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1. Introduction       

Epiphenomenalism about consciousness is an unpopular  
position, and most contemporary consciousness theories try to  
avoid its stigma. The problem with epiphenomenalism is not  
merely the counterintuitive implication that epiphenomenal  
consciousness would have no role in our seemingly conscious  
choices and actions (philosophers are used to bite  
counterintuitive bullets). The biggest problem with the view lies  in 
the paradoxical consequences it bears on the status of the  
behavior that is supposed to express the existence of  
consciousness. If consciousness is an epiphenomenon, having  
thereby no influence on our behavior, then our behavioral  
expressions of the existence of consciousness are not caused by  the 
existence of consciousness. Moreover, since epiphenomenalism is 
committed to (if not defined by) the thesis that  
consciousness exists while being an epiphenomenon with  
respect to physical reality (including our behavior), the  
behavioral  expressions  of  the  truth  of  epiphenomenalism could   
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not be, according to epiphenomenalism itself, caused by the  
truth of epiphenomenalism either. In other words, according to  
epiphenomenalism, all our behavioral expressions of the truth  of 
epiphenomenalism would occur even if epiphenomenalism  were 
not true. That paradox is closely related to the so-called  paradox 
of phenomenal judgement (e.g. Chalmers 1996) and  can be 
viewed as an aspect of the latter.  

In light of the paradox, the major problem with epiphe- 
nomenalism is that it cannot be formulated, let alone defended,  in 
a credible and informative manner. Due to its basic logical  
architecture, the view is committed to the following statement:  
“Epiphenomenalism is true, but even if it were not, I would still  
express the claim that it is.” Needless to say, the above  
statement is not convincing, for even if taken on its face value,  it 
fails to say whether epiphenomenalism is true or not.  
Compare: “It is raining outside, but even if it were not, I would  still 
say that it is”. Hence, we may say that the paradox leads to  the 
credibility problem.   

The main thesis of this work is not that epiphenomenalism  is 
broken beyond repair. Instead, I argue that the paradoxical  
consequences of epiphenomenalism and the resulting credibility 
problem threaten many such consciousness theories that do  not 
recognize themselves as versions of epiphenomenalism.  Among 
those are some prominent quantum consciousness  theories, 
integrated information theory, reflexive monism, etc.  More 
generally, I argue that the paradoxical consequences  threaten 
all theories that hold that consciousness has a feature  or an 
aspect that cannot be fully reduced to the behavioral  
capacities of an organism. I do not claim that those theories are  
beyond saving (nor do I invite resurrecting logical behaviorism),  but 
I do argue that those theories must acknowledge the  
paradox-induced credibility problem and address it somehow.  
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Before proceeding, two clarifications are in order. First, in  
the present context, the notion of epiphenomenalism should be  
understood in an absolute sense. Accordingly, consciousness is  an 
epiphenomenon if and only if it has no influence on  
empirically accessible (i.e. experimentally detectable) features  of 
the world. There is a weaker sense of epiphenomenalism that  is 
used, for instance, in the context of Libet’s experiments (e.g.,  Libet 
et al. 1883; Libet 1993). That weaker notion bears no  direct 
relevance on the fundamental philosophical issues at  hand 
(i.e., it does not lead to the paradox and the credibility  
problem). The debate about possible implications of Libet’s  
experiments is usually conducted in a neuroscientific context,  
and even if it turns out that the neural events that underlie our  
decisions systematically precede the neural events that underlie  the 
corresponding experiences (as Libet’s experiments suggest),  it 
does not follow that the latter have no causal role in our  
cognitive economy. It only follows that their causal role must be  
quite different from what is suggested by the introspection. The  
plausibility of Libettian epiphenomenalism has been also  
questioned on empirical grounds (e.g. Mele 2005; Schurger  
2017), but that is beside the point. Put simply, Libettian  
epiphenomenalism is not epiphenomenalism in an absolute  
sense.   

Second, when talking about consciousness in the present  
context, we are always talking about phenomenal conscious- 
ness (or phenomenal aspect of consciousness). Accordingly, if  
one holds that “consciousness” has causal powers, but insists  
that it has also an irreducible phenomenal or experiential aspect  
besides those causal powers, one is still an epiphenomenalist  
regarding phenomenal consciousness (or the phenomenal  
aspect of consciousness). Correspondingly, if one rejects  
epiphenomenalism, one accepts that phenomenal conscious- 
ness or the experiential aspect of consciousness is not causally  
superfluous.  
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In general, although the emphasis of this essay is largely  
negative (laying on the paradoxical consequences of epipheno- 
menalism and their wider impact on many prominent  
consciousness theories), the essay contains also a positive  
proposal. Initially, it might seem that the paradox pushes us  
towards a strictly physicalist (if not behaviorist) account of  
consciousness (and in a sense it does), but the more careful  
analysis reveals that the paradox does not rule out other  
metaphysical positions,  including epiphenomenalism.  
Nevertheless, the paradox implies that in order to defend epip- 
henomenalism, one must resolve a particular issue that has a  
central role in the physicalist tradition: how and why does our  
empirically accessible and presumably physical cognitive  
apparatus generate expressible beliefs about the existence of the  
phenomenal aspect of consciousness (a manifestation of the so- 
called meta-problem, see Chalmers 2018). Therefore, the  
positive  thesis of  this essay consists  in promoting  
methodological physicalism (section 3).       

For the sake of simplicity, I restrict my analysis on five  
well-known consciousness theories (sections 2 and 3): reflexive  
monism,  integrated  information  theory,  two quantum  
consciousness theories, and Chalmers’s double-aspect monism.  I 
consider those theories to be paradigmatic representatives of  
implicit epiphenomenalism: the view that phenomenality is an  
irreducible aspect of some natural and empirically accessible  
phenomenon (e.g. integrated information, quantum active  
information, objective reduction of the quantum state, etc.).  
Although each of those theories associates phenomenality with  
some empirically accessible phenomenon, the phenomenality  is 
not taken to be reducible to the experimentally detectable  
aspects of that phenomenon. Thus, according to those theories,  
phenomenality remains an epiphenomenon regarding the expe- 
rimentally accessible features of the world (including human  
behavior), and so the credibility problem arises.  
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It should be noted that the credibility problem cannot be  
solved by simple terminological maneuvers. For instance, it  
does not help to suggest that phenomenality is not merely an  
aspect but the very internal nature of the proposed physical  
phenomena (e.g. Chalmers 2003a; Hameroff and Penrose  
2014). For as long as one maintains that there is something  
more to phenomenality than a person’s capacity to produce  
certain behavior, one remains committed to the paradoxical  
statements like “There is something more to phenomenality  
than our capacity to produce certain behavior, but even if there  
were not, I would still express the claim that there is (because  
my behavioral expressions depend only on my behavioral  
capacities).”    

Generally put, for every terminological maneuver that is  
supposed  to save  the credibility of an  (implicitly)  
epiphenomenalist theory, there appears to be always a counter- 
maneuver that allows us to articulate the paradoxical  
implications within the new conceptual framework. For  
instance, while addressing the paradox of phenomenal  
judgement, Chalmers (1996; 2003b) argues that the very  
meaning of the concept of phenomenality is partly constituted  by 
the phenomenality itself (so, “zombies” with no phenomenal  
consciousness cannot possibly mean the same thing as we do  
when making judgements about phenomenality). Along similar  
lines, it could be argued that the behavioral expressions of the  
presence of phenomenality are partly constituted by the  
phenomenality itself. Accordingly, without phenomenality, the  
physical movements that “carry” those expressions would not  be 
genuine expressions –  they would be mere physical  
movements that express nothing. But now the paradox can be  
rephrased as follows: “I hereby express the statement that there  is 
a phenomenal aspect that exceeds my behavioral capacities,  but 
if that phenomenal aspect did not exist, I would still  
undergo  the  same  physical  movements,  although then those   
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movements would not be expressions.” Surely, the above  
statement is no more informative or convincing than a sign: “It  is 
currently raining outside, and if it is not raining, then this is  not a 
sign.”     

In light of the above considerations, the reason why epip- 
henomenalism deserves closer attention, despite its ostensibly  
marginal position, is that the characteristic problems with  
epiphenomenalism  threaten not only  the openly  
epiphenomenalist accounts (which are hard to find these days),  
but all theories that hold that consciousness has an aspect or  
internal nature that is not fully reducible to behavioral  
capacities of the subject. In this essay, such theories are  
gathered under the label of implicit epiphenomenalism (based  on 
their commitment to the idea that phenomenality is an epip- 
henomenon regarding observable behavior and other  
experimentally detectable features of the world). In the  
following sections, the notion of epiphenomenalism is applied  to 
both explicit and implicit versions of the view.  

 

2. Hidden commitments to epiphenomenalism   

I do not pretend to offer a fair account of the strengths and  
potential of the consciousness theories evaluated below. Suffice  it 
to say, I am convinced that all of those theories have many  
significant merits, and as far as I can tell, any one of them may  
hold a key (if not the key) to a breakthrough in consciousness  
research. Nevertheless, I argue that those theories are implicitly  
committed to epiphenomenalism and should address the  
resulting credibility problem.  

Let us consider first the approach called reflexive monism  

developed by Max Velmans (e.g. 2009; 2017). One of the core  
theses of reflexive monism is that the phenomenality and the  
underlying brain processes are, ontologically speaking, one and  the 
same   thing   observed   from   two   different   perspectives.  I  think   
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there is a lot of truth in that claim, but that is a topic for another  
paper.   

Velmans (2009: 260) denies being an epiphenomenalist  on 
the grounds that he does not believe “that one can give an  
exhaustive account of the nature or function of consciousness  
from a third-person perspective”. However, the above use of the  
notion of function is somewhat idiosyncratic, for Velmans  
admits that from the third-person perspective, phenomenal  
consciousness is not necessary “for any form of [cognitive]  
processing” (2009: 261). Consequently, the role and “function”  of 
phenomenal consciousness is taken to be observable only  from 
the first-person perspective.    

The problem with the above view is that just as we do not  
need to consider the first-person perspective of a thermostat in  
order to explain its functioning, we also do not need to consider  (in 
line with Velmans’s own view) the first-person perspective of  a 
conscious subject in order to explain the physical movements  of her 
body. Therefore, the view is committed to the paradoxical  
statements like “There is something about my consciousness  
that is not knowable from your third-person perspective, but  
even if there were not, I would still express the claim (by  
undergoing the same physical movements) that there is.”  

Put briefly, in light of Velmans’s theory, consciousness is  
still an epiphenomenon from the third-person perspective. And  
one could argue that that is what epiphenomenalism is all  
about –  for no epiphenomenalist denies that the existence of  
phenomenality makes all the difference from the first-person  
perspective. More specifically, the implicit commitment to  
epiphenomenalism (as understood in this essay) and the  
resulting credibility problem cannot be avoided by arguing that  the 
first-person information about phenomenality does  
something  (e.g. complements our knowledge about  
consciousness).  The  problem  could  be avoided only by   
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assuming that the first-person information does something to the  
physical movements of our bodies. For as long as our physical  
movements can be accounted without considering the first- 
person information, the paradox remains: “The first-person  
information contributes to our knowledge about consciousness,  
but even if it did not, I would still express the claim that it  
does.”        

To be fair, Velmans recognizes some paradoxical  
implications of his view, but what he considers paradoxical is  
captured by the general idea that “from a third-person  
perspective, phenomenal consciousness appears to play no  
causal role in mental life, while from a first-person perspective it  
appears to be central” (Velmans 2009: 315). He addresses that  
general causal paradox (as he calls it) by arguing that although  
the first-person conception of phenomenality cannot be  
reduced away, the subjective sense of causal agency is in fact  
compatible with the actual (or the third-person perspectival)  
causal redundancy of the first-person phenomenality. Thus, his  
treatment of the causal paradox bears no direct relevance on the  
credibility problem, and his view remains implicitly committed  to 
the paradoxical statements like “first-personal phenomenality  is 
irreducible to third-personal causal processes, but even if it  were 
not, I would still express the claim that it is.”  

Let us turn next to the increasingly influential integrated  

Information theory (e.g. Tononi and Koch 2015; Tononi et. al.  
2016). According to the theory, “consciousness is a fundamental  
property possessed by physical systems having specific causal  
properties” (Tononi and Koch 2015: 1). The theory starts from  
five axioms that are taken to capture the core features of  
consciousness. According to these axioms, consciousness  
“exists from its own intrinsic perspective”, is structured, specific,  
unified, and definite (ibid. 5-6). Each of those five axioms are  
paired with the corresponding postulates that specify the causal  
architecture  that  a physical  system must have in order to be   
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genuinely conscious. One of those postulates implies, roughly  
put, that the level or degree of consciousness depends on the  
system’s capacity to integrate information – hence the name of  
the theory.       

One of the noticeable strengths of integrated information  
theory is that it contains many testable predictions. However,  
the threat of epiphenomenalism arises from the theory’s  
commitment to the idea that consciousness is a fundamental  
property of a particular kind of physical systems. Thus,  
according to the theory (including its latest version: 3.0), a  
purely feed-forward system could never be conscious – even if  it 
were behaviorally indistinguishable from a conscious human  
being (e.g. Oizumi et al. 2014; Tononi and Koch 2015; Tononi  et al. 
2016). Namely, the inner causal architectures of our feed-forward 
behavioral replicas would not satisfy the criteria for  
consciousness postulated by the theory. Therefore, the theory  
holds that phenomenal consciousness is not reducible to the  
capacity to behave in a certain way. A feed-forward functional  
equivalent of Giulio Tononi would proclaim to be conscious  just 
as persuasively and eloquently as the real Tononi, despite of  being a 
non-conscious zombie. It is easy to see how the above  view 
leads to the credibility problem. The illustrative  
paradoxical statement can be formulated as follows: “My  
phenomenal consciousness is not reducible to my behavioral  
capacities and tendencies, but if it were, I would still express  the 
claim that it is not (since expressing that claim depends only  on my 
behavioral capacities and tendencies).”     

It should be also recognized that although the claim about  the 
non-conscious nature of feed-forward systems is presented  as a 
prediction of the theory, it is not an empirical prediction,  for it is 
not experimentally testable. The testable predictions of  the 
theory concern mainly correlations between the (in  
principle) measurable level of integration of information in one’s  
brain and  the  behavioral  manifestations of  consciousness (e.g.   
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verbal reports). It is further assumed (perhaps correctly) that a  
typical conscious behavior is a reliable indicator for the  
presence of phenomenal consciousness – and yet, that very  
assumption is rejected in the case of feed-forward  
systems.     

So, it can be argued that the implicit commitment to  
epiphenomenalism throws integrated information theory into a  
methodological confusion: in some cases (anesthesia, dreamless  
sleep, complex responses to various stimuli, well-articulated  
reports etc.) the methods of testing the presence of conscious- 
ness rely exclusively on observing behavior, but in the most  
interesting and controversial cases (e.g. feed-forward functional  
equivalents of conscious beings or behaviorally primitive  
systems with high level of information integration), the evidence  
from behavior is completely disregarded.      

Another example pointing at a possible methodological  
confusion concerns the theory’s prediction that it makes a  
difference for the experience whether some elements of the  
system (e.g. neurons) are passive but in principle functional (i.e.  
ready to be activated by other elements of the system) or  
whether those elements are disabled (e.g. pharmacologically or  
optogenetically inactivated neurons) (e.g. Oizumi et al. 2014;  
Tononi and Koch 2015; Tononi et al. 2016). Presumably, the first  case 
would correspond to something like a meditative state of  intense 
awareness without content, while the second case  would 
correspond to a sort of drowsiness or low level of  
consciousness. What is important is that the actual impact of  
the considered elements on the rest of the system is assumed to  be 
the same in both cases, and that leads to a dilemma: if the  two 
corresponding subjects differ in their reports (one reporting  of 
being intensely aware while another reporting of being  
drowsy), then the supposedly passive yet functional elements  
must have had a subtle causal impact on the system after all  
(which  is  contrary to  the initial  assumption).  Alternatively,  if the   
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passive yet functional and the disabled elements were indeed  
equally inactive (as was initially assumed), then there can be no  
differences in the corresponding reports – the presumably  
wonderful experience of the intense meditative awareness  
should produce the exact same report as the corresponding  
unremarkable experience of drowsiness. Thus, the whole  
prediction turns out to be untestable, for all reports that could  
possibly serve as evidence for the predicted outcome would be  
unreliable due to their implicit commitments to the paradoxical  
statements like “I had just the most amazing experience of  
intense awareness, although I would make the exact same claim  if I 
had been just drowsy.”    

Before proceeding, I want to emphasize, once more, that  
integrated information theory makes many clearly testable and  
scientifically valuable predictions, but those are the predictions  
that concern the relationship between observable behavior and  
the general architecture of the underlying mechanisms. The  
same is true, at least in principle, for the quantum  
consciousness theories considered next.  

Perhaps one of the most biologically detailed and most  
discussed quantum consciousness theories is the orchestrated  

objective reduction theory developed by Hameroff and Penrose  
(e.g. 1996; 2014). One of the in principle empirical claims of  the 
theory is that people are capable of non-computable  
reasoning and problem solving. The theory proposes that such  
capability results from orchestrated (gravity-induced) objective  
reduction of superposed states in microtubules of some brain  
cells. There is currently no empirical evidence that gravity- 
induced objective state reductions occur, but there may be ways  to 
test the hypothesis in near future (see Hameroff and Penrose  
2014). In any case, the proposed non-computability is clearly a  
feature that would manifest itself in our behavioral expressions  
(we would, for instance, express the correct solutions to some  
non-computable problems).  
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The problem with the theory is that it does not reduce  
phenomenality to the empirically accessible features of the  
proposed objective reductions. Instead, the notions of objective  
state reduction and non-computability are initially defined in  
empirical terms, and it is further postulated that those  
empirically specified phenomena are accompanied by  
phenomenality. “Each action of [objective state reduction] is  
accompanied by a moment of proto-consciousness [...] these  
moments of proto-consciousness are taken to be the primitive  
ingredients of actual full-blown consciousness, when they are  
appropriately orchestrated  together  into a coherent  
whole” (Hameroff and Penrose 2014: 70-71).  

So, while the theory asserts that the effects of the objective  
reduction are accessible in various experimental settings, the as- 
sociated (proto-)phenomenality is not understood as a capacity  to 
produce those effects, but as something that accompanies or  
underlies that capacity. Thus, the credibility problem arises in  the 
exact same manner as it rose in the case of reflexive  
monism: in order to explain the (predicted) observable effects of  
objective reduction in the cases of atoms and thermostats, we  
do not need to consider the (proto-)conscious “feelings” of  
those systems. To be sure, we are allowed to speculate that they  
“feel” something, but such speculations would not lead to any  
empirical predictions. For instance, even if the orchestrated  
objective reduction led to observable non-computable behavior,  the 
associated phenomenality itself would have no distinctive  
behavioral manifestations.      

Hameroff and Penrose (2014: 65) suggest that the  
primitive proto-conscious experiences might be “irreducible,  
fundamental features of ‘Planck scale geometry’, perhaps  
ultimately having a physical role as important to basic physics  as 
those of mass, spin or charge.” And yet, the alleged  
phenomenality of those proto-conscious features makes them  
very  different  from  mass,  spin and charge. Regarding the latter   
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three, science is only interested in their empirical role and  
observable effects – making no claims about their possible  
experimentally undetectable internal natures. There is nothing  
paradoxical about the statement: “Even if mass has some  
empirically impenetrable internal nature, the existence or  
specific character of that nature makes no difference in  
experimental situations or to our empirical theories that contain  the 
notion of mass.” Regarding the proposed fundamental  proto-
consciousness, we are supposed to accept its extra-empirical 
and experimentally undetectable phenomenal nature,  and thus 
the paradox arises: “Experimentally detectable  objective 
reduction of quantum state is phenomenally proto-conscious, 
although if it were not, I would still express the  claim that it 
is (for the alleged phenomenality itself is not  experimentally 
detectable and its possible existence or  nonexistence 
makes no difference in experimental or behavioral  context).”  

If the observable functioning of thermostats and  
“standard” quantum computers can be explained without  
appealing to their phenomenal feelings, so why not the  
observable functioning of a system that performs non- 
computable operations? Regarding all these systems (as well as  
nearly anything), it is logically consistent to assume that they  
have experimentally undetectable phenomenality, but since  
such phenomenality would not be a part of the structure that is  
revealed by the objective experimental methods, the difficult  
question arises: if phenomenality is not manifest in any experi- 
mentally detectable or publicly observable features of the  
world, then how can a publicly observable event such as a  
behavioral act express the existence of phenomenality?  

Similar problems arise also for some other quantum  
consciousness theories. For example, it has been suggested by  
Bohm and Hiley (e.g. 1993) that quantum particles are “guided”  by 
quantum  potential  or  active  information in a manner   
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predicted by quantum theory. Bohm (1989) also proposed that  
the active information guiding, say, an electron might be viewed  as a 
primitive mind-like quality of that electron, although he did  not 
think that electrons have thereby also primitive  
consciousness. Bohm and Hiley (1993) speculated further that  
the ontology of active information could be extended in a  
hierarchical manner, so that quantum fields associated with  
individual electrons are guided by higher order active  
information, and so on (see also Pylkkänen 2007; 2018).  
According to the view, it is reasonable to speculate that the  
information in our (conscious) minds corresponds to a higher  
order active information that guides (via the hierarchical  
structure) large groups of quantum particles and/or fields within  
our brains. Although the quantum theoretical notion of  
hierarchically organized active information does not contain the  
notion of phenomenality, it has been suggested that the content  of 
active information might be proto-phenomenal or proto- 
qualitative (e.g. Pylkkänen 2018). That way our phenomenal  
experiences could be identified with the higher order quantum  
active information in our brains.  

As far as the notion of hierarchically organized active in- 
formation can be formulated in an experimentally approachable  
manner, the existence of active information and its role in our  
consciousness-related behavior remains an empirical possibility  
(and a truly fascinating one, to be sure). Moreover, given the  
powerful impression that our consciousness-related behavior is  
accompanied by phenomenal experiences, the proposal that the  
active information is (proto-)phenomenal by nature is certainly  
appealing. However, the proposal faces the same credibility  
problem that threatened all the other theories discussed above.  If 
the empirically grounded and experimentally approachable  
notion of active information does not commit us to the  
existence of phenomenality, then how could our empirically  
observable  expressive  behavior “say” anything about the   
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existence of such empirically impenetrable phenomenality? If  
the internal phenomenal nature of active information makes no  

observable difference in experimental context, then it makes  
also no difference regarding the observable behavior of  
conscious subjects. Hence, the paradox arises: “The active  
information that guides my conscious behavior is phenomenal  by 
nature, although if it were not, I would still express the claim  that it 
is (for my expressive behavior depends only on the  empirical 
aspect of active information).”  

To sum up, the paradoxical consequences outlined above  do 
not imply that epiphenomenalism (including the implicitly  
epiphenomenalist  fundamental-phenomenality view) is  
internally inconsistent or even that it could not be true. The  
paradox implies only that epiphenomenalism cannot be  
defended in a credible manner. Every attempt to say that  
epiphenomenalism is true entails commitment to the claim that  
such an attempt would be made even if epiphenomenalism  
were not true.  

Presumably, the most straightforward way to avoid the cre- 
dibility problem would be to adopt some “standard” version of  
physicalism (e.g. eliminativism, functionalism, etc.) and reject  the 
notion of fundamental phenomenality. Although physicalism  is 
often accused of denying the obvious – the existence of  
phenomenal experiences – the view can be formulated in a less  
provocative manner. A physicalist may accept the existence of  
phenomenal experiences as long as she maintains that it merely  
seems to us that the experienced phenomenality is irreducible  to 
the causal structures that underlie our behavioral capacities  (e.g. 
Dennett 1988; 1991; 2017; Markkula 2015). Defending  such an 
illusionist position is far from easy, and the  fundamental-
phenomenality view may seem to take consciousness more 
seriously (to use Chalmers’s expression, e.g., 1996).  In any case, 
one of the primary tasks for an eliminative or  reductive 
physicalist    is   to   explain    why   and   how   our   purely   
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physical (i.e., empirically accessible) cognitive apparatus  
generates (behaviorally expressible) beliefs about nonphysical  
(i.e. empirically inaccessible) nature of phenomenality, and as I  
argue in the following section, the implicitly epiphenomenalist  
fundamental-phenomenality theories are not exempted from  
that task either.  
      

3. Chalmers’s response to the paradox of phenomenal   
judgement     

As mentioned in the introduction, the paradox examined in this  
essay (we may call it the credibility paradox) can be viewed as  an 
aspect of the paradox of phenomenal judgement formulated  by 
David Chalmers (1996; 2003b). Just as the fundamental- 
phenomenality theories considered in the previous section,  
Chalmers does not categorize his position as epiphenomena- 
lism (instead, he sees it as a version of monism). According to  his 
view, phenomenality (or protophenomenality) is a  
fundamental feature of the world that underlies the physical  
reality (e.g. Chalmers 1996; 2003a). However, since Chalmers  
maintains that the third-person empirical and experimental  
methods provide no access to the fundamental phenomenality,  
his view is committed to epiphenomenalism in the sense  
understood in this paper: the fundamental phenomenality is an  
epiphenomenon with respect to the empirically accessible  
features of the world (including our behavior).   

In any case, regardless of his rejection of the label,  
Chalmers recognizes that his view lies in the close vicinity of  
epiphenomenalism and inherits its paradoxical consequences.  In 
particular, he is aware that his position entails that “a  
physical explanation of behavior can be given that neither  
appeals to nor implies the existence of [phenomenal]  
consciousness  (Chalmers 1996: 165).”  He  also  admits  that the   
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above is true regarding his own written and uttered sentences  
like “Consciousness cannot be reductively explained” (ibid.).  

According to Chalmers, part of the problem posed by the  
paradox is the counterintuitive feel it provokes in us, but that is  
something we should simply learn to live with, or so Chalmers  
argues. Besides the mere counterintuitiveness, the biggest threat  
Chalmers sees in the paradox concerns our knowledge about  
phenomenality: if phenomenality has no causal influences on  the 
physical basis of our cognitive processes, then how can we  know 
that phenomenality exists? Chalmers’s proposed solution  consists 
in rejecting the causal theory of knowledge, at least in  the case of 
knowledge about phenomenality. Accordingly, our  knowledge 
about the existence of phenomenality is not causally  mediated but 
acquired by immediate acquaintance (we know  that 
phenomenality exists because we are immediately  
acquainted with it) (Chalmers 1996; 2003b). However, while  
addressing the knowledge problem, Chalmers does not  
acknowledge the credibility problem, and his view remains still  
committed to the statements like “I am directly acquainted with  my 
phenomenality, although if I were not, I would still express  the 
claim that I am (by making all the same physical  
movements).”   

The way I see it, there is no way to formulate an (implicitly  or 
explicitly) epiphenomenalist theory in a manner that would  avoid 
the commitments to such paradoxical statements. But  there 
might be a way to argue that this does not nullify the  
informative attempt of epiphenomenalist theories. Put simply, if  
Chalmers is right that our knowledge of the existence of  
phenomenality is provided by the immediate acquaintance,  
then our failures to express or convey that knowledge in an  
informative manner do not impair the knowledge itself. The  
arguments for epiphenomenalism would not inform the receiver  by 
providing her with independent reasons to believe that her  
phenomenality  exists  but  by helping her to notice that she is   
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immediately acquainted with her phenomenality. Thus, the  
arguments would not convince those who are not  
phenomenally conscious, but they should convince us,  
provided that we are phenomenally conscious and acquainted  
with our phenomenality in an immediate manner.     

However, besides the basic claim that phenomenality  
exists, epiphenomenalism contains also a further claim that  
phenomenality is fundamental and irreducible to the  
empirically accessible features of the world. One way to defend  that 
further claim is to offer a general account of empirically  
accessible phenomena, and to argue that our immediately  
acquainted phenomenality does not fit under that description.   

That is exactly how Chalmers approaches the matter. He  
has argued repeatedly that all physical or empirically accessible  
phenomena can be analyzed in terms of structure and  
dynamics, but that consciousness has also qualitative properties  
that are not analyzable in terms of structure and dynamics (e.g.  
Chalmers 1996; 2003a). So, the acquaintance-based defense of  the 
fundamental-phenomenality view can be summarized as  
follows: First, we argue that all empirically accessible features  of 
the world are analyzable in terms of structure and dynamics.  
Second, we argue that we are immediately acquainted with our  
phenomenality as something that is not fully analyzable in  
terms of structure and dynamics. And third, we conclude that  
phenomenality is fundamental in a sense of being irreducible to  
empirically accessible features of the world.   

However, now we must face the new question: how do  we 
know that our phenomenality is not analyzable in terms of  
structure and dynamics? The answer is, presumably, that we are  
immediately acquainted with the irreducibly qualitative and  
thereby nonstructural nature of our phenomenality. In other  
words, we must maintain that we are not only acquainted with  
our phenomenality as something that exists but also as  
something  that is  not fully  structural.  But if so, then the role of   
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the immediate acquaintance must be more complex than  
initially assumed. Not only does it reveal to us that the  
phenomenality exists, but also that the phenomenality is  
irreducibly qualitative and not fully structural – and the letter  
revelation is not simple, but contains, for the very least, the  
implicit notion of the distinction between structural and  
qualitative.     

The above point may seem trivial or purely verbal, but it is  not. 
It shows that in order to support (implicit or explicit) epip- 
henomenalism, the immediately acquainted phenomenality  
must have at least a rudimentary structure (and apparently, that  
rudimentary structure must have some physical basis because it  is 
behaviorally expressible – after all, I am writing about it now).  We 
experience phenomenality as something that is immediately  
present rather than inferred, as something that “does not happen  in 
the dark” (e.g. Chalmers 2003a), as something that has  
irreducibly qualitative features rather than being fully structural,  
etc. Presumably, all those aspects of phenomenality are  
revealed to us directly in our immediate experience. They are  
part of the core structure of that experience. And in line with  
epiphenomenalism, that core structure must corresponds to  
some purely physical (i.e. empirically accessible) structure that  
has influence on our cognitive apparatus when we think or talk  
about phenomenality.   

Virtually all epiphenomenalists (including the proponents  of 
the fundamental-phenomenality view considered in this  essay) 
are willing to admit that since the structural features of  our 
phenomenal experiences can be communicated and  
reported, those structural features must correspond to some  
empirically accessible and causally effective phenomena. And  yet, 
while accepting that, most epiphenomenalists seem to  assume 
that it is still possible to draw, at least in one’s mind or  within 
one’s experience, a clear distinction between the  structural 
features of consciousness and phenomenality itself.   
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What they fail to see, or so I argue, is that the physically  
supported structures have their tentacles deep within the very  
heart of the phenomenality. Whenever we try to convince  
ourselves that we are acquainted with the fundamental and  
irreducibly qualitative phenomenality, we are acquainted with  
something whose irreducibly qualitative and (ironically)  
nonstructural appearance is captured by its basic core structure.  
And just as in the case of more pronounced structures within  
our experiences, those subtle core structures can be also  
expressed and reported – as we do when we talk and write  
about phenomenality as something immediately acquainted,  
irreducibly qualitative, nonstructural, etc.  

The gist of the above idea can be summarized as follows:  
since the thesis of fundamental phenomenality is expressed by  its 
proponents, they must hold that the thesis is not only true but  also 
behaviorally expressible. Such a position implies that the  
empirically accessible processes that are responsible for the  
expressions of the fundamental-phenomenality view must  
somehow capture or convey the truth about phenomenality. But  if 
so, then the supporters of the view must face the same  
essential question that occupies eliminative physicalists: what  
are the physical (i.e. empirically accessible) processes that  
generate the expressible beliefs about phenomenality? In  
addition, the proponents of the fundamental-phenomenality  
view must face the further question: why should those processes  
generate true beliefs about phenomenality?  

While physicalists assume that the impression of the  
existence of fundamental and empirically inaccessible  
phenomenality is an illusion (e.g. Dennett 1991; 2017; Frankish  
2016), epiphenomenalists cannot accept that assumption – nor  do 
they have to. In principle, they may retain their position that  the 
impression of irreducible phenomenality is reliable and  reflects 
the real relationship between the physical  (i.e.  
empirically accessible)   and    the  phenomenal  (i.e. directly   
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experienced). However, in light of the above analysis, it is far  
from clear why should it be reliable. If the defining structure of  
that impression – the core structure that provides the basis for  
the epiphenomenalist position – corresponds to some structure  
within the physical (i.e. empirically accessible) domain, then  why 
should such a purely physical and evolutionarily  
conditioned structure reflect the true relationship between the  
physical and the phenomenal?  

In the present context, it does not help to appeal to a new  
and “revolutionary” physics (that “incorporates” phenomenality)  or 
to a novel understanding of the notion of physical. For as  long 
as being physical entails making a difference in some  
experimental situations (or at least being postulated in order to  
account for some experimental results), the question remains: if  
phenomenality  (as something experienced)  leaves no  
empirically detectable marks on the physical (e.g. measuring  
apparatus or observable behavior), then why should any  
empirically accessible structure within the physical domain  
capture the true relationship between the physical and the  
phenomenal?  

I have no answer to the above question. But I cannot think  of 
a better way to approach it than by adopting the methodological 
framework of eliminative physicalism. On the one hand, if  
eliminative physicalism turns out to be correct and our ideas  
about irreducible phenomenality are profoundly mistaken, then  
would it not be better to learn about the origin and nature of  
our mistake instead of building elaborate metaphysical theories  on 
it? On the other hand, if it happens to be the case that  
epiphenomenalism is true and the relationship between the  
physical and the phenomenal is captured correctly in some  
purely physical (i.e. empirically accessible) structures (due to  
incredible luck or some other reasons we don’t currently  
understand), then what better way to study that relationship  
than by  focusing  on  the  cognitive,  doxastic  (i.e. belief-related)   
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and  functional  aspects of those empirically accessible  
structures?   

Moreover, although epiphenomenalists must reject  
illusionism in its strongest form, they may have to accept some  
illusionist theses. After all, if our basic and intuitive  
understanding of the nature of phenomenality has its roots in  
physically supported core structures of phenomenality, then we  
have no reason to believe that the basic nature of  
phenomenality is revealed to us in an infallibly reliable manner  (the 
idea of infallible reliability of immediate acquaintance is  part of 
the core structure of our experience, not guaranteed to  be true 

by that structure). For instance, what if some freak  
evolutionary accident altered the core structures of our  
experiences so that we became absolutely certain that our  
phenomenality is made of cheese? As a result, our conscious  life 
would remain otherwise the same, only now it would be  
absolutely obvious to us that the internal (and empirically  
inaccessible) natures of our phenomenality and the cheese are  
the same. Clearly, from the fact that the altered phenomenality  
would contain such a belief within its core structure  
(phenomenality as immediately acquainted, as irreducible qua- 
litative, as intrinsically identical with cheese, etc.) would not  
follow that such an altered phenomenality is really made of  
cheese. So, the idea that we can be incorrigibly and infallibly  
certain not only of the existence of our phenomenal  
consciousness, but also about its basic nature, must be illusory.   

In light of the above analysis, what are the explanatory  
prospects of  the  implicitly epiphenomenalist  theories  
considered earlier (reflexive monism, integrated information  
theory, active information theory, orchestrated objective  
reduction theory, and Chalmers’s double-aspect monism)? As far  as 
those theories contain some in principle empirical  
predictions (as at least integrated information theory and the  
quantum  consciousness  theories appear to contain), their   
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prospects and plausibility depend partly on the fate of those  
predictions. But as far as those theories postulate the existence  of 
phenomenality as a fundamental aspect or nature of some (in  
principle) empirically accessible phenomena, they must address  the 
same question that occupies eliminative physicalists: what  are the 
basic cognitive or doxastic structures that give rise to the  impression 
that phenomenality is irreducibly qualitative,  immediately 
acquainted, irreducible to empirically accessible  features of the 
world, etc. As argued above, that question  cannot be avoided 
by simply assuming that those basic doxastic  structures reflect the 
real relationship between the empirically  accessible and 
phenomenally experienced features of the  world. As far as 
those structures depend on some empirically  accessible physical 
phenomena, their origin and nature should  be studied instead 
of honored as a source of infallible  knowledge about the 
fundamental metaphysical nature of the  world.    
 

4. Conclusion        

Understanding and conceptualizing consciousness in terms of  
behavioral capacities has proven to be extraordinarily difficult.  
After the decline of logical behaviorism, there have still been  
some notable efforts (e.g. Dennett 1988; 1991; 2017; Markkula  
2015), but the large majority of consciousness researchers  
remains to be convinced. In the meantime, various versions of  
epiphenomenalism have emerged. Most of those versions do  
not exhibit their epiphenomenalist commitments in an explicit  
manner. Perhaps the most typical indicator of implicit  
epiphenomenalism is the popular idea that phenomenality is a  
fundamental aspect of reality that accompanies certain  
empirically accessible features of the world.   
  The resulting debate between eliminative physicalists  
and implicit epiphenomenalists explores philosophically  
interesting territory,  but  tends  to  overlook the methodologically   
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fertile common ground. Regardless if phenomenality is  
fundamental or not, it is widely presumed (by physicalists and  
epiphenomenalists alike) that the communicable structural  
features of our phenomenal experiences correspond to some  
empirically accessible structures that are responsible for the  
corresponding reports and expressions. And as argued in this  
essay, such empirically accessible structures reach deep into the  
very heart of phenomenality.   

It follows that even if phenomenality has some irreducibly  
qualitative and nonstructural aspects, we think about those  
aspects and believe in the existence of those aspects via some  
subtle cognitive and doxastic structures that are empirically  
accessible. If eliminative physicalists are right, then those basic  
structures are responsible for our profoundly misguided beliefs  
about the nature of our phenomenal experiences. If  
epiphenomenalists are right, then those structures capture the  
real relationship between irreducibly qualitative phenomenality  
and empirically accessible features of the world. Either way, the  
crucial questions for both positions point at the same direction:  
towards the empirically accessible cognitive structures that  
control our expressible thoughts about the nature of  
phenomenal consciousness. Since those structures belong to the  
empirically accessible physical domain, they should be  
approached from the physicalist perspective without appealing  to 
any empirically inaccessible factors – regardless of one’s  
position on the existence of such factors.  

          
 
References   

Bohm, D. 1989. Meaning and Information. In The Search for   
Meaning, ed. P. Pylkkänen. Wellingborough:   
Crucible.     

 

 

 

 

84  



 

 

 

 

Bohm, D. and Hiley, B. J. 1993. The Undivided Universe. An   
Ontological Interpretation of Quantum Theory, London:   
Routledge.   

Chalmers, D. 1996. The Conscious Mind: In Search of a   
Fundamental Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press.   

Chalmers, D. 2003a. Consciousness and its place in nature. In   
The Blackwell guide to philosophy of mind, ed. S. Stich   
and F. Warfield, 247L272. Oxford: Blackwell.  

Chalmers, D. 2003b. The content and epistemology of   
phenomenal belief. In Consciousness: New Philosophical   
Perspectives, ed. Q. Smith and A. Jokic, 220L272. Oxford   
University Press.  

Chalmers, D. 2018. The Meta-Problem of Consciousness.   
Journal of Consciousness Studiers 25 (9-10): 6L61.  

Dennett, D. 1988. Quining Qualia. In Consciousness in Modern   
Science, ed. A. Marcel and E. Bisiach, 42L77. Oxford   
University Press.         

Dennett, D. 1991. Consciousness Explained. Boston: Little,   
Brown.  

Dennett, D. 2017. From Bacteria to Bach and Back: The   
Evolution of Minds. New York: W. W. Norton.  

Frankish, K. 2016. Illusionism as a Theory of Consciousness.   
Journal of Consciousness Studies 23, (11- 12): 11-39   

Hameroff, S., and Penrose, R. 1996. Orchestrated reduction of   
quantum coherence in brain microtubules: a model for   
consciousness. Mathematics and Computers in Simulation   

40 (3-4): 453L480.         
Hameroff, S., and Penrose, R. 2014. Consciousness in the   

universe: a review of the PORCH ORQ theory. Physics of   
Life Reviews 11 (1): 39L78   

Libet, B., Gleason, C. A., Wright, E. W., and Pearl, D. K. 1983.   
Time of conscious intention to act in relation to onset of   
cerebral activity (readiness potential) L the unconscious   
initiation of a freely voluntary act. Brain 106, 623L42.   

 

 
85  



 

 

 

 

Libet, B. 1993. Neurophysiology of Consciousness: Selected   
Papers and New Essays. Boston, MA: Birkhauser.   

Markkula, G. 2015. Answering Questions about Consciousness   
by Modeling Perception as Covert Behavior. Frontiers in   
Psychology 6: 803L815.   

Mele, A. R. 2005. Decisions, intentions, urges, and free will:   
why Libet has not shown what he says he has. In J.   
Campbell, M. OQRourke, and D. Shier (eds.), Explanation   
and Causation: Topics in Contemporary Philosophy.   
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.   

Oizumi, M., Albantakis, L., and Tononi, G. 2014. From the   
phenomenology to the mechanisms of consciousness:   
Integrated information theory 3.0, PLoS Computational   
Biology 10 (5): e1003588.   

Pylkkänen, P. 2007. Mind, Matter and the Implicate Order.   
Berlin and New York: Springer Frontiers Collection.   

Pylkkänen, P. 2018. Quantum theories of consciousness. In The   
Routledge Handbook of Consciousness, ed. R. J. Gennaro,   
Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, s. 216-231     

Schurger, A. 2017. The neuropsychology of conscious volition.   
In The Blackwell Companion to Consciousness, Second   
Edition, ed. S. Schneider and M. Velmans, 695L710.   
Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell.    

Tononi, G., and Koch, C. 2015. Consciousness: Here, there and   
everywhere? Philosophical Transactions of the Royal   
Society B 370: 20140167.     

Tononi, G., Boly, M., Massimini, M., and Koch, C. 2016.   
Integrated information theory: From consciousness to its   
physical substrate. Nature Reviews Neuroscience 17: 450L  

461.     
Velmans, M. 2009. Understanding Consciousness. 2nd ed.   

London: Routledge.     
 

 

 

 

 
86  



 

 

 

 

Velmans, M. 2017. Towards a Deeper Understanding of   
Consciousness: Selected Works of Max Velmans. Andover,   
Oxon: Routledge.  

University of Helsinki, Finland  

kristjan.loorits@helsinki.fi  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
87 

 

mailto:kristjan.loorits@helsinki.fi

