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  – after all, it may be a requirement for a theory of consciousness that it contains at least one crazy idea.
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Introduction





  About two years ago, I was browsing the Internet looking for information regarding supervenience theories of consciousness, with the idea of composing an argument around the premise that they were not so much physicalist theories as they were forms of property dualism. In the process I stumbled over a 2014 TED Talk titled How Do You Explain Consciousness? The speaker was Dr. David Chalmers, the Australian dualist and cognitive scientist whose work I was already very familiar with. I was charmed by his easy manner of communicating profoundly complex concepts, as he discussed the hard problem of consciousness, a dilemma well known to every student of metaphysics, and went on to propose that “radical ideas may be needed” in the search for a solution. I understood this to be a call for fresh new approaches that lie outside of the strict doctrine of reductive materialism. I agree with this idea, myself having rejected monist materialism some time ago for its lack of explanatory power. He then said something that intrigued me greatly. He proposed that ‘perhaps’ consciousness, as a datum, could be a fundamental force of nature, not unlike James Clerk Maxwell’s electromagnetism.




  Philosophy is my second university degree, my first being in geography, followed by a thirty-five year career as a mapping scientist and GIS programmer-analyst. So when Chalmers mentioned the word ‘datum’, the cartographer in me perked up, as we are unable to correctly map anything without first establishing a coordinate system and map projection which must then be tied down to a datum, the most common, at least for terrestrial mapping, being a mean value of sea level observed over a period of years. My thought then, was that if mapped features on the earth can be projected onto a statistical datum in order to establish their horizontal and vertical accuracy, couldn’t it be analogous if sensory input was ‘projected’ upon a fundamental datum of Consciousness, resulting in subjective phenomenal experience manifesting as a localized state of consciousness – in other words, a mind.




  The more I mulled this idea over, the more fascinated I became with it. Having entered the philosophy curricula at the University of New Orleans as a self-professed contemporary monist idealist and rejecting the idea that any physical reality exists beyond our perception of it, I like to think that I am well disposed towards being receptive to counterintuitive thinking. Eventually I became disenchanted with idealism and began looking for a metaphysical position that embraced the same explanatory power while acknowledging the existence of a physical universe. After giving it much thought, I became convinced that the idea of Consciousness as a ubiquitous force of nature might indeed meet my needs, so I began to search for more detailed information on the concept. I found none. The closest I could get were the externalist theories of W. Teed Rockwell, Ted Honderich, and Riccardo Manzotti – close, but not quite where I was headed. Still, by reading their work, I realized that the enactivist philosopher from Berkeley, Dr. Alva Noë, was spot on with his lucid observation that the physicalists, neurophilosophers, and neuroscientists were all looking for consciousness where it isn’t, and that we needed to start looking for it where it is.1 I then embraced the philosophy of phenomenal externalism and set about fleshing out my own theory, which I have named Portalism, predicated upon the idea that consciousness lies outside of the corporeal body – Descartes’ res extensa – and that the brain is not the mind.




  My intention in this work is to present a metaphysical theory that draws a distinction between Consciousness (note the upper case ‘C’ which I will explain later) and mind. Essentially, Portalism holds that Consciousness is irreducible and a fifth fundamental force of nature, along with the strong and weak nuclear forces, electromagnetism, and gravity. As previously stated, outside of the claim that Consciousness could be a fundamental force, I was unable to locate any details or concrete information regarding this hypothesis, or any descriptions or proposals related to the mechanics necessary to make such an idea feasible. Neither have I found any defense of the concept as any sort of established metaphysical position. The more I considered Portalism in relation to the mind-body problem, the explanatory gap, the substance debate, and other metaphysical issues involving consciousness and being, the more I began to realize that its potential for explanatory power made it a position that warranted further exploration.




  One does not need to be a philosopher to grasp the contents of this book, but I am assuming that my audience has at least a rudimentary comprehension of philosophical terminology as well as an awareness of the metaphysical problems associated with monism, dualism, consciousness, and the philosophy of mind in general. For the sake of readability I have elected not to use footnotes or book and page references in the text. In their place I give notations in superscript and cite references to the authors in the Notes and Citations section of this book. I believe that philosophers will be all too familiar with the context of the citations, while the nonphilosopher need not be distracted by constant footnotes and subtext.




  I consider my philosophy to be in the continental tradition as opposed to the analytic. Analytic philosophers tend to have an aversion to what has been termed ‘the mysteriocity of language’ used by the German Idealists and continental philosophers like Husserl, Heidegger, and Sartre. I have no problem with it, and in fact I revel in it. To be clear, I harbor no animosity toward the analytic tradition, although I fear that their dismissive attitude toward metaphysics and the ferocity of their commitment to science does not bode well in terms of the ability of the discipline of philosophy to remain relevant in the long term. For over one hundred years the analytic movement, now dominant in contemporary philosophy, has contributed a great deal. With its intense focus on language, much progress and improvement have been made in the branches of epistemology, the philosophy of language, and in symbolic logic. Still, an argument can be made that the analytic movement is equally responsible for a significant amount of detrimental impact in terms of the totality of the discipline.




  How can one make such a claim? I have observed that over time the position of monist materialism has ossified into rigid dogma, exhibiting a tendency to evaluate new metaphysical proposals using physicalism as the comparative metric. As one might expect, the ranks of monist materialism have been diminishing as new iterations of physicalist theory undergo even more creative and convoluted philosophical acrobatics in an effort to explain the identity theory of consciousness – that the mind is the brain. The reality is that subjective experience cannot be explained using the objective tools and empirical methodologies of science, regardless of how cleverly nuanced a new reductive or supervenience theory might be. The fact remains that no materialist theory has ever explained qualia, intentionality, aesthetics, or the something-that-there-is-to-beness of experience. So as physicalists circle their wagons, the opposing positions of contemporary monist idealism, variable aspect theories, and even dualism are enjoying renewed attention and reconsideration, perhaps due to their embrace of creative new thinking.




  Yet just when reductive materialist theories of mind-brain identity appeared to have run their course, new life has been breathed into them via the fantastic technological advances in neuroscience and brain imaging. In the process a new class of philosophers has taken the analytic spotlight – the neurophilosophers – convinced beyond doubt, and in error I believe, that consciousness somehow is the brain, that mental states are reducible to physical states, and as such have become resistant toward looking beyond the intuitive non-solutions of internalism and cranialism. Brain images, detailed and sophisticated as they may be, illustrate only neural activity, not cognitive processes. In some cases they are perhaps correlative to subjective experience, but the images and brain activity they capture are not the experience itself, because the brain is not the mind; it does not ‘think’ and it cannot ‘understand’. This is not to say that advances in imaging, cognitive science, and neuroscience are not valuable – they certainly are and should be continued – but they will never find consciousness. Dissect the brain and nervous system down to the atomic level, and you will never find a thought, a preference, or an idea. Consciousness and subjective experience lie outside of the body. In truth, to an externalist it is unthinkable that subjective experience could ever be intuitively imagined as an internal phenomenon, when the act of ‘experiencing’ is external by definition.




  In terms of who I am, there are in this world philosophers and philosophy enthusiasts, and among these, I am principally in the camp of the latter. Although the theory of Portalism as described in this work falls within the sphere of radical phenomenal externalism, I will not be surprised if other externalists, or even philosophers in general, find my work coarse and unsophisticated. Having recently retired and no longer operating within the familiar confines of geographic information systems technology, I am now a stranger to this world of profound thinkers. I do not philosophize from ivory towers, or university lecterns, or any other academic platform, and at this point in life it is too late for me to aspire to such lofty heights, although I do sit in honest admiration of those that have attained them. Instead, I can be found among the people that philosophy has forgotten – and therefore among those who need it most – at the sidewalk cafés, the pubs (especially the pubs), and the local bookstores. I am the one discussing Spinoza’s pantheism with friends over a pint of ale, or perspectives on the temporality of McTaggart and Augustine, or working through Kamm’s Principle of Permissible Harm with lawyers and politicians holding ethical opinions very different from my own. Together we dialog; that lost art enjoyed by the Greeks as they lounged in the baths or took their seats at Epicurus’ table – an art now cast into disuse by the isolation of social media and the decline of liberal arts education. I believe that philosophy belongs to all those that ask the question – that seek the truth – and not, as William Barrett says, only among academicians sequestered in university cloisters whose “disputes have become disputes among themselves”.2




  I feel that I may have something to contribute, or at least something to say, and so it is my intention here to articulate my idea of Portalism and to argue its plausibility. In describing Portalism, I focus primarily on the nature of consciousness as opposed to its cognitive workings, and by ‘nature’ I mean its character, as described by David Chalmers as the ‘easy’ problems of conscious.3 I happily leave cognitive mechanics to the epistemologists, the neuroscientists, and neuropsychologists. My ultimate purpose in this work is to present a cogent argument from abduction that will demonstrate a strong probability that Portalism is a viable dualist theory of consciousness, and that as a consequence reductive physicalism is false. In the process I will illustrate how many of the major problems surrounding consciousness and phenomenal experience can be answered by Portalism. If I am successful in this pursuit, perhaps better thinkers can take up the theoretical framework I describe, improve upon it, and advance the truth of phenomenal externalism.




  I have intentionally designed the layout of this book to be as friendly to the nonphilosopher as reasonably possible, while at the same time adhering to the professional standards that any presentation of a metaphysical theory mandates. It is a juggling act to be sure, as I would not wish the casual reader to lose interest by becoming enmeshed in cryptic philosophical terminology, neither would I risk losing the attention of the philosopher by endlessly explaining terms and concepts familiar within the discipline. As such, crusty veterans of the search for truth can skip chapter 1, which is essentially a review of the substance debate intended to provide background for the introduction of non-traditional theories of mind. That said, some may find the section on Materialism’s Troubled Path Toward Dogma interesting as it contains my critique of the analytic tradition both pro and con. Chapter 2 is an introduction to the different concepts of what consciousness might be, including a brief account of my dalliance with monist idealism and how it served to predispose me toward radical externalism, as well as a short explanation of the uniqueness of Portalism. Chapter 3 introduces the theoretical framework of Portalism, while chapters 4 through 7 discuss in detail the fundamental elements of the theory and their relational interdependence, these being the world, the portal, the brain, and the mind. Chapter 8 is the defense of Portalism, tying these elements into a coherent phenomenal externalist theory and presenting cogent explanations illustrating how Portalism answers the arguments against dualism as well as several additional philosophical challenges that must be addressed by all reasonable theories of consciousness. The final chapter is a comparison and contrast between Portalism and three other relatively recent externalist theories, as well as my thoughts on the future of philosophy.




  So in the spirit of the Pre-Socratics, Descartes, and Bishop Berkeley, all of whom conceived radical ideas about the nature of reality and being, I invite readers to open their minds and give thoughtful consideration to new explanations that lie outside the boundaries of traditional metaphysics. It is in just such a spirit that I offer my own theory, Portalism, as a plausible solution to the problems found in the philosophy of mind. Invoking the epoché of Edmund Husserl, I urge the reader to bracket off what they think they already know about materialist concepts of consciousness and consider what could be. In the end, whatever judgement they may render upon my ideas will be gratefully accepted.











  Chapter 1




  Overview of the Substance Debate




  In disclosing an alternative theory of consciousness it is conventional practice to first offer a brief discussion of the topic in the interests of providing the reader with background, notwithstanding that consciousness has continued to defy definition for over three thousand years. We might compare consciousness to gravity in the sense that no one really knows what it ‘is’, only how it appears to behave. Although it is my belief that consciousness is self-evident, many philosophers, in particular those within the analytic tradition, do not agree with this view. Eliminative materialists like Paul and Patricia Churchland, Daniel Dennett, and Frank Jackson hold that what many of us consider to be consciousness, meaning a non-physical subjective state, is either nonexistent, an example of folk psychology, or a form of illusionism that exists when one confuses mental states with neural processes. Other thinkers like the emergentist and neuroscientist Sam Harris disagree, observing that simply having the thought that consciousness does not exist is evidence that consciousness exists. He correctly states in his book Waking Up that, “Consciousness is the one thing in this universe that cannot be an illusion.”1




  The idea of a conscious mind being a subjective state distinct from physical matter goes back to Pre-Socratic thinkers like Pythagoras and Heraclitus, who among others roughly equated it to the ‘soul’. This non-physical concept could survive death, walking as a shade through the underworld until – as Plato proposed – it is reincarnated within another life form. The source of the contemporary debate over consciousness begins with Rene Descartes and the cogito, found in Part 4 of the Discourse on Method wherein he initiates the dawn of modern philosophy with his famous observation cogito, ergo sum, which we commonly paraphrase as: “I think, therefore I am.”2




  Following Descartes’ idea are four hundred years of metaphysical concepts, doubts, proposals, opinions, and hypotheses, extending into the current contemporary period and all of them failing to yield any irreproachably definitive position regarding the nature of consciousness. Philosophers of mind commit themselves to the task of explaining consciousness, and also to how the relationship, if any, between subjective experience and the physical universe operates. Traditionally these thinkers break into two fundamental schools of thought – Monism and Dualism – with dualism holding that mind and body are ontologically separate, while monism holds that the universe of objects is composed of only a single substance. Taken together these two perspectives form the historical premise of the substance debate. However, recent appearances of theories involving supervenience, externalism, and enactivism, have effectively blurred the traditional lines of this dispute to the point that thinking about the problem of explaining the mind in terms of ‘substance’ has become dated, even irrelevant. But before jumping into an idea as nontraditional as phenomenal externalism, it is important to first achieve some understanding of the common positions held by philosophers of mind, and how they came to reason themselves to those conclusions. So to that end I have provided summaries of these ideas in the following sections.




  Cartesian Dualism




  Substance dualism, also known as Cartesianism, holds that physical states and mental states consist of two separate ‘substances’ or ‘stuff’. The thinking substance, or res cogitans, operates internally within the corporeal body – the res extensa – and continues on externally after the body dies. The author of this idea, Rene Descartes (1596-1650), considered human beings to be a single unity of the mental and physical substance, with the relational mechanism bonding the two residing in the pineal gland. Cartesian philosophy is heavily predicated on the existence of God, to the point where he equates the res cogitans with the ‘soul’, but we must remember that he was writing in the 17th century when advancing a theory not accommodating of God was inadvisable, perhaps even dangerous. Cartesian ontology was largely rejected because of its inability to empirically account for how the two substances causally communicate, specifically how a mental event could cause a physical event. Yet recently, some new ideas about consciousness have surfaced that could be argued to be at least diagrammatically Cartesian. Portalism, in its assertion that mind is external to the body, in strict terms could meet that definition.




  The theory of Cartesian dualism being what it is, the philosophical importance of Descartes’ thinking, the elegance of his Discourse on Method (1637) and the impact of the Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) on Enlightenment thinking cannot be overstated. Regardless of who you are and which metaphysical theory you may favor, Rene Descartes has influenced your life. Cogito, ergo sum lifted all of us out of the darkness of the Middle Ages and into the light of reason, striking off the chains of dogma placed upon us by institutions that would have kept us obediently ignorant. Many say the fundamentals of modern and contemporary philosophy can be traced back to Kant, and that is probably true, but even Kant was influenced by Descartes.




  Property Dualism




  There are several dualist theories that fall under the label of property dualism, and these in turn break down into reductive and non-reductive ontologies. All of them agree that consciousness derives from a physical substance, but that once manifested becomes irreducible to physical states. Consciousness therefore becomes a property of physical substance, not unlike the idea that extension, mass, form, number and motion are primary properties of all physical objects. Property dualists disagree over how this mental derivation from the physical substance actually occurs, as well as on the precise nature of mental states and even over the precise definition of the term ‘irreducible’.




  Emergentism, also known as emergent materialism, is perhaps the most intuitive form of property dualism, holding that consciousness ‘emerges’ whenever matter is arranged in some specific fashion. Once emerged from this physical substrate, consciousness becomes ontologically independent and cannot be reduced to physical states or explained in physical terms. Like many property dualist theories, emergentism seeks compatibility with physicalism, holding that although the mind is not a physical entity it is nonetheless derivative of physical sources. Regardless of the popularity of emergentism, the exact manner in which matter can be arranged so that a mind can emerge remains unknown.




  Epiphenomalism is a theory predicated on causality. It concedes that mental events exist, but holds that they are absolutely dependent on physical functions. Mental states have no physical existence and so cannot cause physical events. Because these mental states are not causally reducible to physical states, they become causal dead ends, reducing the mind to no more than a dangler on the brain. For epiphenomenalists, the causal highway goes one way only, this being from the brain and nervous system upwards to consciousness, rejecting any idea of downward causality. Epiphenomenalism is an attempt to reconcile the causally closed universe of the physicist with the self-evidence of phenomenal experience by conceding the existence of the non-physical while at the same time dismissing it as causally irrelevant. Yes the mind exists – so what? Epiphenomenalism has been explored by thinkers like David Chalmers and Frank Jackson, possibly as an answer to closing the explanatory gap, but has been found to be lacking in its inability to account for qualia and intentionality.




  Anomalous Monism is a theory with an interesting empirical perspective on consciousness proposed in a paper by Donald Davidson (1970). This token-identity theory of mind rejects epiphenomenalism and holds that mental events are identical to physical events (A=A). More importantly, he claims that reasons can be causes, implying that causal traffic flows both ways between mental and physical events, a position critical to dualist and externalist theories as it instantiates the concept of downward causation. According to anomalous monism, although mental and physical processes are ontologically identical, they are not translationally identical in that mental events remain irreducibly different in character to their physical counterparts. Although the relationship of identity permits mental and physical events to be connected, mental events remain ‘anomalous’ (failing to fall under a law), meaning that the relationship of mental events to physical events cannot be described by strict physical laws. Davidson’s third principle, which he calls ‘the Anomalism of the Mental’, states that “there are no strict deterministic laws on the basis of which mental events can be predicted and explained.”3 As Davidson reminds us, such an explanation will require ‘psycho-physical laws’ which have yet to be discovered. There is a lot going on in this theory, and the idea that physical and mental events are identical ontologically but different in character can be difficult to embrace, yet it is that same distinction that makes Davidson’s theory a candidate for both non-reductive physicalism and predicate dualism, causing it to fall under the label of property dualism. Davidson has revised his theory periodically as it has come under criticism, but such is precisely how philosophy is supposed to work.




  The last property dualist theory that I will discuss is panpsychism. Although most analytic philosophers wish that panpsychism would quietly go away it refuses to die, and has recently been enjoying both new adherents and blistering criticisms within the philosophical community. Panpsychism traces its origins back to Thales and the Pre-Socratics. It underwent refinement and gained notoriety in The Monadology of Gottfried Leibniz (1714), appears in the thinking of luminaries like Alfred North Whitehead, Bertrand Russell, and Carl Jung, and is conceptually considered in more recent works by both Thomas Nagel and David Chalmers. Panpsychism also appeals to those outside dualism with its idea of the possibility of widespread consciousness, even influencing neuroscientific theories like the integrated information technology theory of consciousness (IIT) proposed by Giulio Tononi (2004). Whereas monist idealism holds that everything in the universe exists in mind, panpsychism holds that everything in the universe has a mind – every physical object, including electrons. In his 1979 book Mortal Questions, Thomas Nagel provides a proof for the truth of panpsychism, while David Chalmers offers a similar argument in dialectical format in his 2015 paper Panpsychism and Panprotopsychism.




  Panpsychism has several variants, one of these being a recent version known as Cosmopsychism. Where Leibniz’s panpsychism envisions consciousness as a property of every particle, Baruch Spinoza envisioned a pantheistic universal consciousness manifested as the mind of God. Cosmopsychism is essentially Spinoza’s concept without God, as particular consciousness simply derives from an overarching and ubiquitous cosmic consciousness.




  I mention panpsychism and cosmopsychism because together both are sufficiently counterintuitive that to even consider their possibility requires one to open the mind to the enigmatic. This is important because to embrace either of them is not unlike embracing idealism, as one must bracket off one’s own intuitive beliefs about the world before one can sincerely consider that which appears to be impossible.




  
Monism





  Monism is an 18th century term coined by German philosopher Christian von Wolff. Where dualism claims that there are two ‘substances’ in the universe – those being the mental and the physical – monism holds that the universe contains only a single substance, the categories within monism disagreeing as to its precise nature. Monist theories include contemporary monist idealism, neutral monism, and materialism, this latter also referred to in contemporary terms as physicalism, the original term requiring an update to include advancements in particle physics and quantum mechanics. Let us begin with idealism.




  Monist Idealism




  Monist idealism first appeared as the radical subjective idealism proposed in 1713 by George Berkeley, the Anglican Bishop of Cloyne. Essentially an argument against the empiricism of John Locke, Berkeley held that nothing exists outside of the mind, stating that “to be is to be perceived”, and that no physical reality exists beyond our perception of it. It is an alarmingly counterintuitive position, but its explanatory power far outpaces that of materialism. If only mental states exist, then everything we perceive, feel, think, and do, is merely a ‘state’ of mind. Within subjective idealism, most of the hard problems of consciousness – the mind-body problem, the explanatory gap, the problem of other minds – become uninteresting, as these complications are predicated on the reconciliation of the mental to the physical, and if there is no physical, then there is no problem. In his work Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, Berkeley patiently walks the skeptical Hylas through his line of logic, answering the obvious problem concerning object permanence by claiming that although we might turn our attention away from an object, that object persists in the mind of God, and so when we turn our attention back to it, it will still be there.




  Contemporary monist idealists, notably Bernardo Kastrup, have replaced the universal mind of God with the notion of a ubiquitous universal consciousness somewhat akin to the collective unconscious of the psychologist Carl Jung by its overarching accessibility, similar also to the ‘folded cloth’ metaphor of Merleau-Ponty in which each individual mind is but a ‘wrinkle’ in a bedsheet that will eventually be ‘smoothed out’.4 In his book Why Materialism Is Baloney, Kastrup uses the metaphor of the whirlpool to explain how individual minds are only localizations of consciousness in the same way that whirlpools are localizations of water in a stream, stating that “there is nothing to the whirlpool but water itself.”5 By extension, he proposes that “to say that the brain generates mind is as absurd as to say that a whirlpool generates water.”6 If one can accept that only mental states exist, and subsequently abandon thinking of idealism in realist terms, the possibility of idealism becomes apparent, especially when one is reminded that from a logical standpoint, neither Berkeley’s nor Kastrup’s position can be proved wrong.




  In the interests of full disclosure, I began my metaphysical journey as a contemporary monist idealist. I have more to say on that later in the book regarding what I found attractive about the theory, how I eventually became disenchanted with it, and how it ultimately led me to Portalism.




  Neutral Monism




  Neutral monist theories hold that the universe consists of neutral elements, neither mental nor physical, yet capable of producing mental and physical properties through their interactions.7 This neutral ‘stuff’ takes on different arrangements according to the interrelationships of its parts. The character of this relationship between groups of elements determines whether it is mental, physical, both, or neither. Neutral monists deny the existence of any mental/physical chasm needing to be breached. Within this category also lie the aspect theories, which have of late garnered considerable attention, particularly with double-aspect theory and information-based philosophies such as that of Kenneth Sayre, Bob Doyle’s conceptual model of the mind as an ‘experience recorder and reducer’ (ERR), and Giulio Tononi’s integrated information theory of consciousness (IIT). Double-aspect theories reject traditional thought holding that what we consider to be mental and physical are in truth only two perspectives (aspects) on a single substance, with some theories proposing even a third underlying substance. An extreme example of this is the case of computationalism, a theory devised by machine functionalists wherein the irreducible underlying ‘substance’ consists only of bits with values of 1 or 0. The wide variance of neutral monist theories requires an open mind, and these days a working knowledge of neuroscience can be quite helpful.




  Materialism




  This brings us finally to monist materialism, a term interchangeable with physicalism. Materialist metaphysics dates back to the atomism of Democritus, and came into prominence through the Enlightenment thinking of the empiricists Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and David Hume. Materialism holds that only the physical substance exists, and, more importantly, that nothing non-physical can exist. This position is in direct contradiction with monist idealism, while both positions reject the Cartesian perspective that both physical and non-physical substances exist. In holding that only the physical exists, it falls upon materialism to account for mental states, including intentionality (feelings, beliefs, emotions, desires) and qualia, which is best defined as the something-like-there-is-to-be experiencing of an object or states of affairs in the world. Materialism has the gift of intuitiveness, unlike that of monist idealism which is decidedly counterintuitive. To many philosophers, it just makes common sense that if mind exists at all, it must somehow be either a physical part, or a functional process, of the brain. Thus there is no need to complicate matters by assuming that something non-physical exists – something that has no mass, extension, form, number, charge, or spin. Materialists justify this reasoning through the proposition that the existence of anything non-physical would defy the laws of physics, and to do that would be unscientific.




  Early materialist theories were reductionist, meaning that they meant to account for mental states by reducing them to physical processes. The most current physicalist theories are non-reductionist, positing different, sometimes quite creative solutions for mental states that supervene upon the brain. Other theories have found ways around the reductive/non-reductive issue entirely. Eliminative materialism is in this group, which divides itself further into hard and soft factions, with soft eliminative materialists holding that what we consider to be qualia is actually only folk psychology and thus we are mistaken in elevating such feelings to the status of mental states, whereas hard eliminative materialists reject the problem by denying that mental states exist at all.




  Type identity theories posit a one-to-one relationship between brain states and mental events, this position being popular among the neuroscientists. For example, certain neural firings in the brain must equate, or correlate, to certain types of subjective experience, such as pain or emotion. Such theories suffer from many weaknesses, not the least of which is the lack of empirical evidence explaining the strict causal relationships between brain activity and experience. In addition, this strict form of identity theory is unable to overcome two significant problems; the first being neural chauvinism, wherein a presupposition is made that only human brains – or even brains in general – can be the mechanisms of consciousness; and the second being multiple realizability, which acknowledges that there can be many different mechanisms in which a function, in this case phenomenal experience, can be realized.




  Eventually interest began to shift toward non-reductive materialist theories. Token identity is one of these, while another was discussed earlier under anomalous monism. Like type identity, token identity theories claim that mental states and physical states are identical, but instead of a strict one-toone identity they envision a ‘token’ in its place. For example, instead of finding a neural correlate for the experience of a 1974 blue Chevy four-door, a correlative token for ‘automobiles’ in general will suffice – the set of ‘automobiles’ serving as a token for any and all cars. Such philosophical acrobatics are not uncommon in materialism, and this one serves to bring basic identity theory in line with multiple realizability.




  Functionalism is neutral in the substance debate, taking an entirely different perspective on consciousness by characterizing the existence of mental states in terms of their function, wherein a mental state’s function is based upon sensory input that yields a particular behavioral output. Mental states are conceptualized as functional states forming causal connections to other functional states. Machine functionalism is the extreme form and holds that the mind is no more than a Turing machine with the brain acting as hardware and the mind as software. In 1980 John Searle introduced his theory of biological naturalism, wherein mental states are not ontologically reducible to physical states, yet are causally reducible. For Searle, the brain is a biological machine necessary for consciousness, yet this does not imply that consciousness cannot be created by things other than brains. Such theories are attractive in their compatibility with multiple realizability and their ability to escape charges of neural chauvinism. Most importantly, they allow for things other than brains, namely computers, to be a theoretical source for consciousness, although Searle vigorously disputes that computers could ever achieve consciousness. Nevertheless, functionalism is very popular among those scientists and philosophers engaged in artificial intelligence and robotics.




  Physicalist theories of supervenience stray perilously close to dualism in their clever explanations of subjective experience while seeking to find plausible reasons for consciousness and free will. Supervenience theories hold that mental states exist and are dependent upon the brain while not being determined by the brain. This concept enables these theories to avoid, at least to some degree, the limitations imposed by a causally closed universe and its implications of hard determinism. Many of these positions can also be argued to be nuanced forms of property dualism as, at least by some definition, they admit the existence of mental states. In doing so they would seem to remove the pivotal distinction between monist materialism and property dualism.




  The one common attribute that all materialist theories share is that none has ever been able to account for intentionality or qualia, or to explain the nature of subjective experience. This is because the tools and methods used to explain our physical world in empirically verified scientific terms are useless for explaining non-physical phenomena. For example, one cannot explain a thought in physical terms. That said, materialism, qua physicalism, remains by far the most prominent metaphysical position in philosophy, largely due to the success of the analytic tradition.




  Materialism’s Troubled Path Toward Dogma




  Most contemporary materialist theories can trace their lineage back to logical positivism and the beginning of the analytic movement in philosophy towards the end of the 19th century. The analytic tradition was founded by materialist philosophers with strong scientific backgrounds, particularly in mathematics and language, as in the persons of Gottlob Frege, Bertrand Russell, Ernst Mach, and Ludwig Wittgenstein. Rejecting the mystical language and obscurity of continental German Idealism, their embrace of logical positivism as imposed by the Vienna Circle cemented the movement’s dismissal of metaphysics as neither empirically true nor false, thus ultimately having no meaning.




  To the analytic philosopher, the world we know consists of independent facts, verifiable and concrete, and as such there is no time or energy to spare for subjects like phenomenology, ontology, ethics, or aesthetics. The Vienna Circle, being the body of intellectuals involved in establishing the empirical scientific framework for 20th century materialism, held that only synthetic statements a posteriori (statements from experience), and analytical statements a priori (logic and mathematics) – meaning those statements that can either be reduced to experience or are tautological by nature – are the only semantically meaningful propositional forms. This rigid epistemological criterion, framed as verificationism, was to be the standard to which all scientific claims would be held. In their view, Kantian synthetic a priori statements – those propositions being determined by reason alone – are meaningless, if indeed they can exist at all. According to Kant, all metaphysical statements are synthetic a priori propositions and as such are unverifiable by experience. For the Vienna Circle, Kant’s claim was sufficient to render metaphysics scientifically useless, thus consigning an entire philosophical field of inquiry to oblivion.




  To be fair, many within the Vienna Circle, being scientists as well as philosophers, and justly committed to Enlightenment values, considered metaphysics to be the last refuge of magic, the supernatural, and God. Being scientists committed to the eradication of mysticism, one can see the purpose if not the logic in their actions. Nevertheless, they threw the baby out with the bath water, metaphysics being the baby. From the standpoint of externalism, in their zeal to embrace empiricism they committed a composition error by assuming that anything non-physical must, by definition, be unnatural, or worse, supernatural. In doing so, they removed the subjective from the purview of science, an action that would have a detrimental effect upon any materialist theory that attempted to account for subjective experience. Rejecting the possibility of the existence of a realm of non-physical experience was the materialist equivalent of painting oneself into a corner.




  Cracks in the armor of logical positivism began to appear as World War II caused many members of the Circle to flee Europe. Subsequent problems arose with the verificationism principle in light of William James’ concept of fallibilism, which states that no idea can be absolutely verified as true when our knowledge base is ever changing. The death knell for logical positivism came when science embraced the falsifiability criteria (critical rationalism) of Karl Popper (1959), allowing for the capacity of a claim to be contradicted by new evidence as a more efficient metric for the evaluation of scientific theories. In time Popper, a mind-body dualist, would boldly claim that he had ‘killed positivism’.




  Science is now firmly established in contemporary analytic philosophy, and that’s not necessarily a bad thing, provided that the analytic movement and its emphasis on language and science do not lead us to the gates of scientism. This melding of science and philosophy so characteristic of the analytic tradition has resulted in valuable contributions to the philosophy of language, particularly semantic logic, resulting in a plethora of reductive, non-reductive, and supervenient physicalist theories that continue to the present day.




  It is important to understand how contemporary physicalism has come to be where it is. No one can deny that the scientific method, with its empiricism, deductive reasoning, and criterion of falsifiability, has comprised a toolset proven to be invaluable in explaining the physical world we live in, but consciousness being subjective, is not physical. Nevertheless, materialists insist upon attempting to explain consciousness in physical terms, struggling to employ this same proven toolset to the exploration of subjective experience, a methodology which, as one would expect, has yielded consistently disappointing results. Still, consciousness as the medium of subjective experience must be accounted for both scientifically and philosophically in any credible theory of mind. It is not good science to dogmatically hold on to a concept that defies proof, no matter how intuitive it may seem. If we did so, then the earth would be flat and the sun would revolve around it – both examples of observations leading to intuitive and obvious conclusions. For many materialists it is equally obvious that the mind must be the brain in spite of the fact that this assumption has never been proven to be the reality, and it is here that materialism begins to fall apart.




  Mercifully, I have neither the time nor the inclination to hold the reader’s hand as we tiptoe through the wreckage of one rejected materialist theory after another. The road from logical positivism to non-reductive supervenience physicalism is a long one, with multiple theories and perspectives proposed by many truly gifted thinkers over the last one hundred and forty-odd years. Yet no matter how cleverly packaged, creatively nuanced, or ingeniously modified these explanations have been, to date no materialist theory can account for the something-like-there-isto-be-ness of phenomenal experience. In the end, physicalism was ultimately faced with a choice between three non-solutions, these being eliminative materialism/illusionism which holds that we are mistaken in our beliefs about the existence of qualia and intentionality; or new mysterianism which holds that the mind of man will never have the capacity to comprehend consciousness; or simply taking shelter in the belief that an evolving science must one day show us the way – a desperate last stand that is not really science at all, amounting only to faith.




  
Current Day





  Just as the last shovelful of earth was being thrown onto the grave of reductive materialism, it has been resurrected by a relative newcomer to the analytic movement – the neurophilosopher. These are men and women with strong backgrounds in philosophy and neuroscience, many of them quite gifted thinkers. They dwell in the fantastic world of neuro-imagery, searching for the ‘correlates of consciousness’ using cutting-edge imaging technologies like positron emission tomography (PET), electroencephalography (EEG), and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI).




  Many of these philosopher-scientists are physicalists, convinced that the mind is the brain, being internal, cranial, and epiphenomenally causal, presupposing a neural counterpart for every conscious event. It is valuable, exciting work and the images of brain activity can be intriguing. But that’s all that they are – intriguing images of brain activity. As Alva Noë states in his book Out of Our Heads, “Brain scans are not pictures of cognitive processes of the brain in action.”8 Brain waves are not thoughts, and although the images of brain activity may be correlative to a thought, they do not cause the thought, neither are they the thought. Correlation is not causality. The problem surfaces when neuroscientists attempt to imagine “that two quite different things are the same thing: the thought itself, and its supposed neural basis.”9




  Neuroscience has also given functionalism new avenues of exploration. If the biology of neural states can be mapped to individual subjective experiences, then it is plausible that such a relationship could then be coded into a program that could enable a machine to become consciously aware. John Searle believes that computers will never be truly aware, and illustrates why in his famous thought experiment of The Chinese Room. For what it’s worth I am firmly with him on this one, and going further I believe also that artificial intelligence will ultimately prove to be a dead end due to its insurmountable limitations and its overreliance on language. At this writing the neurophilosophers are the new stars of metaphysics and the last hope of physicalism, and yet: “… though we give the materialists their external bodies, they by their own confession are never the nearer knowing how our ideas are produced; since they own themselves unable to comprehend in what manner body can act upon spirit, or how it is possible it should imprint any idea in the mind.”10




  Theoretical Outliers




  As David Chalmers has proposed, it may be time to stop thinking in historical terms of substance altogether. The term ‘substance’ attempts to characterize what a thing is – mental or physical – res cogitans or res extensa. For many theorists it is more meaningful to describe where and how a thing is. Such theories of mind go outside the boundaries of the traditional substance debate, some holding “that phenomenal properties are ontologically wholly distinct from physical properties, that microphysics is causally closed, but that phenomenal properties nevertheless play a causal role with respect to the physical”. Chalmers categorizes these types of non-reductionist theories as “type-O dualism” based upon causal overdetermination, wherein simple A to B causal traffic is extended into a ‘nexus’ that includes a route through the mind.11 Such theories include those within the categories of enactivism and phenomenal externalism, where the term ‘nexus’ is used in reference to an expansion of the definition of consciousness that includes relationships between brain, body, mind, and world.




  Enactivism




  According to Evan Thompson, enactivism “emphasizes the interactions between mind, body and the environment, seeing them all as inseparably intertwined in mental processes.”12 Enactivism is more closely associated to research in cognitive psychology and artificial intelligence than it is to theories of consciousness, but its embrace of the idea that mind emerges as the result of interactions between the body and the world is a recurring theme in externalist theories of mind as many concepts involve a nexus of physical and subjective processes taking one form or another. Some enactivists take a non-analytic approach to their philosophy by advocating phenomenological techniques and thus invoking continental thinkers like Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, and Heidegger. Evan Thompson sees phenomenology as necessary, enhancing science so that “science itself is properly situated in relation to the rest of human life and is thereby secured on a sounder footing.”13 As Portalism is an idea disposed more toward the continental tradition, I firmly support this emphasis on the value of phenomenology as a tool for exploring the subjective.




  The two perspectives of enactivism and externalism have different goals yet they overlap in several areas. Although Portalism focuses on the nature of consciousness and mind as opposed to its content as described by cognitive science and epistemology, those of us researching ideas in phenomenal externalism inevitably blunder into enactivist territory and rightfully so. As such it deserves mention and clarification here. Readers with an interest in these areas of alternative cognitive research are encouraged to read the works of Evan Thompson, Eleanor Rosch, Francisco Varela, and Mark Rowlands.




  Phenomenal Externalism




  Not to be confused with the semantic externalism of Hilary Putnam (1975), theories of phenomenal externalism have at least one assumption in common – that the conscious mind is a result of neural/nervous system processes in concert with phenomena existing or occurring outside of the body. Externalists hold that mind is not just the brain, if the brain at all, but that there are external factors necessary to consciousness. As a position, it rejects cranialism which holds that the locus of consciousness is inside the head.




  Externalist positions tend to focus on either cognitive or phenomenal aspects of mind. Portalism falls into the latter category in an attempt to concentrate on the nature of consciousness while leaving exploration of cognitive mechanics to the neuropsychologists. Several contemporary theories of mind focusing on phenomenal aspects agree that consciousness arises, or at least to some degree operates, inside the head, while others posit that although consciousness supervenes upon the brain, the phenomenon of perception may actually be dependent on other processes within the body in addition to neural processes. These theories embrace an idea known as embodied cognition. Enactivists like Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Alva Noë imagine that the composition of mind extends beyond neural processes to include a holistic ecological connection to the world. Some radical externalists like philosopher Ted Honderich, who coined the term, identify consciousness with existence. He argues this concept of a subjective physical world in his theory of Actualism,14 while W. Teed Rockwell submits the idea of mind supervening upon a brain-body-world nexus,15 both theories appealing to the common externalist concept of ‘world’ being a necessary condition for mind.




  Riccardo Manzotti embraces this necessary world concept in his theory of spread mind, binding mind and world through the identity property.16 Within the identity of the spread mind, the physical apple we experience is the experience – the ontology of the two is the same – there is no difference between the knower and the known as together they comprise a singularity. Although the theory is externalist because of its subjective/objective identity, it is also physicalist because, as he argues, if the experience of the apple is identical to the physical apple, then only the physical exists. This convenience allows Manzotti to present spread mind consciousness using purely empirical reasoning, with no appeal to metaphysical mysticism or any additional requirement for a subjective realm. This is a feature of considerable importance to him, being a prominent scientist in the field of robotics.




  Portalism is a phenomenal externalist theory of consciousness. Like some of the theories described above, it might be difficult for the nonphilosopher to get their arms around, but that’s part of the fun. Here at the end of our substance debate tour, the reader should at least carry away the notion that within externalism, enactivism, computationalism, functionalism, and neurophilosophy, these philosophers of mind are all thinking beyond the traditional limitations of monism and dualism.




  Summary




  To the nonphilosopher, this tracing of the arc of modern and contemporary metaphysical theory might seem comprehensive, but let me assure you that I have barely scratched the surface in terms of their number, variance, and impact on philosophical thought. In actual practice, many of these theories raise as many questions as they answer regarding locus, causality, neural chauvinism, multiple realizability, solipsism, and skepticism.




  Excepting idealism and phenomenal externalism, the theories discussed above assume that consciousness is embodied within the res extensa, with many claiming that the mind is no more than a clever interpretation of physical brain states. This position is referred to as cranialism, and it is false. Consciousness does not arise, emerge, derive, or emanate from the brain. The brain is a biological machine, and as such it cannot create consciousness any more than a radio can create music, and it has no more cognitive ability than a thermometer can know whether something is hot or cold. Consciousness – mind – does not originate from matter, whether that matter is a brain in higher animals, or a biochemical reaction in lower animals and bacteria, or fungal clusters on a plant’s root tips. As I will show, it is unnecessary for consciousness to emerge from the brain because it already exists as a ubiquitous force in the universe, and all that is required is a portal through which we can enter into it and actualize a mind.
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