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I must ask the reader to forgive me for having ventured to say
in these few pages so much that is new and perhaps hard to
understand. I expose myself to his critical judgment because 1
feel it is the duty of one who goes his own way to inform
society of what he finds on his voyage of discovery. ... Not the
criticism of individual contemporaries will decide the truth or
falsity of his discoveries, but future generations.

Carl Gustav Jung: Two Essays in Analytical Psychology.
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Foreword by Menas C. Kafatos

The Idea of the World is an unusual and challenging book in
many ways. Bernardo Kastrup pulls together previously peer-
reviewed articles into a coherent new manuscript. This is not
usual. However, due to the rigor pursued and the fact that the
articles form a continuous and evolving set of ideas, it does
make a lot of sense. It is hard to find a book that would not
just repeat works already published but instead build on them
and present a coherent whole. The Idea of the World does this
marvelously.

As the author indicates, his previous approach in earlier
books was to provide the readers with a “felt sense of the
world” he was describing. But the present book goes in a
different and, at this point, correct direction, building on his
previous manuscripts to provide a philosophically sound and
rigorous formulation of the idealism he espouses. Starting from
many empirical facts, such as the correlations of brain activity
with subjective experience (which current neuroscience,
overextending itself in my view, assumes to hold a causal
connection); the obvious fact that we all appear to share the
same world; the fact that science is even possible and,
specifically, that the laws of physics operate independently of
subjective or personal wishes (but do they really?); and
countless other examples that seem to point to an external,
physical reality, Kastrup develops a clearly proposed ontology
based on parsimony, logical consistency and empirical adequacy,
to show that appearances are just that. Metaphors only serve a
secondary role to emphasize points made.

The analytic approach may appeal especially to audiences
that love precision but, I believe, does not restrict the wider
appeal of the book. Coming myself from a background of
scientific rigor, I believe that, in the end, it is precision and
consistency that matter, even if it requires some ‘hard work’ on
the part of the reader to follow the exquisite arguments that



Bernardo makes and not give up easily. As Bernardo notes,
“the ontology formulated here is not an expansion, but in fact
a subset of the ideas” he has tried to present in his earlier
works. And quite right, the rigor is needed to counter the—
seemingly—rigorous metaphysics of physicalism (I emphasize
‘seemingly’ because 1 also agree with Bernardo that
physicalism just does not work, for many of the reasons that
the book points out).

By articulating his ontology precisely, Bernardo builds a
formidable castle of potent ideas to defend idealism and to
show that it is not vague, empty or “new age stuff” as many
detractors and cynics, often ignorant of philosophy, claim.

The book brings together ten different articles, each of them
delightful to read and serious and deep. They were published,
as stated above, in peer-reviewed academic journals. The
editors of the journals did not necessarily know that the
articles would eventually form a whole and improved
manuscript, but indeed that is what they do, fitting and
assisting each other in the development of the idealist
ontology.

Besides the important aspects of rigor, consistency and of
clearly demonstrating that idealism is in fact more precise and
powerful than physicalism, there is another important goal that
I would like to emphasize here that may be lost in the shuffle
of rigorous arguments: the need to provide an ontology that
holds promise for humanity and the future, as current physicalism
has clearly failed to provide meaning to life and to bridge the
gap of separation that humans experience. This is despite the
success of science, which, I would claim, as Bernardo clearly
claims as well, has ultimately led to observations—in the form
of quantum mechanics—that do not fit the (classical)
physicalist worldview.

The reader is encouraged to read the Overview to
understand how the arguments are presented and build upon
each other, before digging into specific chapters.

In view of the successful articulation of a modern form of the
ancient ontology of idealism and the hope that it carries, and
because this new book by Bernardo Kastrup is not just for



philosophers, quantum physicists and mathematicians-
logicians, but also for the learned generalist who is looking for
meaning in a world beset by strife and division, I pronounce,
Bravo Bernardo, a job well done!

Menas C. Kafatos, PhD is the Fletcher Jones Endowed Chair
Professor of Computational Physics at Chapman University,
Orange, California, USA.



Note to readers of my previous books

Prior to the present volume, I have written six books
elaborating on my views regarding the underlying nature of
reality. Particularly in Why Materialism Is Baloney and More
Than Allegory, in addition to a conceptual exposition I have
also made liberal use of metaphors to help readers develop
direct intuition for the ideas expressed. My intent was not to
win a technical argument in a court of philosophical
arbitration, but to evoke in my readers a felt sense of the world
I was describing. As such, my work has had a character more
akin to continental than analytic philosophy.

I have no regrets about it. Yet, I have also come to recognize
the inevitable shortcomings of the approach. Some readers
have misinterpreted and others over-interpreted my
metaphors, extrapolating their applicability beyond their
intended scope. Yet others have simply become overwhelmed
or confused by the many metaphorical images, losing the
thread of my argument. Perhaps most importantly—given my
goal of providing a robust alternative to the mainstream
physicalist metaphysics (Kastrup 2015: 142-146)—some
professional philosophers and scientists felt they needed to see
a more conceptually clear and rigorous formulation of my
philosophical system before they could consider it.

The present work attempts to address all this. Starting from
canonical empirical facts—such as the correlations between
subjective experience and brain activity, the fact that we all
seem to share the same world, the fact that the known laws of
physics operate independently of our personal volition, etc.—it
develops an unambiguous ontology based on parsimony,
logical consistency and empirical adequacy. It re-articulates my
views in a more rigorous and precise manner. It uses
metaphors only as secondary aides to direct exposition. I have
strived to make every step of my argument explicit and
sufficiently substantiated.



This volume thus represents a trade-off: on the one hand, its
mostly analytic style prevents it from reaching the depth and
nuances that metaphors can convey. Parts II and III of my
earlier book More Than Allegory, for instance, use metaphors to
hint at philosophical ideas that can hardly be tackled or
communicated in an analytic style. As such, the ontology
formulated here is not an expansion, but in fact a subset of the
ideas I have tried to convey in earlier works. On the other
hand, the present volume articulates this subset more
thoroughly and clearly than before, which is necessary if it is
to offe—as intended—a credible alternative to mainstream
physicalism.

Incomplete as the subset of ideas presented here may be, I
shall argue that it is still more complete than the current
mainstream metaphysics. This subset alone—as I elaborate
upon in the pages that follow—should be able to explain more
of reality, in a more cogent way, than physicalism. By
articulating the corresponding ontology precisely, my intent is
to deny cynics and militants alike an excuse to portray it as
vague and, therefore, dismissible. If the price to achieve this is
to write a book as if one were arguing a case in a court of law,
then this book represents my case. You be the judge.



Preface

The main body of this work brings together ten different
articles I published in peer-reviewed academic journals.
Unbeknownst to the journals’ editors, the articles were
conceived, from the beginning, to eventually be collected in
the volume you now have in front of you. Despite being self-
contained, each was designed to fit into a broader jigsaw
puzzle that, once assembled, should reveal a compelling,
holistic picture of the nature of reality. This book presents the
completed jigsaw puzzle. The resulting picture depicts an
ontology that squarely contradicts our culture’s mainstream
physicalist metaphysics.

Indeed, according to the ontology described and defended
here, reality is fundamentally experiential. A universal
phenomenal consciousness is the sole ontological primitive,
whose patterns of excitation constitute existence. We are
dissociated mental complexes of this universal consciousness,
surrounded like islands by the ocean of its mentation. The
inanimate universe we see around us is the extrinsic
appearance of a possibly instinctual but certainly elaborate
universal thought, much like a living brain is the extrinsic
appearance of a person’s conscious inner life. Other living
creatures are the extrinsic appearances of other dissociated
complexes. If all this sounds implausible to you now, you have
yet more reason to peruse the argument carefully laid out in
the pages that follow.

Each of the ten original academic articles constitutes a
chapter in this volume, organized so as to present an
overarching argument step by step. I have added five extra
preamble chapters, as well as an overview and extensive
closing commentary, to weave the original articles together in
a coherent storyline.

The choice to break up my argument into ten self-contained,
independently published articles had three motivations. Firstly,



I have been criticized for not submitting my earlier work to the
scrutiny of peer-review. I take this criticism only partly to
heart: peer-review can be a prejudiced process that stifles valid
non-mainstream views whilst overlooking significant faults in
mainstream arguments (Smith 2006, McCook 2006, Baldwin
2014). As an author whose ideas systematically defy the
mainstream, I had doubts about whether my articles would
receive an impartial hearing. And indeed, often they didn’t.
Nonetheless, peer-review can also be constructive, insofar as it
provides penetrating criticisms that help sharpen one’s
arguments. This was my hope and, as it turns out, several of
my original manuscripts were significantly improved thanks to
insightful comments from reviewers. In the end, peer-review
has proven to be fruitful.

Secondly, specialized articles can reach more and different
people in academia than a more generic book. The articles
collected in this volume span fields as diverse as philosophy,
neuroscience, psychology, psychiatry and physics, each with its
own academic community. By publishing the articles in
journals specifically targeted at their respective communities, I
hope to have reached people who will probably never hear of
—or be interested in—this book as a whole.

Thirdly, by having each part of my broader argument receive
the specialist endorsement that peer approval represents, I
hope to deny cynics and militants an excuse to portray the
ontology presented here—antagonistic to current mainstream
views as it is—as dismissible.

In the interest of achieving the three goals stated above, the
articles collected in this volume were originally published in
journals that, at the time of manuscript submission, met the
following criteria:

1. Peer-review process;

2. Open-access policy (so to safeguard my ability to make
the articles available to a wider, non-academic
readership);

3. Their publishers were not included in Jeffrey Beall’s list

of potentially disreputable open-access publishers! (Beall



n.d.), as of its version of 12 January 2017;2

4. No transfer of copyright required from authors (so to
safeguard my ability to republish the articles in this
volume).

To the extent possible within these constraints, I have also
sought broader geographical exposure for my work by
publishing in journals spanning North America, Western,
Central and Eastern Europe.

In order to preserve the integrity of the original peer-review
process, I am reproducing the ten original articles here without
any change of substance. I have only corrected the occasional
typo and language inaccuracy, harmonized the terminology
and ensured consistency—citation style, section and figure
numbering, etc.—across the entire book. I have also
consolidated all references in the bibliography at the end of
this volume, so to reduce redundancy. Everything else is as it
was originally published in the respective journals. Whenever I
felt that an update of—or comment on—specific passages was
called for, I have done so in the form of added footnotes, so to
preserve the original text.

For this reason, and since the original articles had to be self-
contained, some repetition of content occurs across chapters.
Some readers may consider this annoying, but I think it has a
positive side effect: it provides a regular recapitulation of key
ideas and context throughout the book, helping the reader
keep track of the overarching argument line.

Finally, because the main substance of this work can already
be found in ten freely accessible articles, it is important to
highlight that the value-add of this book consists in my effort
to weave the articles together in a coherent storyline, building
up to an overarching ontology. By downloading the original
articles one can get the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, but by
reading this book one gets the overall picture the pieces form
when properly connected together.

It is my sincere hope that this picture helps you come to new
insights about the nature of reality.



1 A study published in Science (Bohannon 2013) concluded, “Beall is
good at spotting publishers with poor quality control,” although
“almost one in five [of the journals] on his list did the right thing.” So
Beall erred on the side of being overly critical of the journals he
evaluated. By contrast, the same study showed that the Directory of
Open Access Journals (DOAJ), which seeks to list only credible
publications, included many journals with poor quality control.
Although T understand that the DOAJ has made several improvements
to its processes since then, I have nonetheless elected to use Beall’s
‘black list’ instead of the DOAJ’s ‘white list.’

2 This was the latest version of Beall’s list available as of the time of
this writing. Jeffrey Beall had then just stopped maintaining the list,
so this is possibly the last version as well.



Overview

O poesy! For thee I grasp my pen

That am not yet a glorious denizen

Of thy wide heaven; yet, to my ardent prayer,
Yield from thy sanctuary some clear air.

John Keats: Sleep and Poetry.

This book is divided into five main parts: Part I makes explicit
the main artifacts of thought—unexamined assumptions,
fallacious logical bridges, etc.—that plague the contemporary
philosophical outlook regarding the nature of reality. By
pointing out these seldom-discussed artifacts, I hope to
establish the need for a different approach to ontology, which
Part II then attempts to fulfill by formulating an idealist
hypothesis. According to this hypothesis, self and world are
manifestations of spatially unbound universal consciousness or
mind (throughout this book, I use the words ‘consciousness’
and ‘mind’ interchangeably, in the sense of phenomenal
consciousness). Part III then reviews and refutes the objections
most commonly leveled against idealism. With a view to
empirically substantiating the central idea of the book, Part IV
explores neuroscientific evidence that corroborates the idealist
hypothesis discussed in Part II. Finally, Part V discusses the
psychological motivations behind our culture’s adoption of the
physicalist metaphysics and the implications of idealism
regarding our personal relationship with the world and the
meaning of our life.

Part I lays the ground for what follows by rendering explicit
the thought traps that characterize academic philosophy’s most
popular ontologies. Chapter 2 shows how a generalized
tendency to try to replace concrete reality with mere thought
abstractions lies at the root of much of our confusion today.
Chapter 3 then explores the more specific consequences of this
tendency: it shows that predicaments such as the ‘hard



problem of consciousness’ and the ‘subject combination
problem’—which have mobilized considerable intellectual
effort for the past couple of decades—are illusions arising from
the fallacious logico-conceptual structures of physicalism and
bottom-up panpsychism, respectively.

Part II contains the book’s core message: it elaborates on
idealism both from a classical perspective—discussed in
Chapter 5—and a quantum mechanical one—discussed in
Chapter 6.

Chapter 5 starts from the assumption of a classical world of
tables and chairs, wherein objects supposedly have whatever
physical properties they have regardless of being observed. It
then shows how a consciousness-only idealist ontology can
account elegantly for this classical world. The argument in
Chapter 5 reconciles idealism with our everyday intuitions
about reality.

However, quantum theory and the recent experimental
confirmation of its most counterintuitive prediction—that of
contextuality, that is, the notion that the physical world
depends on observation—contradict the classical view.
According to quantum mechanics, the properties of tables and
chairs exist only insofar as they are observed. Chapter 6 then
shows how essentially the same idealist ontology discussed in
Chapter 5 can make sense of this contextual quantum world. In
doing so, it provides ontological underpinning for a
parsimonious interpretation of quantum mechanics and opens
up a new avenue of investigation for solving the so-called
‘measurement problem.” More importantly, contextuality
renders the mainstream physicalist metaphysics untenable, so
Chapter 6 attempts to articulate a resolution to what is
essentially a colossal—if seldom discussed—contradiction in
our present-day understanding of reality.

Several objections are often raised against the idealist notion
that all reality is mental or, more accurately, phenomenal
(except for Chapter 9, wherein I define its usage differently,
throughout this volume the word ‘mental’ is used as a synonym
of ‘phenomenal’). For instance, if there is no physically
objective world outside mind, then reality is a kind of dream.



How can we all be having the same dream, then? Moreover, if
mind extends into the universe as a whole, why can’t we
mentally influence the laws of physics? Finally, if the brain
does not generate the mind, how can physical intervention in
the brain—in the form of trauma, psychoactive drugs, etc.—
change our mental states?

Part III addresses these objections and many other subtler
ones. Chapter 8 argues that they are implicitly based on logical
errors, such as conflation, circular reasoning and even outright
misunderstandings of the implications of idealism. One
particularly important line of criticism is more thoroughly
refuted in Chapter 9: critics point out that, if all reality is in
consciousness, then there can’t be such a thing as an
unconscious mental process. Yet, many recent experimental
results indicate that seemingly unconscious mental processes
are abundant in the human psyche. Chapter 9 bites this bullet
and argues that we have good reasons—theoretical, clinical
and experimental—to believe that all these processes are, in
fact, conscious at some level, despite appearances to the
contrary.

All viable ontologies must be consistent with all reliable
empirical evidence. As discussed in Chapters 6 and 15, this is
not the case for physicalism: recent experimental results in
quantum mechanics seem to directly contradict it. Nonetheless,
Chapter 5 charitably ignores this physical line of evidence and
argues that idealism is still superior to physicalism based solely
on internal logic, parsimony and explanatory power. Because
quantum mechanics often seems so abstract and removed from
everyday reality, I did not want my argument in Chapter 5 to
rest upon it.

However, overlooking evidence from neuroscience is much
less defensible—if at all. After all, the relationship between
mind and brain is of daily significance for everyone. The
problem is that physicalism leaves this relationship largely
undefined. It does not specify how the brain allegedly
constitutes or generates the mind, so it can in principle
accommodate any neuroscientific observation. Indeed, even
physicalist and self-proclaimed skeptic Michael Shermer has



gone on record admitting that “the neuroscience surrounding
consciousness” is “nonfalsifiable” (2011). This means that
physicalism manages to remain consistent with the evidence
simply by not explaining the mind—primary fact of existence—
to begin with. Its vague formulation prevents it from being
pinned down by neuroscientific observations.

Be it as it may, we can still pose the following question:
Which ontology—physicalism or idealism—makes more sense in
view of the available neuroscientific evidence? In other words,
is the evidence more consistent with what one would expect
under physicalism or idealism? Part IV of this book makes the
case that the observed correlations between brain activity and
mental states are more consistent with idealism. In fact, some
recent neuroscientific observations outright contradict
physicalist expectations, whilst remaining elegantly in accord
with idealist ones. Chapter 11 discusses a broad pattern of such
observations. Chapter 12 then goes more in depth into one
particular case: that of psychedelic trances. More than just
showing how idealism can make more sense of psychedelic
experiences, the chapter argues that physicalism—despite its
vagueness—does have one unavoidable implication concerning
the relationship between mind and brain. And this implication
appears to have been experimentally contradicted by
neuroimaging studies of psychedelic trances.

Having made explicit the thought-traps underlying today’s
academically fashionable ontologies (Part I), formulated a
sound idealist alternative from both classical and quantum
mechanical perspectives (Part II), refuted the main objections
raised against this alternative (Part III) and then analyzed the
neuroscientific evidence that seems to corroborate it (Part IV),
in Part V I take a step back to contemplate how all this relates
to us as individuals. Indeed, if—as I hope to demonstrate—it is
fairly simple to see that idealism is superior to physicalism,
why has our mainstream cultural narrative been dominated by
physicalism for at least well over a century now? To answer
this question, Chapter 14 explores the implicit psychological
motivations behind the adoption of physicalism. Moreover, if
idealism is our best explanation for what is going on, what are



its implications regarding the way we relate to life and the
world? An attempt to tackle this question is made in Chapter
15.

Finally, the book closes with extensive additional
commentary on the various ideas presented and an assessment
of this work’s place and role in our present cultural nexus.

An appendix reproduces an article on the implications of
idealism regarding the after-death state, which didn’t meet the
criteria for inclusion in the main body of this work because it
was an invited contribution to the journal wherein it first
appeared.



Part I

What is wrong with the contemporary
philosophical outlook

Contemporary methods employ predominantly dualistic
procedures that do not extend beyond simple subject-object
relationships; they limit our understanding to what is
commensurate with the present Western mentality.

Jean Gebser: The Ever-Present Origin.

To learn more about mental aspects of the world ... we should
try to discover ‘manifest principles’ that partially explain them,
though their causes remain disconnected from what we take to
be more fundamental aspects of science. The gap might have
many reasons, among them, as has repeatedly been discovered,
that the presumed reduction base was misconceived.

Noam Chomsky: What Kind of Creatures Are We?



Chapter 1

Preamble to Part I

A natural and perhaps even necessary first step in a book that
aims to offer an alternative account of reality is to highlight
what is wrong with the current approaches. After all, why
bother with alternatives if the status quo is fine? As such, my
intent in the next two chapters is not to gratuitously attack my
peers in science and philosophy, but to highlight the need and
secure the intellectual space for what is later argued in Part II.

The fact is that the mainstream physicalist ontology fails
rather spectacularly to account for the most present and sole
undeniable aspect of reality: the qualities of experience (see
the “hard problem of consciousness” in Chalmers 2003).
Physicalism is also arguably irreconcilable with results now
emerging from physics laboratories around the world (e.g. Kim
et al. 2000, Groblacher et al. 2007, Romero et al. 2010,
Lapkiewicz et al. 2011, Ma et al. 2013, Manning et al. 2015,
Hensen et al. 2015, etc.), unless one takes so many liberties
with the meaning of the word ‘physicalism’ that its spirit is
outright contradicted. So both in terms of its explanatory
power and its consistency with empirical observations, our
mainstream view of the nature of reality is found wanting.
Academically popular alternatives, such as bottom-up
panpsychism, face many of the same empirical challenges, as
well as analogous limitations in terms of explanatory power
(see, for instance, the “subject combination problem” in
Chalmers 2016).

Yet, my purpose with the next two chapters is not to compile
a long and tedious list of the empirical and philosophical
challenges faced by current ontologies. These challenges are
well known and recognized in scientific and philosophical
circles, there being no need to further stress them. What I want



to attempt here is something more ambitious and—hopefully—
ultimately more constructive: to point out the failures and
internal contradictions of the very thought processes that led to
these flawed ontologies in the first place. Only by
understanding these failures and contradictions, as underlying
causes of our present philosophical dilemmas, can we hope to
reform our thinking and eventually solve the dilemmas.

In this context, Chapter 2 discusses what is perhaps the root
of our contemporary philosophical ailment: the tendency to
attempt to explain things by replacing concrete reality with
abstractions. Such attempts consist by and large of mere word
games, played in thought with a rich phantasmagoria of
concepts, and represent perhaps the single greatest threat to

our ability to remain grounded in reality in the 215t century. In
a cultural environment that, because of the gap left open by
the loss of religious myths, tacitly expects the latest scientific
and philosophical theories to dazzle and boggle the mind (see
Kastrup 2016a), scientists and philosophers alike seem ever
more willing to lose themselves in a forest of abstractions
highly prone to category mistakes.

This cultural legitimization of explanation by ungrounded
abstraction is a hydra with many heads. Chapter 3 represents
my attempt to identify these heads and diagnose the specific
intellectual afflictions behind quandaries such as the “hard
problem of consciousness” and the “subject combination
problem.” T hope to show that these quandaries are merely
artifacts of unanchored thought, with no grounding in
nonconceptual reality.

Later in the book, in Parts II to IV, I attempt to back up the
legitimacy of the criticisms laid out in this Part I by offering an
alternative way of thinking, as well as corresponding ontology,
which overcome the intellectual afflictions alluded to above.
As such, I hope to not only talk the talk, but also walk the
walk. Insofar as I succeed in fixing the errors they point to, the
criticisms in the next two chapters are given validation. May
these criticisms thus be judged not by their incisiveness, but by
my ability to demonstrate that a philosophical approach exists
that does not fall prey to them.



Chapter 2

Conflating abstraction with empirical
observation: The false mind-matter
dichotomy

At the time of this writing, this article was scheduled to
appear in Constructivist Foundations, ISSN 1782-348X, Vol.
13, No. 3, in July 2018. Constructivist Foundations is an
interdisciplinary journal published by Alexander Riegler
(Free University of Brussels) and thirty board members. It is
indexed in Thomson Reuters’s Arts & Humanities Citation
Index (AHCI) and, in 2016, held the second highest ranking
(Q2) in the Scimago Journal Rankings, a well-recognized
measure of an academic journal’s prestige.

2.1 Abstract

The alleged dichotomy between mind and matter is pervasive.
Therefore, the attempt to explain matter in terms of mind
(idealism) is often considered a mirror image of that of
explaining mind in terms of matter (mainstream physicalism),
in the sense of being structurally equivalent despite being
reversely arranged. I argue that this is an error arising from
language artifacts, for dichotomies must reside in the same
level of abstraction. Because matter outside mind is not an
empirical fact, but an explanatory model instead, the epistemic
symmetry between the two is broken. Consequently, matter
and mind cannot reside in the same level of abstraction. It
becomes then clear that attempting to explain mind in terms of
matter is epistemically more costly than attempting to explain
matter in terms of mind. The qualities of experience are
suggested to be not only epistemically, but also ontologically



primary. The paper highlights the primacy of perceptual
constructs over explanatory abstraction on both epistemic and
ontic levels.

2.2 Introduction

The (unexamined) assumption that mind and matter are jointly
exhaustive and mutually exclusive concepts is pervasive today.
In other words, many people implicitly take every aspect of
reality to be either mental (e.g. thoughts, emotions,
hallucinations) or physical (e.g. tables and chairs), mentality
and physicality being polar opposites in some sense.
Originating with Descartes and Kant (Walls 2003: 130), this
dichotomy has been firmly entrenched in Western thought
since at least the early nineteenth century. Eminent scholarly
publications of the time, such as The British Cyclopeedia of
Natural History, lay it out unambiguously: “as mind is the
opposite of matter in definition, the perfection of its exercise
must be the opposite of that of the exercise of matter”
(Partington 1837: 161). From the early twentieth century
onwards, more nuanced formulations of the dichotomy were
proposed. Alfred North Whitehead (1947), for instance,
considered mind and matter co-dependent opposites. Even
Henri Bergson, whose conception of an élan vital was meant to
dilute the Cartesian split, was careful not to completely
eradicate the dichotomy (Catani 2013: 94).

Indeed, this trend towards more nuanced formulations
endures to this day. Philosopher David Chalmers, for instance,
wrote that the “failure of materialism leads to a kind of
dualism: there are both physical and nonphysical [i.e. mental]
features of the world” (1996: 124). He speaks of property
dualism (Ibid.: 125) to distinguish it from the discredited
substance dualism of Descartes. Nonetheless, the essence of the
dichotomy persists intact. Public endorsements of property
dualism by influential science spokespeople, such as
neuroscientists Christof Koch (2012a: 152) and Sam Harris
(2016), lend academic legitimacy to it. Harris, for instance,
claims that mind and matter each represent “half of reality”
(Ibid.), making the implicit assumption that they have



comparable epistemic status (that is, that matter is as
confidently knowable as mind). So pervasive is this assumption
that it has become integral to our shared cultural intuitions.

Whilst a fundamental dichotomy between mind and matter
is readily accepted by large segments of the population—
perhaps for psychological reasons (Heflick et al. 2015)—in
philosophical circles the corresponding dualism is properly
regarded as unparsimonious. For this reason, philosophy has
historically attempted to explain one member of the alleged
dichotomy in terms of the other. The ontology of idealism, for
instance, attempts to reduce “all sense data to mental contents”
(Tarnas 2010: 335), whereas mainstream physicalism—perhaps
better labeled as ‘materialism,” but which I shall continue to
refer to as ‘mainstream physicalism’ for the sake of consistency
with some of the relevant literature—attempts to reduce all
mental contents to material arrangements (Stoljar 2016). To be
more specific, idealism entails that mind is nature’s
fundamental ontological ground, everything else being
reducible to, or grounded in, mind, whereas mainstream
physicalism posits that nature’s fundamental ontological
ground is matter outside and independent of mind, everything
else being reducible to, or grounded in, matter.

The problem is that the ingrained cultural intuition that
mind and matter have comparable epistemic status tends to
creep—unexamined—even into philosophical thought, leading
to the tacit conclusion that idealism and mainstream
physicalism are mirror images of each other, in the sense of
being structurally equivalent despite being reversely arranged.
In the present essay, I contend that this tacit conclusion is false
because it overlooks important epistemic considerations: we do
not—and fundamentally cannot—know matter as confidently as
we know mind. By incorrectly positing that idealism incurs
epistemic cost comparable to that of mainstream physicalism
in at least some important sense, the tacit conclusion
undervalues idealism and overvalues physicalism. This
confusion may be a key enabler of physicalism’s success in
underpinning our present-day mainstream worldview. Once
the tacit conclusion is properly examined and rectified, as



attempted in this essay, idealism may emerge as a more
plausible ontology than mainstream physicalism at least in
terms of its epistemic cost.

Like Gilbert Ryle (2009), I argue that mind and matter do
not form a dichotomy. My argument, however, does not
depend—as Ryle’s controversially does (Webster 1995: 483)—
on equating mind with behaviors. Indeed, Ryle attempts to
refute the alleged dichotomy by effectively relegating mind to
the status of mere illusion (Ibid.: 461). My argument, instead,
rests on the notion that mind and matter are not epistemically
symmetric—a concept I shall formally define in Section 2.5—as
members of a dichotomy must be. I do not deny mind, because
it is epistemically primary: all knowledge presupposes mind.

That the notion of physically objective matter—that is,
matter outside and independent of mind—is now largely taken
for granted suggests cultural acclimatization to what is in fact
a mere hypothesis. After all, physically objective matter is not
an observable fact, but a conceptual explanatory device
abstracted from the patterns and regularities of observable facts
—that is, an explanatory abstraction (Glasersfeld 1987; more on
this in Section 2.4). Indeed, there seems to be a growing
tendency in science today to mistake explanatory abstraction
for what is available to us empirically. This has been
extensively documented before, but mostly in regard to clearly
speculative ideas such as superstring theory and multiverse
cosmologies (Smolin 2007). When it comes to the everyday
notion of physically objective matter, however, many fail to
see the same conflation at work.

To illustrate and highlight the conflation with an admittedly
extreme example, Section 2.3 briefly reviews the ontology of
pancomputationalism, which posits ungrounded computation
as the primary element of reality (Piccinini 2015). Indeed, the
idea of replacing physicalism with ontic pancomputationalism
should provide a visceral demonstration of the epistemic cost
of substituting explanatory abstraction for observable facts. In
this context, my suggestion is that an analogous epistemic
disparity exists between idealism and mainstream physicalism.
In other words, if one is convinced that ontic



pancomputationalism is absurd in comparison to physicalism,
then—and on the same basis—one has reason to question the
plausibility of mainstream physicalism in comparison to
idealism.

Section 2.4 then elaborates more systematically on the
different planes of abstract explanation used in science and
philosophy. It provides the basis for the refutation of the
alleged dichotomy between mind and matter later carried out
in Section 2.5, which forms the core of this essay. Finally,
Section 2.6 sums it all up.

Before we start, however, some terminology clarifications
are needed. Throughout this essay, I use the word ‘mind’ in the
sense of phenomenal consciousness. Following Nagel’s original
definition of the latter (1974)—which has since been further
popularized by Chalmers (1996, 2003)—I stipulate that, if
there is anything it is like to be a certain entity, then the entity
is minded. As such, mind—as the word is used here—is
epistemically primary, an assertion further substantiated in
Section 2.4. In this sense, mind does not necessarily entail
higher-level functions such as metacognition—that is, the
knowledge of one’s knowledge (Schooler 2002: 340)—or even
a conscious sense of self as distinct from the world. It
necessarily entails only the presence of phenomenal properties,
in that it is defined as the substrate or ground of experience.
Moreover, insofar as what we call ‘concreteness’ is itself a
phenomenal property associated with the degree of clarity or
vividness of experience, mind is the sole ground of
concreteness. Anything allegedly non-mental cannot, by
definition, be concrete, but is abstract instead, in the sense of
lacking phenomenal properties.

I am well aware that the word ‘mind’ is used in entirely
different ways—often decoupled from experience—in other
contexts, such as e.g. philosophy of biology (Godfrey-Smith
2014) and artificial intelligence (Franklin 1997). Yet, I believe
the usage I am defining here is adequate for the context of the
present paper. And given this usage, experience can be
coherently regarded as an excitation of mind, whereas mind
can be coherently regarded as the substrate or ground of



experience.

2.3 The epistemic cost of explanation by abstraction

By postulating a material world outside mind and obeying laws
of physics, physicalism can accommodate the patterns and
regularities of perceptual experience. But it fails to accommodate
experience itself. This 1is called the ‘hard problem of
consciousness’ and there is now vast literature on it (e.g.
Levine 1983, Rosenberg 2004: 13-30, Strawson et al. 2006: 2-
30). In a nutshell, the qualities of experience are irreducible to
the parameters of material arrangements—whatever the
arrangement is—in the sense that it is impossible even in
principle to deduce those qualities from these parameters
(Chalmers 2003).

As I elaborate upon in Section 2.5, the ‘hard problem’ is not
merely hard, but fundamentally insoluble, arising as it does
from the very failure to distinguish explanatory abstraction
from observable fact discussed in this paper. As such, it implies
that we cannot, even in principle, explain mind in terms of
matter. But because the contemporary cultural ethos entails the
notion that mind and matter constitute a dichotomy, one may
feel tempted to conclude that there should also be a symmetric
‘hard problem of matter'—that is, that we should not, even in
principle, be able to explain matter in terms of mind. The
natural next step in this flawed line of reasoning is to look for
more fundamental ontological ground preceding both mind
and matter; a third substrate to which matter and mind could
both be reduced.

A good example of this line of reasoning is brought by ontic
pancomputationalism, which posits that ungrounded
information processing is what makes up the universe at its
most fundamental level (Fredkin 2003). As such, ontic
pancomputationalism entails that computation precedes matter
ontologically. But “if computations are not configurations of
physical entities, the most obvious alternative is that
computations are abstract, mathematical entities, like numbers
and sets” (Piccinini 2015). According to  ontic
pancomputationalism, even mind itself—psyche, soul—is a



derivative phenomenon of purely abstract information
processing (Fredkin n.a.).

To gain a sense of the epistemic cost of this line of
reasoning, consider the position of physicist Max Tegmark
(2014: 254-270): according to him, “protons, atoms, molecules,
cells and stars“ are all redundant “baggage” (Ibid.: 255). Only
the mathematical parameters used to describe the behavior of
matter are real. In other words, Tegmark posits that reality
consists purely of numbers—ungrounded information—but
nothing to attach these numbers to. The universe supposedly is
a “set of abstract entities with relations between them,” which
“can be described in a baggage-independent way” (Ibid.: 267).
He attributes all ontological value to a description while—
paradoxically—denying the existence of the very thing that is
described in the first place.

Clearly, ontic pancomputationalism represents total
commitment to abstract mathematical concepts as the
foundation of reality. According to it, there are only numbers
and sets. But what are numbers and sets without the mind or
matter where they could reside? It is one thing to state in
language that numbers and sets can exist without mind and
matter, but it is an entirely other thing to explicitly and
coherently conceive of what—if anything—this may mean. By
way of analogy, it is possible to write—as Lewis Carroll did—
that the Cheshire Cat’s grin remains after the cat disappears,
but it is an entirely other thing to conceive explicitly and
coherently of what this means.

Ontic pancomputationalism appeals to ungrounded
information—pure numbers, mathematical descriptions—as
ontological primitive. But what exactly is information? Our
intuitive understanding of the concept has been cogently
captured and made explicit by Shannon (1948): information is
given by state differences discernible in a system. As such, it is
a property of a system—associated with the system’s possible
configurations—not an entity or ontological class unto itself.
Under mainstream physicalism—that is, materialism—the
system whose configurations constitute information is a
material arrangement, such as a computer. Under idealism, it is



mind, for experience entails different phenomenal states that
can be qualitatively discerned from one another. Hence,
information requires a mental or material substrate in order to
be even conceived of explicitly and coherently. To say that
information exists in and of itself is akin to speaking of spin
without the top, of ripples without water, of a dance without
the dancer, or of the Cheshire Cat’s grin without the cat. It is a
grammatically valid statement devoid of any semantic value; a
language game less meaningful than fantasy, for internally
consistent fantasy can at least be explicitly and coherently
conceived of and, thereby, known as such. But in what way
can we know information uncouched in mind or matter?

One assumes that serious proponents of ontic
pancomputationalism are well aware of this line of criticism.
How do they then reconcile their position with it? A passage
by Luciano Floridi—well-known advocate of information as
ontological primitive—may provide a clue. In a section titled
“The nature of information,” he states:

Information is notoriously a polymorphic phenomenon and a
polysemantic concept so, as an explicandum, it can be
associated with several explanations, depending on the level
of abstraction adopted and the cluster of requirements and
desiderata orientating a theory. ... Information remains an
elusive concept. (2008: 117, emphasis added.)

Such ambiguity lends ontic pancomputationalism a kind of
conceptual fluidity that renders it impossible to pin down.
After all, if the choice of ontological primitive is given by “an
elusive concept,” how can one definitely establish that the
choice is wrong? In admitting the possibility that information
may be “a network of logically interdependent but mutually
irreducible concepts” (Ibid.: 120), Floridi seems to suggest
even that such elusiveness may be unresolvable.

While vagueness may be defendable in regard to natural
entities conceivably beyond the human ability to apprehend, it
is at least difficult to justify when it comes to a human concept
such as information. We invented the concept, so we either
specify clearly what we mean by it or our conceptualization



remains too ambiguous to be ontologically meaningful. In the
latter case, there is literally no sense in attributing ontological
value to information and, hence, ontic pancomputationalism is
—once again—strictly meaningless.

Although ontic pancomputationalism is an admittedly
extreme example, an analogous attempt to reduce concreteness
—that is, the felt presence of conscious perception (Merleau-
Ponty 1964)—to mere explanatory abstraction lies behind both
mainstream physicalism and the alleged mind-matter
dichotomy, as I shall argue in the next section. At the root of
this concerning state of affairs is a generalized failure to
recognize that every step of explanatory abstraction away from
the concreteness of conscious perception implies a reduction in
epistemic confidence: we do not know that abstract conceptual
objects exist with the same level of confidence that we do
know that our perceptions—whatever their source or
underlying ontic nature may be—exist. I do not know that
subatomic particles outside and independent of mind exist with
the same level of confidence that I do know that the chair [ am
sitting on, which I am directly acquainted with through
conscious perception, exists. Worse yet, with what confidence
can we know that a loosely-defined, possibly incoherent
concept such as ungrounded information lies at the foundation
of reality? As such, steps of explanatory abstraction can only
be justified if the observable facts cannot be explained without
them, lest we conflate science and philosophy with
meaningless language games. This is an important claim, so
allow me to dwell on it a little longer before proceeding to the
next section.

It could be argued that the existence of perceptual illusions
indicates that conscious perception in fact entails less epistemic
confidence than abstract formal systems. For instance, in the
well-known ‘checker shadow’ illusion created by the
Perceptual Science Group of the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (Adelson 1995), two identically-colored squares of
a checkerboard are initially perceived to be of opposite colors
because of the different contexts in which they are perceived.
Should we then declare that conscious perception is



fundamentally unreliable? Well, notice that it is also conscious
perception that eventually dispels the illusion: by looking at one of
the squares as it is moved to the other’s context, one sees that
it indeed has the same color as the other square. So even in the
case of perceptual illusions, it is still direct, concrete
experience that provides us with the epistemic confidence
necessary to recognize the illusion for what it is.

Further supporting the claim that abstracting away from
direct experience implies a reduction in epistemic confidence is
the anti-realist view in philosophy of science. According to it,
abstract theoretical entities—such as subatomic particles,
invisible fields and any other postulated entity that escapes our
ability to directly perceive—are but “convenient fictions,
designed to help predict the behavior of things in the
observable world” (Okasha 2002: 61; see also van Fraassen
1990). In other words, the best we can say about subatomic
particles and other abstract entities is that the observable
world behaves as if these abstract entities existed. This does
not entail or imply that the entities actually exist, which we
cannot be certain of either way (van Fraassen 1980). In this
sense, explanatory abstraction again implies reduction in
epistemic confidence, insofar as we do not know that
subatomic particles and invisible fields exist with the same
level of confidence that we do know that the world we
consciously perceive exists.

2.4 Levels of explanatory abstraction

Like ontic pancomputationalism, mainstream physicalism is no
stranger to the epistemic cost of explanatory abstraction: the
existence of a material world outside and independent of mind
is a theoretical inference arising from interpretation of sense
perceptions within a framework of complex thought, not an
observable empirical fact. After all, what we call the world is
available to us solely as ‘images’—defined here broadly, so to
include any sensory modality—on the screen of perception,
which is itself mental. Even physicist Andrei Linde, of cosmic
inflation fame, acknowledged this:






