A zombie world that was physically identical to ours would necessitate 
subjective experience under physicalism because subjective experience requires nothing 
beyond the physical facts. Since it is fairly uncontroversial (one would hope) that subjective 
experience exists, physicalists are therefore left to arguing against the conceivability and 
metaphysical possibility of zombies to refute this type of argument. 

Indeed, this argument and the previous one put forward by Jackson have caveats that centre 
on the contentious issue of the inference of an ontological gap from an epistemic gap. It is not 
wholly obvious that this inference is justified and responses to such arguments are plentiful. 
For instance, the jump from conceivability to metaphysical possibility in the latter argument 
has to be defended at length as Chalmers attempted to do with his “two-dimensional” version4 
which Goff argues is unsatisfactory (Goff 2017: 76-105).  

Another argument against entailment that differs from the two aforementioned is put 
forward by Gregg Rosenburg (2004: 13-30). Rosenburg suggests that all facts about ultimates 
can only be explained in terms of patterns of bare differences. This is to say that properties of 
ultimates are known only as relational properties defined by their opposites. “What is the ‘on’ 
property? It is not the ‘off’ property... In this way, bare differences are defined circularly in 
terms of their difference from each other” he writes (ibid: 18). From this, Rosenburg argues 
that facts about phenomenal consciousness cannot be entailed by patterns of bare differences. 
He gives the example of a field of closely packed yellow and red dots. The difference between 
yellow and red under the right viewing conditions will produce the phenomenal quality of 
orange. However, if we take a field of dots with two different colours that lie at the same bare 

 
4 Found in Chalmers 2010: 141-192 
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difference ratio, we will not see orange but another colour. Therefore, phenomenal properties 
are not entailed solely by patterns of bare differences. But if we accept that all facts about 
ultimates are patterns of bare differences, then we must accept that facts about consciousness 
are not entailed by facts about ultimates. On this basis he suggests that physicalism is false. 

If these lines of argument are correct, then the conclusion is that it is incoherent to try and 
explain consciousness in terms of basic physical entities however much future knowledge we 
may acquire. An inevitable implication of this is that we must regard consciousness as 
irreducible and add it to our reduction base alongside matter or in exclusion of matter. However, 
there is one response that avoids the conclusion of these previous arguments by rejecting the 
fundamental premise: that phenomenal consciousness exists. There are of course other routes 
to go down for the physicalist in an attempt to avoid the conclusions of the above arguments 
without denying phenomenal consciousness. However, due to the constraints of this 
dissertation, it is necessary just to say that physicalism is not a given and that other options 
should be explored if they can avoid comparable hard problems and explain theory-independent 
facts such as the correlation between brain activity and inner experience.  
 
A radical response 
 
The most radical response to anti-physicalist arguments is to deny that phenomenal 
consciousness exists. In other words, to be an eliminativist about consciousness, rejecting 
Chalmers’ split between the easy problems and the hard problem. This is a very effective way 
to dissolve the hard problem! If phenomenal consciousness is somehow an illusion, then it 
doesn’t have to be explained in physical terms. Rather, there is nothing else to explain beyond 
the physical. In relation to The Knowledge Argument, this is tantamount to saying that when 
Mary sees red for the first time, she is not encountering new facts about colour vision that go 
beyond the physical facts. Clearly this is a counterintuitive position (to put it mildly) that 
requires some significant legwork to make plausible and is not an attractive option for most. 

Examples of philosophers who argue for this are Rey (1983) and Dennett (1991). This 
type of view is often referred to as eliminative materialism and suggests that once we have 
addressed all the easy problems regarding behaviour and functionality, there will be no hard 
problem remaining. In other words, the seeming appearance of experience will be wholly 
understood once the easy problems have all been tackled.   

I could go into the details of Dennett’s theory: how he rejects the “Cartesian Theatre” 
model of consciousness in favour of the “Multiple Drats” model, suggesting that conscious 
experience does not occur in one place, rather there are “various events of content-fixation 
occurring in various places at various times in the brain” (Dennett 1991: 365): how he appeals 
to strong AI to explain our seemingly conscious states: how he comes up with a complex theory 
including Von Neumann machines, connectionism and memes: but I think it’s only necessary 
to address the main issue of the view: that it immediately seems to contradict itself. 

To make the claim that consciousness is an illusion, consciousness must exist. The 
denial is an instance of that which is denied. Where else could an illusion happen but in 
consciousness? It makes absolutely no sense to suggest that phenomenal consciousness – the 
fact that there is something it is like to be yourself in this moment – is an illusion. As Searle 
puts it simply: “If it seems to me exactly as if I am having conscious experiences, then I am 
having conscious experiences” (Searle 1997: 112). Even if we are deeply wrong about the 
nature of these experiences, the fact that we are having an experience is, you would think, 
undeniable. We can doubt quite easily the existence of the external world – we may for all we 
know be in a dream or a brain in a vat – but to doubt the fact that there is experience in this 
moment is a questionable starting point for a theory. The fact that there is experience – 
something-it-is-like-ness – is the hard problem for Chalmers. To suggest that this is an illusion 
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is an effective yet unsatisfactory way to dissolve the problem. And this is what Dennett’s project 
is, to “explain consciousness without explaining phenomenal consciousness” in the words of 
William Seager (Seager 1999: 86). 

However, there is an insight by the eliminativists that is worth recognising: the elusive 
and indefinable nature of consciousness as a concept. Consciousness resists definition unlike 
anything else. This is because it is not a third-person phenomenon. It cannot be observed from 
the outside but can only be intuitively known from the inside. To illustrate this, consider 
somebody in a brain scan thinking about an apple. The brain scan will show the exact neurons 
firing that relate to the image the person is seeing. However, the information on the brain scan 
is not the first-person experience of the image of an apple. They are two, albeit connected, 
different things.  

Contrary to the intentions of the eliminativists however, this sheds light on the problem 
with the underlying motivations of their position: that they often, if not exclusively, adopt what 
Goff calls methodological naturalism: the view that the success of the natural sciences tells us 
we should rely only on the third-person scientific method to tell us about the nature of reality 
(Goff 2017:5). As Dennett writes: “The way to answer these ‘first-person point of view’ 
stumpers is to ignore the first-person point of view and examine what can be learned from the 
third-person point of view” (Dennett 1991: 336, emphasis added). Disregarding the primary 
fact of first-person experience and attempting to fully explain all of reality in a solely third-
person account seems to miss the mark entirely in terms of developing a coherent theory of 
reality. After all, reality as we know it requires the presence of conscious experience. As the 
Stanford physicist Prof. Andrei Linde said, “Let us remember that our knowledge of the world 
begins not with matter but with perceptions” (Linde 1998:12). Chalmers calls the extreme 
version of methodological naturalism found in Dennett “third-person absolutism” (Chalmers 
2010: 32) and responds by clarifying that the hard problem is precisely about the first-person 
perspective (ibid). To simply explain it away in terms of the third-person is to entirely miss the 
crux of the problem.  

On the basis of the success of science, which adopts a third-person strategy to uncover 
the structure and function of the shared physical world5, there is often the unquestioned 
assumption that matter, defined as that which exists outside of and independent of Mind 
(understood as an ontic category not just individual minds), is an epistemically verifiable fact 
rather than a useful explanatory model. It may turn out to be a necessary, reasonable and 
accurate model that does actually describe something called matter, but it is not directly 
experienced precisely because its definition is that which is outside of experience. We can claim 
that we are always experiencing mind-independent matter in the form of the external world but 
that presupposes the existence of mind-independent matter in the first place. However, by 
asserting that the concept of matter is an abstract ontological category by virtue of the fact it 
can only be conceived of within the realm of Mind does in no way prove that the denotation of 
the concept – namely, matter itself– is non-existent. It is merely an acknowledgment which I 
feel is often overlooked. Unlike Mind, our exclusive access to matter is via the concept of it. 
Whether we should make ontic conclusions from this epistemic consideration is another issue. 
However, knowing something directly is a reasonable condition for granting ontological 
primacy. This epistemic argument for Mind being considered fundamental will be expanded 
upon later. 

Given that the physical world appears to us as qualities, in other words as a series of 
perceptions as Linde noted, Dennett and the other eliminative materialists seem to jump the gun 
on asserting the essentially deniable reality of the mind-independent world and as a result force 

 
5 The term ‘physical world’ does not presuppose its essential ontological nature. At this point I remain agnostic 
as to whether it is mind-independent or mind-dependent. 
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themselves to deny the undeniable reality of consciousness. There are very good and necessary 
reasons to think that we share the same world. When I stop looking at something, it is still there 
for you. However, assuming that this shared world is made of something other than that which 
is an ontological given (namely consciousness) incurs epistemic costs which may not be 
justified.  
 Methodological naturalism finds a natural ally in what Goff calls neuro-fundamentalism 
(Goff 2016: 6): the view that consciousness will eventually be explained as a result of 
neuroscientific advances. This type of view is strengthened by an appeal to future knowledge 
where it is claimed that because we haven’t got such knowledge we cannot conceive of how it 
would change the picture. In the same way that scientific advances have, again and again, 
overcome what seemed at the time to be insoluble problems, physicalists can claim that the 
same will happen for consciousness. However, such views consistently fall short in overcoming 
the hurdle of the aforementioned arguments against entailment in principle. 

There seem to be fairly persuasive reasons to turn away from the mainstream physicalist 
ontology given that thus far it has failed to explain consciousness and if the arguments against 
entailment are valid, will never explain it. The persuasiveness of such anti-physicalist 
arguments is apparent in the emergence of a wide range of contemporary theories that hold 
consciousness to be irreducible. One approach is to appeal to dualism. Another is to turn to 
panpsychism, the view that consciousness is ubiquitous in the physical world. 
 

2. Dualism and Constitutive Panpsychism 
 
Popularised by Descartes, an alternative to physicalism is substance dualism. On the basis that 
phenomenal properties seem to be irreducible from physical properties, substance dualism 
postulates that they constitute two ontological categories in and of themselves, possibly able to 
exist in the absence of one another. By positing consciousness as fundamental, we no longer 
have to reduce it to the physical and therefore the hard problem is avoided. Consciousness or 
Mind is added to our reduction base in equality with matter.  

There are multiple different varieties of substance dualism but the most credible is 
potentially ‘interactionism’, summarised by Chalmers as the view that “microphysics is not 
causally closed and that phenomenal properties play a causal role in affecting the physical 
world.” (Chalmers 2010: 126). This applies in the opposite direction too. Physical states cause 
phenomenal states. Exactly how these two substances interact is the problem that interactionism 
has to face. It is fairly incontrovertible that there is a two-way causal interaction between 
conscious phenomena and physical phenomena. For example, when my hand touches a fire, I 
feel pain and when we have the feeling of sadness we may start crying. If they are ontologically 
distinct, how can we make sense of their causal interaction? Surely they would have to be 
causally closed from one another in a fundamental way given that conscious phenomena 
presumably lack physical dimensions including extension and location and that the physical 
realm is widely accepted to be causally closed (Chalmers 2016: 23). Interaction under dualism 
remains a brute fact that is yet to be resolved.  

As a result, instead of positing mind as another substance alongside matter, one can add 
psycho-physical laws to the physical laws. This latter view is sometimes called property 
dualism and is compatible with interactionism and emergentist views that suggest that 
phenomenality emerges out of the higher order organisation of physical ultimates and is absent 
at the lower levels (Goff 2009: 292).  Emergentism can take a strong or weak form. Either way, 
it struggles to explain at what point the phenomenal emerges. In its strong form, which suggests 
(unlike its weak form) that ontologically novel properties arise from physical ultimates, it is 
enamoured with the same problem as physicalism of explaining how the non-phenomenal can 
generate the phenomenal in a seemingly miraculous ontological leap.  
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Chalmers’ solution is to move away from plain dualism, conceding that the physical 
realm is best considered causally closed. In the same paper he proposes a “Hegelian synthesis” 
(Chalmers 2016a) between dualism and physicalism – Hegelian in the sense of positing a thesis, 
an antithesis and a problem-solving synthesis – suggesting that physical ultimates may 
themselves have micro-consciousness. In other words, that phenomenal properties are an 
irreducible feature of the physical ultimates. Given that physicalism by itself is arguably unable 
to coherently account for consciousness, this is an innovative way of supplying the missing 
ingredient.  

This type of view falls into what is commonly called panpsychism. There are many 
different forms of this view depending on what level physicality instantiates phenomenality and 
how the ultimates are conceived. There are dualistic, monistic, idealistic, atomistic and holistic 
forms. In the very broadest and simplest sense however, panpsychism refers to, in William 
Seager’s words, “the doctrine that mind is a fundamental feature of the world which exists 
throughout the universe” (Seager and Allen-Hermanson 2010: 206). Contemporary versions of 
the view are largely inspired by the observation of Bertrand Russell (2007) in his work The 
Analysis of Matter, that physics can only tell us about the “relational, dispositional, extrinsic, 
or structural properties of matter” and not its “non-relational, categorical, intrinsic, or non-
structural nature” (Goff 2016: 17). Essentially, panpsychists posit consciousness as part of this 
intrinsic nature. This view that it is only philosophy that tells us the intrinsic nature of matter 
and not physics is referred to as epistemological structural realism by Chalmers (Chalmers 
2019: 355) and lies at the heart of the panpsychist’s project. 

As Itay Shani usefully identifies, panpsychism can be thought of along two orthogonal 
dimensions – horizontally and vertically. He writes: 

 
Horizontally, there is the idea that consciousness is immanent throughout nature, 
namely, that all concrete things are, in one way or another, infused with the dwelling 
presence of consciousness (hence the ‘pan’ in panpsychism). Vertically, there is the 
assumption that consciousness goes ‘all the way down’, which is to say that even 
prebiotic microscopic entities – no matter how small or simple– are endowed with a 
modicum of experiential life. (Shani 2018: 391). 

 
As Shani also explains it is important to notice that panpsychism does not necessarily imply 
that all concrete things, including rocks, chairs, trees and planets, have a unified individual 
consciousness. It does imply however, that the most fundamental systems (ultimates) are 
endowed with a degree of consciousness. The view that is suggested by Chalmers (2016a: 19-
44) and the general preference (see Strawson 2006 for a well-known example) is an atomistic 
version of the doctrine that follows physicalism in its bottom-up approach to understanding 
macro-level consciousness.6 In other words, the ultimates of nature are conceived to be the 
ultimates postulated by physicalism – elementary sub-atomic particles – and these instantiate 
phenomenality. This version of panpsychism is commonly referred to as constitutive 
panpsychism and is the view that “macrophenomenal truths are (wholly or partially) grounded 
in microphenomenal truths” (Chalmers 2016b: 181). In this way, macro-level consciousness is 
understood as a compound.   
 As a metaphysical framework it has to explain how its supposition of consciousness 
residing in micro-level ultimates such as quarks and photons helps us to understand macro-
experience. This is where it runs into what is known as the combination problem, first identified 
by William James in The Principles of Psychology (1980) but given its name by William Seager 

 
6 Macro-level consciousness refers to human consciousness and other macro-level organisms. This, by virtue of 
it being our experience, is the type of consciousness that any theory of consciousness must try to explain. 
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(1995). It denotes the problem of explaining just how micro-level consciousnesses can combine 
into hermetic macro-level consciousnesses. In other words, how the former entails the latter. 
There seems to be a shortage of both empirical evidence and intelligibility in this regard. The 
bar for success in responding to this problem is to show that it isn’t as insurmountable as the 
hard problem is for physicalism. If it is, constitutive panpsychism loses its original 
attractiveness of being a useful fusion of physicalism and dualism.  As it turns out, there seem 
to be fairly conclusive reasons that the combination problem renders this form of panpsychism 
untenable.  

 
The combination problem 
 
Chalmers splits the combination problem into three main sub-problems (which can then be split 
up again into sub-sub-problems), all of which indicate different aspects of phenomenal states: 
their subjective, qualitative and structural character (Chalmers 2016b: 182). The sub-problems 
are: 
 

1) The subject combination problem: How micro-subjects (in the form of elementary 
subatomic particles) combine to yield hermetic macro-subjects. (ibid) 
 

2) The quality combination problem: How do micro-qualities combine to yield macro-
qualities. Macro qualities are phenomenal qualities such as redness. Presuming that 
micro-level ultimates have micro-qualitative experience, how can macro-qualitative 
experience be entailed from them? (ibid) 

 
3) The structure combination problem: How do micro-experiential structures combine to 

yield macro-experiential structures? Macroexperiential structures involve things like the 
complex spatial structure of visual and auditory fields (ibid).  

 
Each of these problems presents serious challenges to constitutive panpsychism but the question 
is whether they are solvable in principle, unlike, as we’ve seen can be argued, the hard problem 
is for physicalism. The general consensus is that while both the latter two problems are solvable, 
the first problem – the subject combination problem – looks hopeless.  

Sam Coleman (2014) is generally regarded to have provided what is the most 
pessimistic outlook, arguing that “the combination of subjects is a demonstrably incoherent 
notion” (Coleman 2014: 15). He starts by pointing out that the presence of experience requires 
a subject of experience. As Strawson himself writes: “experience is impossible without an 
experiencer” (Strawson 2006: 26). This is certainly reasonable as it is unintelligible to talk about 
an experience in the absence of an experiencer. On this basis, constitute panpsychism 
necessitates that each micro-level phenomenal ultimate is a micro-subject and that micro-
subjects combine to form a unified macro-subject. The need to explain the formation of a 
macro-subject with unified experience is of course due to our experience of a unified field of 
subjectivity rather than of trillions of micro-perspectives. Given the bottom-up nature of 
constitutive panpsychism, macro-subjects are not ontologically fundamental and therefore have 
to be explained in terms of the more basic micro-subjects.7 

Coleman recognises this requirement of subjectivity and connects it to the notion of a 
point of view, writing: 

 

 
7 The view that macro-subjects are fundamental is closely related to phenomenalism and would fall under the 
category of macro-idealism according to Chalmers (Chalmers 2019: 356). 
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That a given subject has a particular phenomenological point of view can be taken as 
saying that there exists a discrete ‘sphere’ of conscious experiential goings-on 
corresponding to this subject, with regard to which other subjects are distinct in respect 
of the phenomenal qualities they experience, and they have no direct (i.e. experiential) 
access to the qualitative field enjoyed by the first subject. A subject, then, can be thought 
of as a point of view annexed to a private qualitative field. (Coleman 2014: 30, emphasis 
added) 

  
Proceeding from this, Coleman describes what is meant by combination and rules out the 
possibility of points of view being the sort of things that are able to combine. The template he 
uses is that of a water molecule where the combination of one oxygen and two hydrogen atoms 
contribute to the compound but continue to exist. They become intrinsically altered – the 
oxygen completes its outer shell – but they “survive in the whole, making an ongoing 
contribution” (ibid) to the nature of the water molecule. This is an appropriate template because 
it is consistent with constitutive panpsychism’s commitment to phenomenality being 
instantiated in the ultimates postulated by physicalism and therefore their combination must be 
that described in physico-chemical terms. Coleman describes combination as: 
 

the formation of a whole from components where the components continue to exist in 
the whole, but are intrinsically altered by combining with one another. (ibid) 

 
Therefore, constitutive panpsychism implicates that micro-subjects will survive as the 

components of the combined unified perspective. Under this conception of combination, this 
rules out the possibility of just a single subject emerging. But, and most importantly, Coleman 
argues that “points of view cannot combine” (ibid: 32). He illustrates this with an example. He 
imagines two micro-subjects, Red and Blue, each of which sees only their respective colour. In 
a combination of Red and Blue, they combine to form an “über subject (Ub)” (ibid: 33), 
integrating the phenomenal qualities of red and blue to see purple. However, Red and Blue’s 
points of view cannot conceivably survive as points of view in their combination within Ub’s 
new perspective because they consist of seeing only their respective colour and given that Ub 
has a unified perspective, Ub cannot see solely red and solely blue, therefore the perspectivity 
of Red and Blue (which consists of their seeing only their respective colours) cannot continue 
to exist in combination. They can only conceivably contribute their phenomenal content but not 
their point of view. 
 As a result, Coleman concludes that “while qualitative contents of consciousness may 
perhaps combine, consciousnesses themselves – subjects – cannot: this is precluded by the 
metaphysical logic of points of view” (Coleman 2014: 34) and therefore constitutive 
panpsychism cannot entail macro-subjects from micro-subjects and is rendered flawed. 
 There are other interesting ways to undermine constitutive panpsychism and 
demonstrate its metaphysically demanding nature. One example comes in the form of a 
conceivability argument from Goff (2009) who argues that “microexperiential zombies” (Goff 
2009: 296) are prima facie conceivable and therefore the organisation of micro-subjects does 
not entail the existence of macro-subjects. A microexperiential zombie is physically identical 
to an organism such as ourselves but it satisfies two further conditions: (1) each of its ultimates 
have microexperience and (2) it does not have a unified macro-experience (ibid: 296). If there 
is no entailment of macro-subjects from micro-subjects then constitutive panpsychism fails to 
demonstrate how its attribution of microexperience to physical ultimates explains the existence 
of macroexperience – which Goff rightly argues a theory of consciousness must do on the basis 
that it is the only type of consciousness we have “pre-theoretical reason to believe in” (ibid: 
289). 
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 Another critique comes from Kastrup (2018a) who questions the way in which the 
structure of phenomenal consciousness is assumed to match the fragmented structure of matter 
as it is perceived “on the screen of perception” (Kastrup 2018a: 132). In Kastrup’s words: “it 
attributes to that which experiences a structure discernible only in the experience itself” (ibid: 
132, original emphasis). Kastrup first notes that the concept of elementary particles arrives as 
a result of our observation of the physical world as it appears to us on the screen of perception. 
Such observation – with the help of various scientific instrumentation – takes us to the smallest 
possible components – subatomic elementary particles. In this way, ultimates are the “pixels of 
experience, not necessarily of the experiencer” (ibid). Just because our bodies can be seen to be 
made up of elementary particles, it doesn’t necessarily follow that the experiencer has the same 
structure since the body is itself an object that is perceived. Kastrup concludes:  
  

As suggestive as it may be, the hypothesis that phenomenal consciousness is the 
intrinsic nature of the physical does not imply that the fragmented structure of matter 
on the screen of perception is the fundamental structure of phenomenal consciousness 
itself. (ibid: 132) 

 
One could make the objection that the experiencer is subject to the same structure of the 

body by virtue of the fact that brain activity and reported inner life correspond so closely. But 
this is to beg the question and prematurely assume the truth of the physicalist presupposition 
that phenomenal consciousness arises from matter. It is possible to account for this 
correspondence within an idealist framework simply by regarding brain activity as the external 
image of internal experience. This will be explored in more depth in a later section. 

 
Panprotopsychism and emergent panpsychism 

 
These critiques of constitutive panpsychism motivate the desire to search for alternatives that 
do not fall prey to the same problems. There are number of options at this point. 
Panprotopsychism for instance suggests that physical ultimates have protophenomenal 
qualities. Protophenomenal qualities are elusive in that they are “empirically indiscernible” 
(Goff 2009: 292) and not intrinsically phenomenal but combine to form phenomenality. Such 
a view is susceptible to the combination problem but can possibly avoid the implications of the 
conceivability argument (Goff 2009: 306).  

Another alternative is to adopt non-constitutive panpsychism or what is sometimes 
called emergent panpsychism. This view does away with the idea that macro-subjects are 
literally combined of micro-subjects and appeals instead to fusion as a model whereby micro-
subjects fuse into a macro-subject, losing their points of view altogether, leaving only the 
existence of a unified macro-subject. Seager calls this “combinatorial fusion” (Seager, Allen-
Hermanson 2010: 179). While this view seemingly circumvents the problems with combination 
in the aforementioned sense, it nevertheless fails to be satisfactory for similar reasons as its 
constitutive relative. As Coleman writes: “pre-existing subjects can make no intelligible 
contribution to the unified subjectivity of a subject they generate in respect of their (the 
predecessors) subjectivities” (Coleman 2014: 36). In other words, if micro-subjects somehow 
fuse into a macro-subject, the product will have to be structurally unrelated to its antecedents. 
Therefore, the emergence of a macro-subject must appeal to brute emergence, the avoidance of 
which motivated the turn to non-physicalist solutions to the hard problem in the first place. 
There are caveats to be explored here, such as the distinction between strong and superstrong 
emergence elucidated by Godehard Bruntrup (2016) but I think enough has been said to warrant 
a turn to other possible theories and to evaluate their respective advantages.  
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In conclusion, constitutive panpsychism does not satisfactorily succeed in overcoming 
the hard problem for physicalism for it has its own hard problem of subject combination. One 
alternative that seeks to avoid the problems of its predecessors appeals to a holistic form of 
panpsychism rather than an atomistic one. This view is called cosmopsychism and is legitimised 
in the same way that constitutive panpsychism is originally legitimised: by the explanatory 
power of endowing the ultimates of reality with phenomenal properties in order to explain 
macro-level consciousness without appealing to brute emergence.              
 

3. A Holistic Form of Panpsychism 
 

Contemporary proponents of cosmopsychism (see Goff 2019 and Shani 2015) take inspiration 
from the Priority Monism of Jonathan Schaffer (2010) that questions the attribution of nature’s 
ultimates to sub-atomic elementary particles and instead holds that “there is a maximal actual 
concrete object – the cosmos – of which all actual concrete objects are parts” (Schaffer 2010: 
33). This conclusion is drawn from the observation that it might be necessary to consider the 
whole inanimate and animate universe as an integrated whole on the basis that, in Schaffer’s 
words, “the cosmos forms an entangled system and (there is) good reason to treat entangled 
systems as irreducible wholes” (Schaffer 2010: 32).  

Drawing from this, cosmopsychism suggests that the sole concrete object, the cosmos, 
is itself a conscious subject and grounds the subjectivity of all macro-level subjects. However, 
cosmopsychism doesn’t entail idealism, the view that all of reality is mental. One can be a 
cosmopsychist and claim that the cosmos has both phenomenal and non-phenomenal properties 
– Kastrup calls this “dual-aspect cosmopsychism” (Kastrup: 2018a: 134). By starting with the 
highest-level subject, this view avoids the combination problem altogether because it doesn’t 
posit that micro-subjects constitutive macro-subjects. However, it faces a similar problem: the 
“decombination problem” (Shani 2015)8: how macro-subjects are constituted by the cosmic 
subject. Again, this problem can be split up into the three aforementioned sub-problems: the 
subject decombination problem, the quality decombination problem and the structure 
decombination problem. According to Chalmers, the subject decombination problem is again 
the most challenging. It is the problem how seemingly hermetic macro-subjects are grounded 
in a single cosmic subject. In other words, how the single cosmic subject de-combines or seems 
to de-combine. A solution has to demonstrate how private subjectivities emerge within the 
ocean of cosmic consciousness. 

There are numerous sub-sub-problems that arise here, one of which is a simple 
conceivability argument (see Chalmers 2019: 365-366) that states on the basis that it is 
conceivable for the cosmic subject to have all of its mental states without de-combining into 
multiple macro-subjects, that macro subjects are not entailed by the cosmic subject. This type 
of argument, as was seen earlier, has to justify the move from conceivability to metaphysical 
possibility in order to have strength. In response, some cosmopsychists appeal to emergentism, 
claiming that macro-subjects are strongly emergent from the cosmic subject and are therefore 
not fully grounded in it. Again, for the same reason as with emergent constitutive panpsychism, 
this view is unfavourable if there are no better options. 

 Another issue of the subject decombination problem is deciding whether the cosmic 
subject has access to all of the perspectives and experiences that it grounds. In other words, are 
all the various experiential contents within each perspective accessible to another perspective 
(the cosmic subject)? Recall Coleman’s definition of a subject as a “point of view annexed to a 
private qualitative field” (Coleman 2014:30, emphasis added). Private is the key word here. If 

 
8 Some, like Chalmers (2016b) use the term ‘decomposition problem’ but ‘decombination’ seems more apt. 
However, using ‘decombination’ does not imply that the cosmic subject is a combination of macro/micro-
subjects. 
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cosmopsychism holds that the grounding subject’s experience subsumes all of its derivative 
subjects’ experience, this would seem to violate the architecture of subjects as described by 
Coleman. (For future reference, I will call this the perspective problem). Furthermore, would 
the macro-subjects’ experience be an object for the cosmic subject’s overall experience? If so, 
this would seem to overlook the simple distinction between a subject and an object by 
presuming that a subject could be a perceivable object for another subject. If a subject is simply 
defined as that to which its experience occurs, how could it ever be the object of another 
experience? This amounts to what Miri Albahari calls “the incoherence of content objection” 
(Albahari: 2019: 123). However, to bite the bullet and claim that the contents of each relative 
subject9 are inaccessible to the cosmic subject seems to negate the foundation of the view. For 
if there is only one ultimate subject, how can any phenomenal contents within it be obfuscated 
from it? 
 
Idealist cosmopsychism  
 
One interesting yet complex solution comes from Shani (2015). His position could be referred 
to as idealist cosmopsychism given that his first postulate is: “the cosmos as a whole is the only 
ontological ultimate, and…it is conscious” (Shani 2015: 408, original emphasis). While being 
idealist in the sense of appealing to consciousness as the only ontological ultimate, he postulates 
that it operates by what he calls the “lateral duality principle” (ibid: 410), whereby the absolute 
has both a concealed and a revealed nature. In Shani’s words: 

 
The revealed dimension of the absolute constitutes the structural domain of observable 
regularities, the proper province of scientific inquiry, while the concealed dimension 
corresponds to an inscrutable categorical domain which grounds this observable order. 
(ibid) 

 
While these two dimensions seemingly amount to two qualitatively distinct phenomenological 
categories, they are purported to both be grounded in one substance, namely cosmic 
consciousness. Shani goes on to say that the revealed dimension must be grounded in the 
concealed as a result of the revealed being “the absolute in its appearance as an exterior 
complement to the subjective realities of created selves” (ibid: 412, original emphasis). In other 
words, the revealed dimension is what concealed patterns of mentality within the ocean of 
cosmic consciousness look like from the perspective of a localised subject that forms within 
that ocean. Therefore, the revealed is subsequent to the concealed as localised subjects arise 
subsequently from the cosmic subject. 
 In addressing how the cosmic subject de-combines into other subjects in a way that 
doesn’t contradict the architecture of subjects, Shani appeals to the notion of partial grounding 
whereby each concrete perspective has both a specific and a generic character (ibid: 423). The 
specific character of each perspective is its “unique outlook” (ibid, original emphasis) that 
relates to the segment of cosmic consciousness that it is located in along with all of its various 
endogenous, private experiences. This is to say that when each subject forms within cosmic 
consciousness, it results in a specific outlook onto the phenomenal activity that surrounds it. 
This, along with the resulting concealed dimension of thoughts and feelings constitute each 
perspectives specific character. The generic character of each perspective is “derived from the 
subjective, perspectival nature of the absolute” (ibid) which Shani claims has two intrinsic 
features: sentience and core-subjectivity (ibid: 426).10 In appealing to this partial grounding of 

 
9 A relative subject refers to any subject that it is not the absolute subject. 
10 As far as I can tell, sentience and core-subjectivity amount to phenomenal consciousness.  
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each macro-subject in the cosmic subject, Shani can effectively avoid the perspective problem 
of Coleman (who argues on the basis of logic that perspectives cannot be subsumed by a larger 
perspective) by explaining how a relative perspective B is only partially grounded in the cosmic 
subject A and therefore B is not fully entailed by A. As a result, B, though endowed with 
phenomenal consciousness by virtue of being partially grounded in A, its private, hidden 
contents are made intelligible.  
 What has been discussed only relates to the conceivability of the cosmic subject de-
combining into relative subjects, not how this decombination happens. In relation to this, Shani 
returns to the intuition of constitutive panpsychism and suggests that the smallest level micro-
subjects that delocalise from cosmic consciousness are elementary particles that then come 
together to form macro-subjects (ibid: 415-417). Each micro-subject, a localisation derived 
from the activity of cosmic consciousness, is a “vortex, surging from the oceanic background” 
(ibid) which cause a separation between the inner and the outer. In other words, each vortex has 
its own concealed dimension.   

However, Shani’s position is potentially problematic for a number of reasons. The first, 
most obvious objection, is the counterintuitive nature of the idea that elementary particles have 
inner experience. The second relates to the same questionable logical bridge that Kastrup (2018) 
identified in constitutive panpsychism. Namely that the structure of the experiencer isn’t 
necessarily the same as the structure of matter as it is perceived on the screen of perception. 
The result for Shani is that he has to adopt a longwinded way of returning to macro-subjects – 
by going from the cosmic subject down to micro-subjects and all the way back up to macro-
subjects. This leaves him with two problems he has to further explain. (1) how these vortexes 
form. (2) how micro-level subjects combine to form macro-level subjects. While Shani may 
have avoided the inevitability of Coleman’s critique of the subject-combination problem for 
constitutive panpsychism by grounding each micro-subject and consequently macro-subject in 
the cosmic subject, his theory requires, as far as I can see, a more explicit demonstration of how 
these processes happen. 

Another critique comes from Albahari (2019) who considers Shani’s appeal to partial 
grounding to be unsatisfactory. On the basis that the absolute is regarded by Shani to be a 
subject of experience, Albahari contends that this necessitates that any content within the realm 
of the absolute must be accessible as an object to it, given that to be a conscious subject is 
precisely to have access to the content that resides within its conscious field. She writes: 

 
If our conscious perspectives and their contents are to be embedded within – and 
illuminated by the sentience of – the absolute’s conscious field, then, given that the 
absolute is a subject, our contents (and perhaps perspectives) must also, by definition, 
be first-personally revealed to the absolute’s perspective. (Albahari 2019: 123) 
 

To avoid this issue, Albahari’s attempts to formulate how the world and its seeming 
perspectives could be grounded in an aperspectival, non-dual consciousness. She names this 
view ‘Perennial Idealism’. The great value of her approach is in her attempt to reconcile a theory 
of consciousness with mystical literature that, while disparate over time and space, all seems to 
concur. The general point, which I think is a good one, seems to be that the normal mode of 
perception that identifies a subject and an object within an experience can be seen to be 
vulnerable to the mystical mode of perception where no such subject/object distinction is 
apparent. As a result, all theories that take this distinction to be irrevocably true are probably 
unaware of the horizon of experience that might convince them otherwise.  

While Shani’s cosmopsychism effectively drew upon Schaffer’s claim that the cosmos 
should be considered one concrete whole and therefore circumvented the problems of 
constitutive panpsychism, it’s approach to the decombination problem seems to incur some 
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issues. Kastrup’s idealism is also an idealist cosmopsychist theory in that it takes cosmic 
consciousness to be the sole ontological ultimate.11 However, Kastrup’s (2018a) way of 
approaching the decombination problem is innovative and appeals to empirical evidence in a 
way that Shani does not and the constitutive panpsychists cannot (because there is no evidence 
for subjects combining). Essentially, Kastrup claims that the cosmos undergoes a similar 
process to what happens with the psychiatric condition known as Dissociative Identity Disorder 
(DID). DID is the condition whereby an individual has multiple dissociated identities (each of 
which is called an ‘alter’) within their one unified psyche. Each alter is a “discrete centre of 
self-awareness” (Kastrup 2018a: 141) whereby the phenomenal contents of each are 
inaccessible to the others. As Kastrup writes: 
  

Clearly, the evidence indicates that different alters entail – to paraphrase Coleman 
(2014) again – different co-conscious points of view annexed to private qualitative 
fields, these private qualitative fields being carved out by virtue of dissociation. In other 
words, different alters are different subjects...I submit that dissociation in cosmic 
consciousness is what leads to the formation of relative subjects. (ibid: 142, original 
emphasis) 

 
The formation of an alter in a person with DID results in a boundary being formed called a 
“Markov Blanket” (Kastrup 2018b: 48) which separates phenomenality inside the alter from 
phenomenality outside the alter such that each alter cannot access the contents of others. This 
shows how it is not only plausible but actually empirically observed that phenomenal contents 
within one unified mind can be hidden from the other perspectives in that mind while at the 
same time being grounded in that unified mind. Each alter that emerges as a result of the activity 
of the mind in which it forms gains their sentience and core-subjectivity from that mind while 
at the same time, that activity is such that it results in an obfuscation of content from other 
perspectives.  

An organic biological body is the revealed appearance (or extrinsic appearance in 
Kastrup’s terminology) of an alter in cosmic consciousness. Our skin is what the boundary of 
the alter looks like and the external world is the extrinsic appearance of equally phenomenal 
processes within cosmic consciousness that are not dissociated. What we perceive as the 
external world is what phenomenal activity within cosmic consciousness looks like from the 
perspective of a dissociated alter. The very same process happens at night when we dream. One 
unified mind takes a point of view within its own dream. It seems as though the external world 
in the dream is separate from the point of view we assume ourselves to be, but in reality, the 
world and the point of view are the activity of the one dreaming mind. If we stretch the analogy 
of the dream, we could say that under Kastrup’s idealism, reality is a shared dream in a cosmic 
mind. Given that this process happens in the microcosm of a human mind at night, it is not 
implausible to suggest the same mechanism happens at a cosmic scale. 

While there are many disanalogies between the cosmos and DID (and a dream), the 
point of Kastrup’s appeal is to show that such a mechanism (one unified subject being the source 
of other subjects) is coherent by virtue of the fact that there is strong, if not undeniable empirical 
evidence to show that it really happens within the microcosm of a human psyche (see Braude 
1995, Kelly at al 2009 – taken from Kastrup 2018a). If this appeal to empirical evidence is 
enough to show that the subject-decombination problem is not, in principle, insoluble like the 
subject-combination problem seems to be, then cosmopsychism/idealism should be seriously 
considered as an alternative to physicalism and constitutive panpsychism given that hard 
problems are avoided. This turn to nonreductive theories, as has been suggested earlier, results 

 
11 However, he names his view Analytic Idealism. 
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from what the hard problem reveals about physicalism – that it has no power to explain that 
which all things can only be explained as a result of – consciousness. Now to go into more 
depth about the motivations behind – and the case for – a realist form of idealism.  
 
The case for Idealism  
 
Broadly speaking, idealism is the thesis that reality is fundamentally mental.  If idealism is true, 
there is no hard problem of consciousness for mental facts do not have to be grounded in 
physical facts. Indeed, it is the other way round, physical facts have to be grounded in mental 
facts. It is important to note, as was done earlier, that idealism doesn’t imply anti-realism – the 
thesis that the external world does not exist independently of our observation of it. This latter 
view is sometimes referred to as subjective idealism. Indeed, it is probable that the only 
idealistic views that warrant being taken seriously are those that are realist about a physical 
world independent of our observation, namely objective idealism. Objective idealism simply 
suggests that this physical world is fundamentally constituted by mentality. Hence objective, or 
what can also be called realist idealism, is motivated by epistemological structural realism in 
the same way that panpsychism is – by suggesting that only philosophy, not science, can tell us 
about the intrinsic nature of the world. One can be both a subjective and an objective idealist. 
By suggesting that the world exists independently of our own minds (but not independent of 
consciousness as an ontic category), objective idealism is implied, while also suggesting that 
the world we perceive is not the world in and of itself (the concealed dimension of 
consciousness) but a representation of that concealed dimension, filtered through the 
phenomenal activity of a localised subject, subjective idealism is implied. Hence, subjective 
idealism without objective idealism is left with the problem of having to explain the seemingly 
shared world, while subjective idealism with objective idealism has a way to make this 
explanation.12 To simplify, I will refer to realist idealism as a combination of subjective and 
objective idealism. 
 Admittedly, idealism is highly counterintuitive for one who firmly believes that the 
brain produces consciousness, and that the inanimate world is composed of stuff outside of 
consciousness, but these intuitions need to be questioned. One such starting point is to overcome 
the common conflation that is made between human consciousness and ontic consciousness 
that imbues the latter with unexamined anthropomorphisms. By saying that the world is 
grounded in a cosmic Mind, it is often assumed that this mind is a calculating, thinking mind 
that is making deliberate choices and knows where it is going etc. – akin to religious notions of 
God. This is simply a misunderstanding. The cosmic Mind would be more like the Will as 
described by Schopenhauer, instinctual and blind, only aware of its own being through the 
agency of a human being. 
 One large motivation for realist idealism comes from the epistemic considerations 
touched upon earlier. Namely, that our access matter is exclusively through the concept of 
matter not through the direct experience of it. For if matter denotes a mind-independent 
substance, it is by definition outside of the possibility of direct experience. This is to say it is 
not an empirical observation, but an interpretation derived from an empirical observation. To 
claim that matter is a given is to beg the question and assume its existence in the first place. 
Extending the quotation of Linde from earlier, we can notice how this fact is overlooked by 
physicalism: 

 
12 There are of course many different varieties of idealism including absolute idealism, transcendental idealism 
and actual idealism. Their differences are often subtle and ambiguous, and this is not the place to go in detail 
about them. Rather, by focusing on the difference between subjective and objective idealism, the ground is 
prepared for discussing how a modern, scientifically informed idealist view can be seen to not only be plausible 
but preferable compared to aforementioned ontologies.  
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Let us remember that our knowledge of the world begins not with matter but with 
perceptions… Later we find out that our perceptions obey some laws, which can be 
most conveniently formulated if we assume that there is some underlying reality beyond 
our perceptions. This model of material world obeying laws of physics is so successful 
that soon we forget about our starting point and say that matter is the only reality, and 
perceptions are only helpful for its description. (Linde 1998: 12) 

 
While Linde is referring to perceptions and not to phenomenal consciousness as such, 
phenomenal consciousness is a prerequisite for perceptions (because they are mental) and 
therefore we can also understand Linde to mean that our knowledge of the world begins not 
with matter but with Mind. If we only postulate another ontological substance when and only 
when it has been decisively shown that explaining reality with the one substance in our 
reduction base that is a given (Mind) is impossible, then we will be adhering to the principle of 
parsimony and not adding superfluous ontological assumptions to our theories. If idealism can 
in fact explain the facts of reality without adding anything else to its reduction base, then 
idealism is more parsimonious than physicalism and should be favoured.  

The physicalists might respond to this in saying that the simplicity of a theory is not 
solely measured by the number of basic substances it postulates but also by the way and the 
efficiency with which it accounts for non-basic entities and phenomena. There is obviously a 
trade-off to be made here but what stands in favour of idealism is the fact that it strives to ground 
itself on a certain ontological basis. While epistemic considerations are not the sole ground for 
deducing ontological conclusions, they are a significant factor to be considered given that our 
knowledge is all we really have to derive our theories from.  Another critique might be to 
question whether the fact that Mind is known directly amounts to a necessary condition for 
ontological primacy. Again, what are the other options? We have to start somewhere and given 
that having one substance in the base that can explain the relevant facts is more parsimonious 
that two (à la Descartes) and given that matter can arguably not account for Mind, then Mind 
seems to be the obvious place to start.  

In conclusion, there are good reasons to suggest that idealism incurs lower epistemic 
costs than physicalism, dualism, constitutive panpsychism and dual-aspect cosmopsychism and 
this is often a source of motivation for its adoption. However, can idealism also explain theory-
independent facts with as much success as physicalism?13 
 
Accounting for theory-independent facts 
 
Theory independent facts denote such facts that are true independent of any such theory we 
have to explain them in terms of. One such fact – and consequently predominant base – that 
physicalism attempts to validate itself with is the undeniable correlation between brain activity 
and inner experience. Given that a brain scan can reliably show the neuro correlates of what are 
simultaneously felt to be inner experiences and that physical interventions to the body (such as 
drinking a bottle of whiskey or breaking your leg) lead to enormously different kinds of inner 
experience, physicalism takes this as a confirmation of their ontology – that consciousness is 
reducible to the physical.  However, such observations in no way entail that conclusion. Under 
an idealism such as Kastrup’s or Shani’s, this correlation is easily explained. The brain and its 
electrochemical activity are simply part of what our subjective inner life looks like from the 
perspective of another dissociated alter. In other words, the brain is the extrinsic appearance of 

 
13 There are many other motivations for idealism not to mention the way in which it can account for the 
observations of quantum theory. However, I mention only the epistemic motivation to shed light on the often 
overlooked epistemically costly starting point for physicalism and as a result of the limited word count. 
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an intrinsic experience. If it is true – that we are all dissociated alters of cosmic consciousness 
and our body is what that alter looks like – then we would expect this tight correlation between 
brain activity and felt experience.  

Another fact that physicalism can make sense of is the observation that we all seem to 
share the same world. Under physicalism, the world exists prior to mentality and conscious 
organisms arise within that world and thus obviously perceive the same one. If – the line of 
argument goes – idealism suggests that the world is akin to a dream, how do we all experience 
or imagine the same dream? Much of the force of this critique applies only to subjective 
idealism and not realist idealism that holds the world does exist independently of our finite 
minds but is just constituted by the same fundamental substance. For realist idealism, the shared 
world is simply the un-localised phenomenal environment of cosmic consciousness wherein 
localised subject’s form. See figure 1 below for a visual demonstration. 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Explaining the shared world 
 
There are of course other facts idealism has to make sense but the two mentioned are 

arguably the most obvious. At this this point, the question to consider is this: can modern 
science continue successfully under an idealist ontology? The answer is obviously yes, as long 
as it doesn’t attempt to find the neuro-correlates of consciousness itself – because, under 
idealism, there aren’t any. Given that science is simply the study of the behaviour of nature –
what it does – it cannot and should not tell us what it is. It can provide information from which 
we can draw our theories as to what it is but it is philosophy that must answer that question.  

There is much more work to be done to flesh out modern, realist idealist pictures of 
reality. In fact, I believe that much of that work will be undoing the intuitions that most of us 
have been brought up with. Such paradigmatic shifts require time and an accumulation of new 
evidence that renders the old paradigms untenable. This was the great observation of Thomas 
Kuhn in his 1966 work The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. For now, a continuation of 
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philosophy that shows not only the tenability of idealism but its great advantages is, I think, 
inevitable and necessary for this shift to happen. 
  

Conclusion 
 
Given the terrain that has been explored, we can return to the question of the dissertation: Is 
there a hard problem of consciousness? I do not think that I have, to any great extent, proved 
that physicalism is false and that there is decisively no hard problem. Rather, the attempt has 
been to demonstrate how the hard problem is potentially fatal for physicalism and to evaluate 
some alternatives. On the basis that dualism and constitutive panpsychism both incur problems 
comparable to the hard problem for physicalism, it has been argued that a holistic form of 
panpsychism is the most promising route forwards given that the subject-decombination 
problem, though not fully solved, has the advantage of being remarkably similar to empirically 
observed process that happen in nature. On this basis, the motivations and the plausibility of 
idealist views were explored contributing to the possibility that the hard problem is simply an 
artifact of a flawed ontology and does not exist.  
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