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Introduction
Metaphysical discourse around the underlying nature of reality is considered by many to be a topic 
that has long been put to rest. The view that matter is the fundamental and irreducible substance 
underlying all of reality is so prevalent that it would appear that even raising the issue is commonly 
regarded as inherently unscientific and irrational. However, idealism offers an alternative. 
Understanding that the defining assertion of idealism - that the fundamental and irreducible nature 
of reality is experience – is enough for many materialists to dismiss it immediately, this overview 
attempts to demonstrate that idealism is not just for hippies, mystics and the new-age, nor does it 
require religiosity of the kind that is prevalent in the East; we can get there with the ‘left-brain’. If 
you would prefer a metaphysical system that is more coherent, more parsimonious and more 
plausible than materialism, or simply trust your intuition that the world you inhabit is real, concrete 
and exists outside of your skull, idealism might just be for you too.

Descartes and ‘the hard problem of consciousness’
It’s difficult to understate the influence on Western philosophy of Descartes’ famous 
pronouncement of “dubito, ergo cogito, ergo sum”, approximately “I doubt, therefore I think, 
therefore I am”. Whilst this much celebrated statement fell short of proving the existence of ‘I’, 
which is presupposed, it succeeded in prompting contemplation of the observation that mental 
phenomena are the only thing of whose existence we can be absolutely sure. More importantly, 
Descartes himself provided the motivation for such exploration; his dualist theory of the ‘two 
substances’ of res cogitans (thinking, unextended thing) and res extensa (extended thing) left the 
question of the nature of the relationship between consciousness and the external world.

Whilst it is clear that scientific investigation of res extensa has greatly furthered our understanding 
of it, we are yet to make any inroads on what Chalmers calls ‘the hard problem of consciousness’. 
Distinguished from the ‘easy problems’ such as how the sensory organs function and how 
information is processed, stored and accessed, he asserts that even when we can explain the parts 
and mechanism of the cognitive and behavioural functions, we are still likely to be left with the 
question of why these are accompanied with subjective experience at all and why there is 
‘something it is like to be’ that which experiences. This idea can be explored further with the aid of 
a thought experiment wherein a hypothetical neuroscientist who, despite having conquered their 
field and therefore knowing everything there is to know about the human nervous system, has never
been exposed to colour. If the neuroscientist then encounters a coloured object for the first time, 
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does this provide new information that could not have been acquired through even a complete 
understanding of neuroscience? If consciousness is not merely the sum of its parts, might it be 
irreducible?

Berkeley and ‘immaterialism’
Though elements of idealism are arguably present in the philosophy of Plato and Heraclitus among 
others, Irish philosopher George Berkeley is generally acknowledged to have proposed the first 
modern theory of monistic idealism in the West, which he called ‘immaterialism’. He argued that if 
we consider all of the attributes an object might have to qualify as existing, such as shape, weight 
and colour, these are all attributes that exist within experience. He put forth the proposition that 
something could therefore be said to be non-existent when not possessing any of these, in other 
words not experienced. For Berkeley, that we can return to an object that was temporarily 
unexperienced and have no reason to believe it disappeared in the meantime, such as a tree first 
observed in the spring and then later in the autumn, was evidence that it had continued to exist 
because it was observed by God. 

Of course, Berkeley’s conclusion should be viewed in the context of his motivations for 
immaterialism; he believed that renunciation of materialism was the best antidote to atheism. 
Regardless, Berkeley was able to propose an ontology that put existence within experience, whether
that of man or God, and hence posited that experience is the substrate of all existence, including 
matter. That this theory requires the existence of God is perhaps too great a leap, but as we shall 
see, materialism a similarly requires invocation of a whole new category. More recently, Berkeley’s
assertion of ‘esse is percipi’, or ‘to be is to be perceived’, inspired Karl Popper to coin ‘Berkeley’s 
razor’. Introduced as a tool of reasoning that is more powerful, or sharper, than Occam’s razor, 
Popper proposed that all we ought to discard any explanations that are not perceived.

Kant and ‘transcendental idealism’
David Hume, from his philosophy of empiricism, concluded that experience can teach us that 
something is the case but it cannot teach us that it must be the case. For Hume, empiricism cannot 
teach us universal truths. A priori knowledge, on the other hand, can teach us universal truths about 
the relations between our ideas but cannot provide universal truths about the world. 

Kant argued that there were necessary and universal conditions for how we know what we know 
and that these include pure categories of understanding that cannot be known by reason or sensation
alone. He agreed with Hume on the absence of a priori content but insisted that the mind has a 
priori structure. 

For Kant, sensation requires understanding of space and time, which neither sensation itself nor 
reason can derive. This sensation cannot itself provide experience without synthesis via 
conceptualisation. By this mutual dependence, we know from Kant, and this was known to Jung, 
that thoughts and sensations are in the same ontological class. The framework by which they 
interact constitutes the rules of knowledge itself; we cannot know an object without the rules by 
which we experience an object. That we know with these necessary conditions implies the limit to 
what we can know about them. Since we cannot know without them, we cannot know beyond them.
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Whatever lies beyond the bounds of what is knowable, which Kant called transcendental judgments,
cannot provide knowledge. Inferences about ‘the thing in itself’, whether this is mind, matter or 
anything else, are therefore groundless. However, it is the same structure that creates these bounds 
that compels us to break them, a product of the inexorable relationship between reason and 
sensibility. The function of reason is the unification and categorisation of experience to form our 
principles of knowledge and this search for higher ground necessarily requires inference that goes 
beyond experience. Indeed, well-reported modern psychological evidence demonstrates the 
ubiquity of cognitive biases and a tendency to combine ignorance with confidence.

Materialism versus idealism
The debate between materialism and idealism can, at first glance, be mistaken for two theories that 
are mere mirror images of one another; the former proposes that matter is fundamental and 
irreducible and contains mind whilst the later proposes that it is mind that is irreducible and 
contains mater. However, further inspection makes it clear that materialism requires great leaps of 
faith that idealism do not.

Beyond physics
Any discussion of what lies beyond physics should afford some airtime to physics itself since it is 
physicists that operate on, and attempt to push, that boundary. Whilst an adequate overview the 
current thinking is both beyond the scope of this topic and beyond my own understanding, it is 
noteworthy that empirical investigation of quantum field theory suggest that the scientific principle 
of objective observation may be insurmountably undermined by an apparent causal role of 
observation itself. Whilst this could be seen as a purely methodological issue, perhaps the best 
insights non-physicists can learn from physicists about the limits of our knowledge come their 
understanding not of what we’re yet to know but rather what we cannot know. Many eminent Nobel
laureates have been happy to contribute to this topic and offer a rejection of even the possibility of 
knowledge of a universe outside of mind:

 “There is no quantum world. This is only an abstract physical description. It is wrong to 
think that the task of physics is to find out how nature is. Physics concerns what we can say 
about nature". Niels Bohr

 “As a man who has devoted his whole life to the most clearheaded science, to the study of 
matter, I can tell you as a result of my research about the atoms this much: There is no 
matter as such! All matter originates and exists only by virtue of a force which brings the 
particles of an atom to vibration and holds this most minute solar system of the atom 
together… We must assume behind this force the existence of a conscious and intelligent 
Mind. This Mind is the matrix of all matter.” Max Planck

 “Consciousness cannot be counted for in physical terms, for consciousness is absolutely 
fundamental. It cannot be accounted for in terms of anything else. Quantum physics reveals 
a basic oneness of the universe. Multiplicity is only apparent; in truth; there is only one 
mind.” Erwin Schrödinger
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The new ‘opium of the masses?’
In order to understand the shortcomings on a materialist ontology, we can review its assumptions.

1. Your conscious perceptions exist

2. The conscious perceptions of other living beings, different from your own, also exist

3. There are things that exist independently of, and outside, conscious perception

4. Things that exist outside of conscious perception generate conscious perception

Assumption one, which bears similarity to the aforementioned ‘cogito ergo sum’ of Descartes, is 
uncontroversial. Unless we subscribe to the solipsistic view, the same goes for assumption two; so 
far so good. However, assumption three requires a much more significant leap of faith; it requires 
the postulation of an entire category of existence that, by definition, we do not and cannot have 
direct experience of, an unambiguous violation of Berkeley’s razor.  Assumption four takes an even
greater leap into the unknown, postulating that this entire category of existence, an abstraction of 
consciousness occurring within consciousness, is the cause of consciousness. It hence argues that 
an abstraction is the cause of the concrete. This step is a perversion and inversion of empiricism, 
since empiricism is to infer the unknown from the known rather than to infer the known from the 
unknown. Hence, these great leaps are comparable to those required by theism.

How does idealism compare to materialism?
As stated above, the idea that materialism and idealism are mere mirrors images of one another is 
fallacious. The ontology of idealism only requires assumptions one and two to hold and does not 
require such great leaps into the unknown as in assumptions three and four of materialism. Hence 
idealism is inherently more logically parsimonious and plausible. To be clear, idealism neither 
requires that we refute the existence of matter nor posit that is exists only inside of our conscious 
perception, but rather argues that there is no rational or empirical basis for claims that matter exists 
outside of the ontologically category of mind and certainly no rational or empirical evidence for the
claim that matter is the cause of the ontological class of mind.

Criticisms of idealism
The most common observations and arguments against idealism include:

1. we certainly appear to experience the same world, which is a world with stable laws of 
nature that are clearly outside our conscious volition, suggesting the existence of something 
outside of mind

2. our bodies are separate, and this suggests consciousness must be inherently separate

3. injuries to the brain and exposure to psychoactive substances disrupt consciousness, 
suggesting that the brain generates consciousness

4. processes in consciousness exhibit strong correlations with observed activity in the brain, 
suggesting that the brain, which is composed of matter, is the cause of consciousness

5. there is no empirical evidence for idealism, therefore materialism is the better metaphysical 
system
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Argument one is not evidence for the existence of an ontological class outside of the category of 
consciousness, in the same way that your thoughts being outside my conscious volition is not 
evidence that they exist outside of mind. Idealism does not preclude the regularity of the universe 
but notes that the conclusion that the laws of nature must reside outside of the category of the 
consciousness is unfounded, inflationary and unnecessary. Furthermore, that processes outside of 
our conscious volition can exist within consciousness is well-founded and uncontroversial, with 
dreams, nightmares, hallucinations and even neuroses providing examples.

Argument two erroneously extrapolates from the fact that our bodies are separate to conclude that 
consciousness is separate only with the use of circular reasoning. That consciousness exists only 
within the body is an assumption of materialism and not an assumption of idealism. Hence this 
argument assumes materialism in order to justify materialism, providing an answer by begging the 
question. We cannot use materialism to argue for materialism.

Argument three does not refute idealism since idealism posits that the consciousness is universal 
and irreducible. Hence, under idealism, both injuries to the brain and psychoactive substances exist 
within the category of consciousness. That processes within consciousness can influence other 
processes in consciousness is uncontroversial as we know that our thoughts, within consciousness, 
can influence our emotions, also within consciousness. To argue that brain injuries and 
psychoactive substances are not only outside of individual consciousness, which they clearly are, 
but also outside the category of consciousness, in attempt to refute idealism, is to commit the same 
logical fallacy as in argument two.

Argument four is a manifestation of a common logically fallacy that conflates correlation and 
causation, mistaking the image of a process with the cause of that process. The activity of the brain 
is the extrinsic appearance of processes of consciousness that occur within consciousness. To 
mistake this for evidence of the brain being the cause of consciousness is akin to concluding that 
water is made of ripples. That the brain appears to be a transducer of consciousness and the centre 
of our subjective experience does not mean that it is the cause of all consciousness.

Argument five is fallacious in that it attempts to invoke a standard that materialism itself fails to 
meet. Idealism is not inconsistent with empirical evidence, in large part due to the fact that 
idealism, as a much more cautious metaphysical theory, does not make claims that are 
fundamentally inflationary and untestable. That conscious experience exists is a fact (and also a 
requirement of materialism) and our knowledge of the world is consistent with idealism. In 
additional to uncontroversial evidence of the existence of phenomena outside of conscious volition 
but still inside mind (such as dreams, hallucinations and neuroses), there is also strong empirical 
evidence for phenomena in nature that produce a fragmentation of consciousness such that mind is 
unaware of phenomena occurring in mind, as in dissociated personality disorders. As has been 
established, there is no evidence of a realm of existence that is fundamentally outside of the 
category of consciousness itself, as posited by materialism, and crucially a belief in this hypothesis 
is purely faith-based and fundamentally untestable and unknowable. As the same cannot be said for 
consciousness, which we know to exist, the same cannot be said for idealism.

Alternative theories
It should be noted that materialism and idealism are not the only metaphysical ontologies on the 
menu, though alternatives are not without their drawbacks. The most cautious of all, solipsism, 
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warrants little discussion, since if we don’t grant that the consciousness we experience is present in 
other people, we need not discuss philosophy with each other at all. Cartesian dualism, as discussed
above, leaves the hard problem of consciousness, as do other forms of substance pluralism. The 
proposition that information is the underlying substrate has been posited, but this can be argued to 
be incoherent in its claims wherein it is not clear if this is rebadged idealism or suffers the same 
problem of inflationary reliance on abstraction as materialism. 

Sometimes confused with idealism, panpsychism posits that all matter is conscious, rather than 
matter is in consciousness as in idealism. Bottom-up panpsychism offers a route around the hard 
problem of consciousness inherent in the orthodox materialist view that matter creates 
consciousness but is compatible with materialism and its core claim that matter is irreducible. 
Beyond parsimony, panpsychism faces its own problems, notably around how subjects, their 
qualities and their structures combine to yield human consciousness. Cosmo-psychism on the other 
hand posits the universe as a whole to have consciousness wherein it is the bearer of consciousness 
rather than being in consciousness. Beyond the decomposition problem, the requirement for there to
be something beyond consciousness makes this theory inflationary.

Must we do away with materialism?
We should approach metaphysical explanations with the same rigour we hope to apply elsewhere, 
and Occam’s razor proves useful here. The path to truth can be informed by looking for the simplest
explanation, the explanation that requires the fewest assumptions, that fits the facts. Alternatively, 
we can ask ourselves if we believe that universe is real, concrete and existing outside our heads, 
rather than believe that it merely exists as representations inside our skull, manifested by our brain 
in response to an unknowable abstract realm. If either of these approaches are taken, it is idealism, 
not materialism, that is the superior explanation for the underlying nature of reality and we must 
conclude that the idea that matter is the fundamental and irreducible substrate of the universe is an 
unnecessary, inflationary and ultimately bad idea. That matter exists within 
mind/consciousness/experience (albeit not the kind we experience ourselves but rather of the 
intuitive kind proposed by Kant that is without sensibility or reason) is the only acceptable 
conclusion we can obtain if are maintain concordance with elementary principles of ontology, 
epistemology and logic else we challenge these instruments themselves.

Some prompts for discussion:

- Why is materialism so prevalent?
- Is materialism indefensible or is there still a case to be made?
- Is idealism a satisfactory ontology?
- What might be the wider implications of beliefs in, or truths of, these contrasting ontologies?
- Can we or should we look beyond parsimony?
- Can we get around the ‘hard problem’?
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Online resources:

 Patterson in Pursuit: “A Consciousness-Only Ontology” with Bernardo Kastrup
http://steve-patterson.com/ep-98-a-consciousness-only-ontology-dr-bernardo-kastrup/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KuYeNKEGgAs

 The Consciousness Podcast: “Consciousness, Idealism and Baloney” with Bernardo 
Kastrup
https://theconsciousnesspodcast.com/episode-16-consciousness-idealism-and-baloney-with-
dr-bernardo-kastrup/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_WSI26alMPw

 TED: “How do you explain consciousness?” – with David Chalmers
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uhRhtFFhNzQ

 “Top 10 Materialist Fallacies” with Bernardo Kastrup
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2m7BxlWlvzc
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