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Richard Bright: Can we begin by talking about your background? What made you take up 

philosophy, and also your particular interest in consciousness? 

Philip Goff: I’ve always been obsessed with philosophical questions for as long as I can remember. 

When I was 8 or 9 years old, I used to think I wanted to be a physicist because I was obsessed by 

time and space and black holes. But, I think as I got older, I realised that the kind of questions I’m 

interested in are more general and abstract than the kind of questions scientists dealt with. I’m 

really fascinated by how different things we believe in fit together, how what we know about the 

world scientifically fits together with what we know about consciousness, or what we know about 

value or meaning; how everything we believe in fits together, or hopefully fits together in one 

unified picture of the world. That’s what I’m really interested in, that’s my primary philosophical 

drive, to try and fit those kinds of things together. As John Searle put it, ‘Try and see how everything 

hangs together.’ 

RB: Do we need to radically rethink our understanding of matter in order to understand, or explain 

consciousness? 

PG: Yes. One kind of approach that’s popular in philosophy of the mind is to think that the only way 

to make progress on consciousness is just to do more neuroscience; that’s the only legitimate way 

forward. I call this ‘neuro-fundamentalism.’ The idea is, there is some mystery here, but we just need 

to study the brain in ever more detail, and eventually the mystery will dissipate. I think this is rooted 

in an over-simplistic view of science, as though all science is just about doing the experiments and 

reading off the data, whereas, if you think about many of our most important scientific 

breakthroughs, they were a matter of radically re-conceptualising our picture of the universe. If you 

think of the move from special relatively, from thinking of space and time as distinct things and 

thinking of a unified space-time, that kind of radical re-conceptualisation or, in general relativity, 

thinking of gravity as a force like Newton thought of it, to thinking of gravity as resulting from the 

curvature of space-time. I think it’s these kinds of imaginative leaps that really move us forward. I 

guess my hunch, and why I’m opposed to the neuro-fundamentalists, is that progress in 

consciousness is more likely to come from radically re-conceptualising how we think about the mind, 

how we think about the brain and the connections between them. I think that’s why there’s a key 

role there for philosophy, to re-think how we are thinking about these things. 

RB: With this this great search for neural correlates, there’s one argument that says that they will all 

be found, and others saying, ‘Well, ok there’s a lot but we will get there’ 

PG: Of course, that is very important. I certainly don’t want for a second to underrate the 

importance of neuroscience and the wonderful developments in neuroscience over the last seventy 

years. Finding neural correlates in consciousness is important. But, I think what neuroscience gives 

us are, precisely, correlations. Neuroscientists can look in our brains and discover when people are in 

brain state X they feel pain, I mean that’s ludicrously over-simplified… or when they are in brain 

state X or Y, they feel a certain way. Neuroscience can tell us which brain states go with which 

conscious states, but I think that still leaves the explanatory question wide open of, why is it that 

these brain states go with these conscious states? Is it identity? Can one be explained in terms of the 

other? I think the neuroscience, as crucial as it is, leaves the explanatory question wide open. My 



hunch is that to make real progress on that, there’s a real role for philosophy to change how we are 

thinking about these things. 

RB: You are against physicalism, as you’ve mentioned before, why is this? What do you consider to 

be the alternative? 

PG: These words can be defined in different ways. One I’m opposed to is the view that physical 

sciences can give us a complete picture of reality. I think it’s a view that’s very pronounced in the 

public mind as well as amongst many philosophers and scientists. I think we have the idea that, 

before the scientific revolution, people were just trying to guess what reality was like. Since the 

scientific revolution, we’ve really found a method that works. Now physicists are on their way to 

giving us a complete story of the fundamental nature of space and time and matter. We’re not quite 

there yet; our best theory of the very big doesn’t fit with our best theory of the very small. But, I 

think in the public mind, we have this idea that one day physicists will iron out these difficulties and 

give us a complete picture of the fundamental nature of reality, and that will be the end of it. 

Essentially, there are two difficulties with this view, which I call the “austerity problem” and the 

“consciousness problem”. The austerity problem is, once you reflect upon the kind of information 

that we get from the physical sciences about matter, you discover that actually, the physical sciences 

are only really telling us what matter does, not what it is. For example, if you think about what 

physics tells us about an electron, it tells us that an electron has mass. How does it characterise 

mass? Very roughly, things with mass attract other things with mass, and resist acceleration; so 

that’s how we characterise mass. Or, electrons have negative charge. How does physics characterise 

negative charge? Things with negative charge attract things with positive charge, and repel things 

with negative charge. This is an over-simplification, but the information we get from physics is all a 

matter of how electrons behave, what they do. It doesn’t really tell us what an electron really is, in 

and of itself, independently of its behaviour. This is a problem before we even get to consciousness. 

We find we have a problem that physics, and the physical sciences more generally – chemistry and 

neuroscience – can’t be giving us this complete picture of reality, because they really are only 

focusing on what matter does, not what it is.  

I think this is why the physical sciences have been so successful, because, from Galileo onwards, it’s 

just focused on describing the behaviour of matter; trying to construct mathematical models that 

can accurately predict how matter behaves. Of course, this is very useful information. If you have 

rich information about how matter behaves, then you can manipulate it in all sorts of extraordinary 

ways; from lasers and hairdryers to putting men on the moon; it’s all incredibly important. But, I 

don’t think any of that’s telling us what matter is, it’s merely limiting itself to telling us what matter 

does; it’s always going to be a limited picture of reality. So, that’s a problem before we even get to 

consciousness.  

Then of course, the more well known problems, the consciousness problem, I think we now have 

pretty strong grounds for thinking that the physical sciences alone simply cannot account for the 

existence of subjective experience; feelings, emotions, visual/auditory experiences. So, we have a 

choice. We either say, ‘conscious experience doesn’t exist,’ or we say, ‘There must be more to reality 

than we are getting from the physical sciences.’ I don’t find the first option very plausible. The thing 

we are most certain of is the existence of conscious subjective experiences, each of us in our own 

case. So, for this reason, we’ve got very strong grounds for thinking there must be more to reality 

than what we get from an exclusive focus on physical sciences. Does that make sense? 

 



RB: I like your analogy with physics and particle physics; it all depends on what question you ask. If 

you ask a wave-like question, you get a wave-like answer. If you ask a particle-like question, you get 

a particle-like answer. That’s a simplification, but it goes down to, as you say, how matter behaves, 

rather than what it is. 

PG: Yes, giving us mathematical models to predict the behaviour of matter. I think there is in the 

public mind, a quite natural view that, ‘Oh, it’s going so well! We’ve produced this extraordinary 

technology, getting consensus. That must be because it’s telling us the nature of reality!’ There 

arises in you a desire to put your metaphysical faith it. But, I think ironically, the reason why it’s 

going so well is because, from Galileo onwards, it was always a limited enterprise; it was always 

restricted to describing the behaviour of matter, rather than what it is. I think that Galileo and 

Newton were quite clear on this, but at some point that’s been lost and we’ve moved to thinking it’s 

giving us this complete picture. For example, I don’t think Galileo would be surprised that we have a 

hard problem with consciousness. I think he would say, ‘Well, I started natural philosophy – what 

became physics – I started it off by taking consciousness out of the picture!’ So, it’s not surprising 

that when we get to the 21st century we can’t account for consciousness in its terms.  

I’d say there are fundamentally two approaches to consciousness, which I call a ‘brain first 

approach’, and a ‘consciousness first approach’. So, on the brain first approach, we start with the 

idea that it’s the brain that we understand, through neuroscience; that’s the thing we’ve really got a 

grip on. What we have to do then is squeeze consciousness into that reality. I think that was the 

dominant approach in the twenty first century. The problem with this approach is it inevitably ends 

up redefining consciousness. I think that’s what we’ve found in the last seventy years: that you start 

off with a subjective feeling of pain and you try and squeeze it into the brain, but no one has found a 

way of making it fit. So what you do is you redefine pain in behavioural terms, for example; that’s a 

very common strategy. You say, to be in pain is to behave in a ‘pained’ way; very roughly, screaming 

and running away when your body is damaged. Then, suddenly the problem looks easier. It looks like 

we’ve got some hope of explaining, in terms of brain processes, why people behave in a pained way. 

It’s incredibly difficult obviously, but it’s a project we can make progress on. But the problem is 

we’ve changed the subject. We’re no longer talking about the inner subjective feeling of pain; we’re 

now talking about pain behaviour. So, with this brain first approach, I don’t think anyone’s ever 

found a way of doing it without redefining consciousness.  

The consciousness first approach, which I favour, turns this on its head. You start with the idea that 

consciousness is the thing we understand. You know what pain is when you feel it. Conscious states 

are just feelings, and you know what feelings are when you feel them. So, we start with the idea that 

consciousness is the reality that we understand, and we take it as given. We don’t redefine it, or try 

to do away with it. Rather, we build our picture of matter, of the brain, and matter more generally, 

around what we know about consciousness. Actually, this isn’t a new approach; it was first proposed 

by Bertrand Russell in 1927 in his book The Analysis of Matter, and independently by the scientist 

Arthur Eddington in his Gifford Lectures in 1928. But, it didn’t fit with the zeitgeist of the twentieth 

century, which was fixated on the brain first approach. And so it just got completely forgotten about. 

You don’t learn it in undergraduate courses in philosophy of mind, for example. But, it’s recently 

been rediscovered by philosophers and there’s a lot of interesting things coming out. This is where I 

think there’s a really exciting possibility, with rediscovering this ‘consciousness first approach’, of 

making progress on this. We’re in exciting times. I just wish we had done it in the 1930’s! 

RB: Behaviourism not only side-stepped, but ignored consciousness altogether! 

 



PG: Exactly! For a long time it was a taboo subject; it was seen as magical and mystical. Probably 

David Chalmer’s book, The Conscious Mind in 1996 was an important part of making it acceptable to 

talk about consciousness again. So, yes, it’s been a slow process of getting it acceptable to talk 

about. In a way, I think we’ve wasted a lot of time! We’ve wasted a lot of time trying to pursue 

science in way that really affectively denied the existence of consciousness. We really haven’t 

started this project of taking both science and consciousness seriously: starting from the datum that 

consciousness is not something we’re going to redefine, but trying to pursue a unified picture of the 

world which can accommodate both this datum and the data of neuroscience and the other physical 

sciences. I really think we haven’t started that project. I think we can be quite optimistic that if we 

just get on with that project, that there could be positive results. 

RB: You mentioned David Chalmers, which brings me on to my next question: Recent debates on the 

“hard problem” of consciousness has once again brought up panpsychism into discussion. What is 

your view on panpsychism? 

PG: I’m very sympathetic. It seems to me the most natural way of spelling out this “consciousness 

first approach”. If you’re trying to pursue physicalism, then it doesn’t make any sense at all. If you’re 

in the mindset that the physical sciences are giving us a complete picture of reality, are on their way 

to giving us a complete picture of reality, then panpsychism is completely implausible. From that 

starting point, it’s completely implausible because physics doesn’t seem to be giving us a picture of a 

universe filled with consciousness. But things look very different if your starting point is different, if 

you start from the idea that consciousness is the thing we really understand, and that in fact the only 

thing we really know about the intrinsic nature of matter is that some of it, i.e, the stuff in brains, 

involves consciousness; the rest of it we are completely in the dark about (so, this is Bertrand 

Russell’s and Arthur Eddington’s starting point in 1927). We know a lot about how it behaves. 

Eddington said that matter for us is just the readings on dials; we know how it effects our 

instruments, how it behaves, but, as to its intrinsic nature we know nothing at all except that the 

stuff in brains involves consciousness.  

Now, when that’s your starting point, the most simple, elegant, parsimonious hypothesis is that the 

intrinsic nature of matter outside our brains is continuous with the intrinsic nature of matter inside 

our brains; namely, in having a consciousness involving nature. Eddington said it was ‘silly’ to 

suppose otherwise! I think actually, that the datum of consciousness supports panpsychism in 

something like the way the datum of Lorentz invariance supports special relativity. We know that 

whenever you measure the speed of light, it appears to be the same in all frames of reference. That 

does not entail the theory of special relativity; there is a Lorenzian alternative that some 

philosophers still cling to because they don’t like the implications of special relativity. But it seems 

that special relativity is the most elegant, simple, parsimonious theory that fits the data of Lorentz 

invariance, and that’s why most people go for it. In the same way, panpsychism is the most simple, 

elegant theory of matter that is consistent with the data of consciousness. It’s not something we 

know for certain to be true, and I think it’s very early days on consciousness – I think we’ve got a 

long way to go – but, at this stage of our knowledge, panpsychism looks to be the most plausible 

option.  

Another analogy with special relativity: it’s kind of bonkers, it doesn’t fit with commonsense, which 

is why some philosophers don’t like it. But from a theoretical point of view it’s more elegant; it’s a 

good general principle to go with theoretical virtue and elegance, rather than commonsense. I think 

the same thing about panpsychism. Maybe it doesn’t fit with commonsense, but from a theoretical 

perspective it looks to be the most satisfying view. In academic philosophy it’s getting taken more 

and more seriously. In neuroscience, you still do get some laughter, but why should fit with common 



sense have any bearing on these matters? The idea that we’re evolved from apes didn’t fit the 

common sense of the time, or the idea that the earth goes around the sun rather than vice versa. So 

the fact that panpsychism doesn’t fit with how most Western people at the moment tend to think 

about reality I don’t think has much bearing. 

RB: You could say the same with quantum mechanics, it doesn’t fit commonsense at all! 

PG: Exactly! Since you’ve raised quantum mechanics, I feel a bit the same about the “many worlds” 

interpretation of quantum mechanics. In a way, it’s the interpretation which is most counter to 

commonsense, but the advantage of it is that it gets rid of the theoretical weakness of the 

measurement problem: that in other interpretations it looks like measurement is somehow 

influencing nature, which is really theoretically weird. You get rid of that problem with the many 

worlds interpretation. The same principle applies in all these cases: special relativity, the many 

worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics and panpsychism; they’re sort of bonkers in terms of 

commonsense, but they’re extremely theoretically satisfying. So I think that’s a good reason to go 

for them. 

RB: William James proposed that the mind should be studied, not only in terms of behaviour and 

brain functions, but should also include introspection. Scientists have taken up the first two very 

keenly, but have been reluctant to take up the method of introspection. Recently, the practice of 

what is known as “contemplative science”, based on Eastern philosophies and Buddhism, and two 

and a half thousand years of contemplatives, have called for a coming-together of contemplative 

and scientific methods of enquiry. How might science and contemplative practice collaborate in the 

study of consciousness? Do you see any benefits in the collaboration? 

PG: I think this is closely connected to what I was describing as the ‘consciousness first approach’. 

The 20th century was effectively taking the only source of data to be third-person empirical data; 

what we know from experiments and observations; what you can know from public observation. I’m 

inclined to think there is another source of data. Each of us knows in our own case of the certain 

reality of pleasures, pains, emotions, and that can’t be defined away. If we’re going to have a 

complete theory of reality, then that subjective experience that each of us knows in our own case 

has to be accommodated. You can understand people not wanting to deal with it, because it makes 

things messier when things aren’t straightforwardly observable from a third-person perspective. You 

can’t look inside someone’s brain and see their consciousness; you have to rely on reports. There are 

difficulties about how you can inter-subjectively confirm that two people are having the same kind 

of conscious experience. I think things do inevitably get more speculative when you take this source 

of data seriously.  

I had long arguments with Daniel Dennett who said, “What’s your research programme? How do you 

possibly proceed with proper science when you are taking this bizarre, ineffable source of data 

seriously?” But, that’s the reality of the human situation; if we ignore consciousness, pretend it 

doesn’t exist, then science will be more straightforward and things will go easier. We can if we 

choose just work with publicly accessible data, pretending it’s all we have. But, as long as we accept 

that consciousness does exist and we want a complete theory of reality, then, that’s not good 

enough. We’re going to have to somehow bring together these two sources of data.  

As I’ve said, I don’t think this project has really got off the ground yet. I think, “How is this going to 

be done?” What we have to do, basically, is take the data we have from natural science, from 

empirical methods, the data of consciousness, this reality we know to exist, and try and look for the 

most simple, elegant, theoretically satisfying hypothesis that fits both sources of data. We haven’t 



really started that project. It will be slightly more speculative than straightforward empirical science. 

It might be that, at the end of the enquiry, we have a range of options and there’s little to choose 

between them. Alternately, it might be that we hone in on one option. But, I think we have grounds 

to be optimistic if we just get on with it and see where it goes.  

People despair at metaphysics in contrast to science which seems to have been going very well. 

Metaphysics, in it’s two thousand year history, doesn’t seem to have gone anywhere. However, I’m 

inclined to think that we haven’t really started yet! 

Maybe we need a natural science to be in a certain state of maturity before we start doing proper 

metaphysics. That hasn’t really been that long. We’ve had five hundred years or so of natural 

science, and for a lot of that history you’ve had opposition to metaphysics. Basically, Kant and Hume 

were opposed to metaphysics as it’s traditionally understood. Then in the 20th century you’ve got 

profound – as we’ve already discussed – denial of the reality of consciousness, and denial of the 

possibility of metaphysics. I don’t think we’ve been in a position in the whole of history where we’ve 

had mature natural science and philosophers and scientists coming together and saying, “Look, 

we’re going to take the data of natural science, but we’re also going to take the irreducibility of 

consciousness, and we’re going to try and have our best guess at how they both fit together.” I don’t 

think that project’s ever really been done in a systematic way. That’s why I’m hopeful; I think we 

haven’t really begun.  

I sometimes refer to this as the post-Galilean epoch! This is the over-the-top epilogue to my book! 

You can divide the history of metaphysics into three epochs: There’s the pre-Galilean epoch for 

natural science when we were just trying to get everything at once. Then, from Galileo onwards, the 

natural scientists hone in on just trying to describe the causal structure of reality: how matter 

behaves. This more limited project has gone very well, and has led to great consensus and 

extraordinary technology. But it was never part of its remit to tell us what matter is, only what it 

does. Then, in the post-Galilean epoch, what we do is take the results of mature natural science, and 

we also take the reality of conscious experience, and we see if we can bring them both together. 

RB: And, this is your forthcoming book, which has that intriguing title, Consciousness and 

Fundamental Reality. Would you like to say any more about this? 

PG: It’s divided into two halves. One half is arguing against physicalism, that it’s inadequate for the 

two reasons I’ve already given; the austerity problem, that the physical sciences don’t really tell us 

anything about matter other than what it does; and also that they can’t account for consciousness. 

That’s the rough idea, but the philosophical arguments get all fiddly and complicated. Then, the 

second half is the positive project of exploring this “consciousness first”, the Russell-Eddington 

approach that was neglected for so long, and trying to develop that predominantly in a panpsychist 

direction. So, that’s the two; a negative part and a positive part. 

RB: We’ve actually come back to the question we had at the beginning, which is, is consciousness 

fundamental? I assume what you’re saying is that, ‘yes, it is fundamental in the sense of that is how 

we should consider it, as fundamental for our approach to understanding it.’ 

PG: Not necessarily. I think the reality of consciousness should be taken as a basic source of data; it’s 

a source of data about reality that we cannot ignore. I also think that you cannot account for it in 

terms of what we know about from the physical sciences. But, that leaves open the possibility that 

there could be some other way of explaining consciousness in more fundamental terms. Some 

panpsychists think, for example, that human consciousness might be explained in terms of more 



basic forms of consciousness. That would be a sense in which human consciousness at least was not 

fundamental: it’s explicable in terms of more basic forms of consciousness.  

Panpsychism isn’t the only way of pursuing this Russell-Eddington consciousness first approach; 

Russell himself wasn’t quite a panpsychist. Some people think that there are some properties that 

are not themselves forms of consciousness, some aspects of reality that are not themselves forms of 

consciousness, but nor are they physical properties of the kind we find in natural science. There’s 

some third kind of property that is somehow suited to explain consciousness; the view is sometimes 

called “neutral monism”. There’s a third kind of aspect of reality that explains both the physical 

aspect of reality and consciousness. So, when I talk about this consciousness first approach, I guess 

I’m meaning to be open to all of these options.  The basic starting point is that the reality of 

consciousness is a datum in its own right, in addition to the data we get from natural science; the 

data of consciousness is something in its own right 

One thing that I’m doing in the book is articulating this very general approach. It’s become known in 

philosophy as “Russellian monism”, because of the influence of Russell. There’s a collection of essays 

with Oxford University Press, about to come out in the next couple of months, specifically on 

Russellian monism. It basically combines the idea that physics isn’t necessarily incomplete, because 

it only tells us what things do –it doesn’t tell us their intrinsic nature –and the idea that the physical 

sciences  an’t account for consciousness. But, you can take the general Russellian monism approach 

in a number of directions, e.g. panpsychism or neutral monism.. My own favoured preference is 

panpsychism, that seems to be the most plausible view. But the general approach can go in a 

number of directions. The main thing I want to articulate is the general approach. I want people to 

get on with pursuing, in an inter-disciplinary manner, this general approach. It’s getting more and 

more known about and talked about in philosophy, but it’s still a minority view – a lot of 

philosophers still haven’t heard of it – and in neuroscience, and science more generally, it’s perhaps 

practically unknown. I’m interested in rediscovering this Russellian approach and trying to encourage 

people to get on with it and start theory-building, start the research programme. 

RB: This ties in with the question I asked about contemplative practice, which has been a very 

rigorous practice of two and a half thousand years and various books. One of the things the Buddhist 

Abhidhamma does is use consciousness as a data, and then analyses it and takes it apart in various 

levels of consciousness. There is also the idea that human consciousness arises from a substrate or 

primordial consciousness. Western philosophies have kind of ignored this saying, ‘That’s too 

subjective.’ But, it’s actually a very rigorous practice.  

PG: William James was doing similar things in the 19th century using introspection and we sort of 

got side tracked in the 20th century. I’m prone to think that it’s just something to do with the 

visceral effect technology has on our thinking. Technology is so impressive - what we can do with it - 

that it causes to arise in one a sense that, ‘I want to put my faith in this method that’s produced 

technology. I want to put my metaphysical faith in that.’ I think, one day, we’ll look back on the 20th 

century and think, ‘How on earth did people get into this mindset of effectively denying the 

existence of consciousness.’ I’m inclined to think20th century madness is something to do with that; 

it’s something to do with the powerful effect technology has on us. But that’s just a speculation! 


