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Author’s Response
Informing Metaphysical
Choices with Epistemic
Considerations

Bernardo Kastrup

> Upshot - It is admittedly difficult, if at
all possible, to establish a direct, positive
logical bridge from epistemic consider-
ations to ontological conclusions. Yet,
epistemic considerations can and should
inform metaphysical choices, for all we
ultimately have for making these choices
is our knowledge. More accurately, all we
finally have is the mind - sole given of
existence — upon which our knowledge
resides and within which our metaphysi-
cal choices are made.

«1» A general line of criticism in the
open commentaries is the idea that one can-
not positively derive a metaphysical conclu-
sion (e.g., idealism) purely from epistemic
considerations of the kind discussed in my
target article. Robert Prentner indicates this
in §4 of his commentary, whereas Itay Shani
is even more specific when he remarks that
epistemic asymmetry “does little to show
that the metaphysical dichotomy between
mind and matter is unsound” (§7). While
I concur with the remark, this is an attack
on a straw man, for the target article does
not seek to point out internal metaphysical
inconsistencies in any given ontology. As ex-
plicitly highlighted in my $40, it is not even
intended as a direct metaphysical argument
— contrary to what Chris Fields and Sebastian
Kletzl, in §1 of their respective commentar-
ies, suggest. As such, the claim that my at-
tempt has been that of “deriving metaphysi-
cal idealism from epistemological idealism”
(Shani §12) is not accurate. My metaphysical
argument for idealism was made elsewhere
(Kastrup 2018).

«2» So, let me be clear: what the target
article attempts is to highlight that different
ontologies inherently carry different epis-
temic costs, i.e., degrees of epistemic confi-
dence, even if these ontologies are internally
consistent. And whereas this is admittedly
not a metaphysical argument, it undoubt-
edly has great relevance in informing one’s
choice of metaphysics, since all that is avail-

able for making this choice is one’s knowl-
edge. The degree to which one’s knowledge
is reliable should be a factor — perhaps even
a defining factor - in the choice.

Physically objective matter can

only be accessed conceptually

«3» Shani’s objections are particularly
specific. In §4 of his commentary he writes:

#¢ Kastrup’s entire argument is founded upon the
assertion that matter is an abstraction of mind.
[...] [But] while the concept of matter is contin-
gent upon the constructive activities of mind, in
no way does this prove that the denotation of the
concept — namely, matter itself, should it exist - is

thereby contingent upon such acts.”’

I entirely agree with this and nothing in the
target article contradicts it, at least deliber-
ately. However, the intended point, which
Shani misses, is this: unlike mind, our sole
access to matter operates through the concept
of matter, for perceptions are themselves
mental. Therefore, insofar as we can directly
know, the existence of matter is limited to
the existence of the mere concept of matter.
And since this concept — as Shani acknowl-
edges - is itself just as mental as perceptions,
the existence of the non-mental substrate it
denotes is doubtful.

« 4 » The relevance of Shani’s argument
here is contingent upon the existence of
matter itself (after all, if matter itself does
not exist, its alleged mind-independence is
immaterial), but the very thrust of the target
article is precisely to question the appropri-
ateness of our confidence in this existence,
in the first place.

«5» Shani continues: “It seems a logi-
cal fallacy to conclude that matter itself is
mind-dependent simply because such is the
predicament of the concept of matter” (§4).
This conclusion would indeed be a glaring
logical fallacy. However, the target article
never advances it. The article is explicit in
stating that matter, as a concept, denotes a
mind-independent ontological class (e.g.,
§3). Whenever the article asserts that mat-
ter is an “abstraction of mind” (§$34, 41),
what is meant by the word “matter” in the
respective context is the concept of matter.
This should be clear throughout the article,
as, e.g., in §6 (“physically objective matter
is not empirically observable, but a concep-
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tual explanatory device; emphasis added).
In §41 the word “matter” is even defined as
an “explanatory model,” ie., a conceptual
construct. The target article’s very point is to
show that, given certain epistemic consid-
erations, one must be skeptical that there is
anything more to matter than the mere con-
cept alone. In other words, what is meant is
that, insofar as it can be directly known, mat-
ter is no more than a concept and, as such, an
abstraction of mind.

«6» Shani argues that dichotomous
pairs may be simply opposite polarities of
a spectrum of gradations (§8) and thus not
necessarily jointly exhaustive, as assumed
in the target article. This is largely a matter
of word usage. The target article clearly and
explicitly defines “dichotomy” in a sense ap-
propriate for its argument (§§1 and 30), for
mind and matter today are not seen as oppo-
site polarities of a continuous spectrum, but
as mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive
ontological classes. Contemporary culture
largely acknowledges that aspects of nature
may be either mental or material, but not
that there are aspects of nature somewhere
in between mentality and materiality (see
§§1f). Even when mental and material prop-
erties are assumed to always occur together
or to fundamentally correspond to one an-
other in some sense (as, e.g., in most for-
mulations of panpsychism), the respective
properties are still seen as mutually exclu-
sive and jointly exhaustive. In other words,
even under panpsychism, each individual
property of nature is either mental or mate-
rial, not something in between. The defini-
tion used in the article is thus appropriate.

«7» More substantively, it is crucial
to notice that, unlike what Shani suggests
in §9 of his commentary, the target article
never argues that there is a dichotomy - in
the sense discussed above - between ideal-
ism and mainstream physicalism. The article
argues against a dichotomy solely between
mind and matter, which in turn becomes the
basis for the later claim that idealism and
mainstream physicalism are not mirror im-
ages of each other.

« 8 » Unlike the above, the point made
in §11 of Shani’s commentary, although di-
rected at a single claim in the target article
and benign as far as its overall argument is
concerned, is one I unreservedly agree with.
It appropriately limits the scope of validity of
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my claim - namely, the claim that “steps of
explanatory abstraction can only be justified
if the relevant empirical observations cannot
be explained without them” (§20) - to cases
wherein the manner in which a theory de-
rives the familiar world around us does not
become disproportionally convoluted.

«g» Fields points out that the target
article does not rigorously define what is
meant by “matter;” in the scientific sense
(§2). If this is so, it is because I assumed that,
by referring to mainstream physicalism, the
appropriate definitions would be implicitly
inherited. What matters is that, under phys-
icalism, the ontological primitive(s) is(are)
always “physically objective;” which the
target article does explicitly define as some-
thing “outside and independent of mind”
(§6). The more popular physicalist formula-
tions take the fundamental subatomic par-
ticles in the Standard Model for primitives.
Others take the quantum field, the hyper-
dimensional “branes” of M-theory, etc. The
argument in the target article is agnostic as
to which particular primitive is applicable,
so long as it is an entity outside and inde-
pendent of mind. Therefore, to simplify and
focus the discussion on the relevant points,
the target article simply uses the colloquial
word “matter;” whatever its meaning may be
within one’s preferred formulation of physi-
calism.

Is spacetime itself fundamentally

experiential?

«10 » Fields’s discussion in §§6 to 9 is
interesting and appropriate, as it touches on
a critical issue: by speaking of experiences as
“excitations of mind,” the target article pre-
supposes a spacetime framework insofar as
one visualizes excitation as vibration. Since
vibration is movement in space and time,
this seems to distinguish spacetime from
experience, for experience now needs to un-
fold within preexisting spacetime.

«11» Yet, I acknowledge what I believe
to be Fields’s point: insofar as we can directly
know them, both space and time are but
qualities of experience. What we call “past”
is an experiential quality characteristic of
memory and “future” an experiential qual-
ity characteristic of imagined possibilities or
expectations. Space, in turn, is the experien-
tial quality of a certain relationship between
perceived objects.
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«12» The problem is that even an on-
tological idealist is linguistically forced to
presuppose a spacetime scaffolding — at least
metaphorically - when they open their pro-
verbial mouths, for space and time are built
into the fabric of language (nouns denote
things that exist in space, verbs actions that
unfold in time, etc.). This is a concession to
the limitations of language, not necessarily
a metaphysical concession. When the ideal-
ist says that experiences are like vibrations of
consciousness, they do not necessarily con-
cede primacy to spacetime over experience,
but may mean simply that the spacetime-
bound notion of vibration corresponds - in
some admittedly metaphorical, illustrative,
but nonetheless accurate sense — to an inef-
fable ontological fact.

There is no excuse for conceptual

ambiguity in analytic philosophy

«13» Kletzl's commentary centers on
my critique of ontic pancomputationalism,
which is illustrative of, but not central to,
my argument. Kletzl claims that the ground
of my critique is that I do “not agree with
the concept of ‘information’ employed by
pancomputationalists” (§2). This is not ac-
curate: my point is that pancomputational-
ists do not even have an unambiguous defi-
nition of information for me to either agree
or disagree with.

«14» Kletzl argues that, even with inher-
ent ambiguity, a concept can still be useful:
“it seems dubious to say that we must be able
to clearly define what a concept means for it
to be meaningful” (§3). Whereas I acknowl-
edge that conceptual vagueness may not be
so problematic in certain areas of human
intellectual activity — say, art criticism, po-
etry or clinical psychology — when it comes
to analytic philosophy, particularly ontology,
it ought to be considered fatal. A concept
meant to denote an ontological class must
unambiguously specify and delineate this
ontological class; otherwise one literally does
not know what one is talking about. To talk of
pure information as the ground of existence
without unambiguously specifying what one
means — and does not mean - by “informa-
tion” strikes me as hand waving at best.

«15» Kletzl points out that the mean-
ings we attribute to certain concepts change
radically over time. He asks: “Why should
‘information’ be immune to this possibil-

ity of changing its meaning? And does this
make this concept ultimately meaningless?”
(§3). So long as, at each point in time, one
has clarity about what one means by the
concept, the answer is no. But my critique of
ontic pancomputationalism is not that the
definition of “information” changes over
time, but that it has not been unambiguous
at any point up until now. This does make
ontic pancomputationalism literally mean-
ingless, at least until its supporters finally
define “information” unambiguously.

«16» §4 of Kletzl’s commentary is a non
sequitur. I concur that ideal conceptual defi-
nitions are impractical and that a concept
is already ontologically useful if it is de-
fined “well enough” (wherein “well enough”
means that “the relevant peer group accepts
the definition as sufficiently exact”). But “in-
formation” is not defined “well enough” in
this sense; that is, the peer group of analytic
philosophers dealing with metaphysics and,
more particularly, ontology, does not accept
the definition as sufficiently exact (even if
ontic pancomputationalists somehow do!).
To then suggest that all other concepts used
today by this peer group are as ambiguous
as “information” in ontic pancomputation-
alism is simply unsound.

«17» In §§5f of his commentary, Kletzl
makes much of my passing assertion that
Claude Shannon’s definition of informa-
tion is “intuitive” But he misses the point,
which is that Shannon’s definition, unlike
the morass of ontic pancomputationalism,
is clear and unambiguous; so much so that
we can precisely quantify information - as
defined - through mathematics and design
our entire modern communication net-
works based on the definition and respec-
tive quantification procedures. Kletzl’s criti-
cism of my “insisting on a common-sense
status quo expressed by the majority” is a
straw man. I insisted on no such a thing.

«18» In §6 of his commentary, Kletzl
says that “the mind/matter dichotomy [Kas-
trup] is concerned with is not a distinction
that plays a role in laypeople’s lives” I find
this a surprising view, for clearly the dichot-
omy does play an obviously significant role
in most people’s lives: it is the abstracting
away of matter from mind that underlies,
for instance, death anxiety, dualist religions,
arguably consumerism, etc. See, e.g., He-
flick et al. (2015).
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Philosophical hypotheses are not

scientific hypotheses

«19 » Finally, the discussion in §§9 to
14 of KletzI's commentary is rather confused.
Specifically, Kletzl tries to apply criteria for the
assessment of scientific hypotheses to what is
in fact a metaphysical hypothesis (namely,
the existence of physically objective matter).
A scientific hypothesis always entails, or at
least implies, a predictive model of nature’s
behavior, which can then be either verified or
falsified by observation of such behavior. A
metaphysical hypothesis, on the other hand,
consists of a particular interpretation of sci-
entific models — and therefore, indirectly, of
nature’s behavior — based on, or leading to,
a certain inference about what nature essen-
tially is (as opposed to how it behaves).

«20» There are admittedly grey areas
between these two types of hypotheses: I
have claimed, for instance, that idealism is
more consistent with both physical' and neu-
roscientific (Kastrup 2017e) observations
than mainstream physicalism. Nonetheless,
a metaphysical hypothesis should be assessed
not only in terms of its consistency with sci-
ence — all serious metaphysical hypotheses
are mostly consistent with science, anyway,
even though they contradict one another -
but also in terms of parsimony, internal logi-
cal consistency and epistemic cost (the latter
being the subject of the target article). Unlike
what Kletzl suggests, such a metaphysical as-
sessment never leads to a definitive binary
answer — otherwise all key metaphysical
problems would already have been solved -
but to an educated judgment call.

«21» For instance, I cannot definitely
falsify the metaphysical hypothesis that the
Flying Spaghetti Monster determines the
outcome of all probabilistic quantum events
from a higher dimension; but I can make
the judgment call that such a hypothesis is
overly unparsimonious and epistemically
unreliable. Informed by epistemic cost con-
siderations, I can make an analogous call re-
garding the metaphysical hypothesis of mat-

1| See my “Should quantum anomalies make
us rethink reality? Inexplicable lab results may be
telling us were on the cusp of a new scientific
paradigm,” Scientific American Blog Network,
19 April 2018, at https://blogs.scientificamerican.
com/observations/should-quantum-anomalies-
make-us-rethink-reality

ter outside and independent of mind. Unlike
what Kletzl suggests in §11 of his commen-
tary, making these or other metaphysical as-
sessments requires no “demon scenario.” It is
simply a matter of reason.

«22» Given all this, Kletzl’s conclusion
that “the assumption that ‘there is physically
objective matter outside and independent of
my mind’ is not a hypothesis but the funda-
ment on which most of our hypotheses gain
their meaning” (§14) is arbitrary and begs
the question by assuming the very point in
contention.

«23» On arelated note, Prentner argues
that the metaphysical hypothesis behind
mainstream physicalism - namely, that mat-
ter exists outside and independently of mind
- has served useful purposes in the scientific
development of our civilization. I have ac-
knowledged this in an earlier work:

©¢ Physicalism has served important practical pur-
poses over the past couple of centuries. It has pro-
vided scientists and engineers with an effective—if
simplistic and ultimately wrong—picture of the
world, conducive to the development of technol-
ogy. By thinking of objects and natural phenom-
ena as having standalone reality independent of
their own minds, practitioners could achieve the
degree of detachment and objectivity necessary for
describing the world without bias. The predictive
models of nature’s behavior that resulted from this
effort now lie at the foundation of our technologi-
cal civilization.”® (Kastrup 2017c: 8)

«24» Yet,
also creates “wild goose chases,” such as

mainstream  physicalism

the search for the biological basis of con-
sciousness, which was selected by Science
magazine, in its 125th anniversary edition,
as the second most important unanswered
question in science today. In my view, main-
stream physicalism has outlived its useful-
ness as a paradigm and, today, it is a net li-
ability to the progress of human thought.

Mind, or phenomenal consciousness,

is existence’s sole given

«25» Fields questions whether the no-
tion of phenomenal consciousness, or the
“substrate or ground of experience,” is not
itself an abstraction - just as much as the
concept of matter is — given that all we ac-
tually know directly are qualia (§$5f). The
question presupposes an ontological distinc-

Bernardo Kastrup

tion between qualia - i.e., the qualities of raw
experience - and phenomenal consciousness
to begin with. Yet, the attempt in the target
article has been precisely to avoid this dis-
tinction: it defines “mind” as “phenomenal
consciousness” (§9) and qualia or experi-
ences as “excitations of mind” (§10). There
is thus no ontological distinction between
mind and qualia, for the same reason that
there is no ontological distinction between a
dance and the dancer, ripples and water. A
dance is simply the dancer in motion; ripples
are just water in motion. Similarly, qualia are
just mind “in motion.” In the absence of an
ontological distinction, if qualia are a given
and not an abstraction - as Fields acknowl-
edges - then mind, phenomenal conscious-
ness, the substrate or ground of experience
is also a given and not an abstraction. This is
not a linguistic sleight of hand, but precisely
a careful attempt to avoid linguistic artifacts.
« 26 » Therefore, the comparison Fields
attempts in §10 of his commentary is not
applicable: whereas the “ground of experi-
ence” is a given, the ground of information
- insofar as it is assumed not to be the same
as the ground of experience - is not a given.
This is precisely what allows ontic pancom-
putationalists to reject the ground of infor-
mation and look upon information itself as
the ontic foundation of reality. The target
article characterizes this position as absurd
because — amongst other reasons - ontic
pancomputationalists offer no unambiguous
definition of information. While Fields dis-
agrees with this characterization - in §12 of
his commentary he claims that it “is clearly
question-begging, as any proponent of ontic
information would claim that information is
a ‘natural entity” - he offers no definition
of information either. So, my point stands:
What sense is there in attributing all onto-
logical value to an undefined - or, at best,
loosely and ambiguously defined - entity?
«27» Konrad Werner raises a point anal-
ogous to Fields’s: that mind - just as physi-
cally objective matter — may also be no more
than an abstract conceptual entity. Unlike
Fields, however, Werner justifies his point not
by distinguishing mind from qualia, but by
implicitly using the word “mind” in a way
subtly different from what is meant in the
target article (§9). It is this subtle linguistic
sleight of hand - unintentional, as I am con-
vinced it was — that I shall elaborate upon.
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«28» Werner initially interprets my
point as intended:

““In my reading, Kastrup’s critique of the mind/
matter dichotomy takes a foundationalist route of
some sort by stipulating that our reference to mind
is direct, i.e., not mediated by abstractions and
theoretical fictions.”” (§3)

My usage definition of the word “mind” in §9
of the target article makes this clear.

«29» But he then proceeds to subtly
mean something else by the word in subse-
quent paragraphs. He talks of “mind” and
“matter” as belonging to a connected “se-
mantic web,” their meanings being relative,
determined by the mutual semantic relation-
ships in the web (§5). This is only tenable if
he is talking about the conceptual constel-
lation that can be associated with the word
“mind” After all, as a flexible word, “mind”
can indeed be part of a semantic web. But
what is specifically denoted in §9 of the tar-
get article can be directly referenced and, as
such, is not relative to the relationships in a
semantic web.

«30» Where do semantic webs them-
selves exist, if not in mind? Werner says
“speaking of mind is also a choice” (§3).
Where is this choice made, if not in mind?
Underlying the concept “mind” there nec-
essarily is mind itself; that within which,
and out of which, all conceptualizations are
made. Underlying philosophical discourse
there necessarily is the mind that hosts the
discourse. This should be so self-evident as
to obviate the need to say it, but we are now
so “lost in a forest of intellectually appealing
but ultimately arbitrary conceptualizations”
(529 of the target article) that I do need to say
it. As such, if anything, Werner’s commentary
illustrates the very situation the target article
expresses anxiety about, thereby highlight-
ing the article’s relevance.

«31» This point is so important I want
to belabor it before closing this response. I
harbor no illusions about my ability to use
concepts clearly and rigorously: it may be -
and at least occasionally it surely is - flawed.
Perhaps the target article falls short in this
regard. But shortcomings aside, all this - the
target article, the open commentaries, this
response, philosophy in general, discourse in
general, life in general - must be, insofar as it
exists, grounded in an existent. And the only
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existent we know directly, independently
of theoretical abstractions, is what we call
“mind” T could even define “mind” in this
manner, without doing injustice to the col-
loquial meaning of the word: mind - includ-
ing its “contents” or “excitations” - is all you
and I knew when we were infants, prior to
the shifting phantasmagoria of theory that
came thereafter.

«32» If “mind” is an inappropriate word
to denote this irrefutable, given existent,
then we can try others (“consciousness’?
“psyche”?). But whatever the choice, nothing
would change about the existent; it would re-
main what it is, irrespective of our tortuous
conceptualizations and abstract contortions.
Without this existent, there would be nothing
to talk about.

«33» At the foundation of all semantic
webs, all post-modern relativism and de-
constructionism, is the Mind that abstracts
“mind” into a relative, debatable concept.
That Mind is what I mean by “mind” in the
target article. Denying that that Mind is a
given is, in the words of Galen Strawson, “the
silliest claim ever made
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