
# The Challenges 
 

*Reference document, Iconism Theory project. A map of the standing 

challenges to any theory of consciousness, the thinker and the 

question behind each, and a first-cut statement of where the 

framework stands. This is not a thread document: it does not 

develop the theory, it inventories the opposition and points to 

the working document that carries each full reply. It exists so 

that the Iconism paper's engagement-with-the-literature section 

has a single map to work from, and so that no challenge gets 

answered by accident or missed by oversight.* 

 

*Each entry has the same shape: the thinker and the name of the 

challenge; the question in plain terms; the framework's response 

in one paragraph; and a pointer to where the full treatment lives 

(or a flag that it is still a gap). Where the framework's answer 

is genuinely incomplete, the entry says so. An honest "we do not 

settle this" is worth more than a confident answer the corpus 

cannot yet support.* 

 

*Sources: `icon_dynamics.md` (the substrate document), 

`Philosophical_Log_v6.docx`, and the diary corpus as inventoried 

in `iconism_file_inventory_v006.md`. Citations are by diary 

number and by section of the substrate document.* 

 

 

## How the challenges divide 

 

The challenges fall into three groups, and the framework's posture 

differs across them. 



 

The **interaction and emergence** challenges ask how mind and 

matter can be related at all — whether an immaterial mind could 

move a material body (Elizabeth), and whether experience could 

emerge from the non-experiential without either magic or 

panpsychism (Strawson, the British Emergentists). These the 

framework meets head-on; they are, in a sense, its home ground, 

because the layered-emergence-on-one-substrate picture and the 

wave-function-constraint account of downward causation are built 

precisely to answer them. 

 

The **explanatory-gap** challenges ask why physical facts, however 

complete, seem to leave experience unexplained — the gap itself 

(Levine), the felt mystery (Chalmers's Hard Problem), the modal 

intuition that mind and brain could come apart (Kripke), the 

subjectivity that a third-person science seems to miss (Nagel), 

and the knowledge that physical description seems to omit 

(Jackson). Here the framework has a single move that it applies 

across all of them — the indiscernibility-of-icon-and-world 

account, which relocates the gap from a gap-in-nature to a 

gap-in-our-way-of-describing — and the work is to apply that move 

cleanly to each and to be honest about the residue. 

 

The **deflationary and scientific** challenges come from the 

other direction: that there is no hard problem, only the illusion 

of one (Dennett, Frankish, and the meta-problem), or that 

consciousness is a measurable physical quantity already 

(Integrated Information Theory, Global Workspace Theory). Against 

the illusionists the framework is a realist and owes an account of 

why the illusion move over-reaches; against the scientific 

theories it is a competitor and owes a clean statement of where it 



agrees and where it diverges. 

 

A fourth, smaller group — the challenges the framework **notes but 

does not try to solve** — closes the document. These are problems 

that belong to positions the framework does not hold (the 

combination problem belongs to panpsychism) or that assert the 

framework's project is impossible (mysterianism). For these the 

honest posture is to locate them, say why they are not the 

framework's burden, and leave them. 

 

 

## Group 1 — Interaction and emergence 
 

### Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia — the Interaction Problem 

 

**The question.** How can an immaterial mind physically impact a 

material body? If mind and matter are distinct substances, no 

account of their interaction seems available: the mental has no 

place to push, the physical no handle to be pushed by. Elisabeth 

put this to Descartes in 1643 and got no satisfactory answer; the 

question has been the standing objection to substance dualism ever 

since. 

 

**The framework's response.** The question dissolves rather than 

gets answered, because the framework is not substance dualism. 

There are not two substances; there is one substrate — Virtualism's 

relationships-between-virtual-wholes — layered into three levels of 

fact about it: the material brain, the firing patterns, and the 

icons-and-mind. Mind does not stand outside the physical and reach 

in; the mind layer is a layer of fact *about* the very same 

substrate the brain is a layer of fact about. Downward causation is 



not one substance pushing another; it is the contribution that 

facts at the icon layer make to the wave functions that the brain's 

quantum events resolve under (`icon_dynamics.md` §5). Elisabeth's 

question is the right question to put to substance dualism, and it 

has no answer there — which is why substance dualism is wrong. Asked 

of the framework, it asks about an interaction that does not occur, 

because there are no two substances to interact. 

 

**Where it lives.** `icon_dynamics.md` §8 (the whole section is the 

answer). Substrate-level; settled. 

 

 

### Galen Strawson — the case for panpsychism from emergence 

 

**The question.** Strawson's *Realistic Monism* (2006) presses a 

dilemma on any physicalist who is not a panpsychist. Either 

experience emerges from the wholly non-experiential — which 

Strawson calls brute emergence and regards as the most implausible 

claim in the history of philosophy, an emergence of something from 

nothing that is no better than magic — or experience is present, in 

some form, all the way down in the physical. If you reject brute 

emergence and you reject dualism, Strawson argues, you are driven to 

panpsychism: experience must be a fundamental feature of matter, 

because there is nowhere else for it to have come from. 

 

**The framework's response.** The framework takes the third option 

Strawson's dilemma suppresses: structured emergence that is neither 

brute nor panpsychist. Strawson is right that brute emergence is 

unacceptable — emergence as inexplicable addition, to be received 

with what Samuel Alexander called natural piety, is exactly what the 

framework refuses. But the framework's emergence is not brute: it is 



the forced resolution of a generative paradox, where internal 

resource and external constraint cannot both be sustained at the 

prior level and a new relational fact is the only available 

resolution (`Philosophical_Log_v6` *Emergence*; `icon_dynamics.md` 

§2). The new fact does not float free of the level below; it is 

precisely what that level requires in order to be coherent. So the 

framework agrees with Strawson against the brute-emergentist, and 

agrees with him that consciousness is in some sense fundamental 

(it shares this with Nagel's *Mind and Cosmos*), but it does not 

need to scatter proto-experience through every electron to get 

there. Experience emerges where the configuration forces an icon — 

where parts compose a whole whose virtual wholeness is 

indiscernible from a worldly whole — and not before. This is a 

genuine positioning opportunity, not merely a defence: the 

framework occupies precisely the ground Strawson's dilemma claims 

is empty. 

 

**Where it lives.** `icon_dynamics.md` §2 (layered emergence) and 

the eventual `ai_and_sentience.md` (why pattern-without-the-right- 

substrate does not suffice). The substrate document carries the 

core; the panpsychism-specific positioning is a paper-level note. 

Largely settled, framing to sharpen. 

 

 

### The British Emergentists and Whitehead — emergence as brute, or as process 

 

**The question.** Two historical positions frame the emergence 

debate the framework inherits. The British Emergentists (Mill, 

Lewes, Lloyd Morgan, Alexander, Broad) held that emergence is real 

and irreducible but offered no mechanism — Broad's mathematical 

archangel could know every fact about atoms and still not predict 



the smell of an onion or the colour red. Whitehead's process 

philosophy offered a richly mechanised alternative in which 

completed occasions achieve "objective immortality," saved forever 

as data for subsequent occasions. 

 

**The framework's response.** To the Emergentists: the framework 

supplies the mechanism they declined to give. Where Alexander said 

*accept emergence with natural piety*, the framework says *here is 

why it is forced* — the resource-constraint paradox and its 

singular resolution. Where Broad said the archangel cannot predict 

the smell of onion, the framework says the smell *is* the 

indiscernibility of the brain's onion-icon with the worldly onion, 

and the archangel's failure is a failure to look in the right place: 

the relevant fact is relational, not atomic (this is also, note, the 

framework's reply to Jackson's Mary, below). To Whitehead: the 

eternal-facts claim ("facts replicate without loss; eternal once 

obtained") is a close cousin of objective immortality, and a reader 

who knows Whitehead will see the family resemblance — but the 

framework has no God as principle of order and no lure toward the 

future; the ordering is the structural consequence of paradox-driven 

emergence alone. 

 

**Where it lives.** `Philosophical_Log_v6` (*Virtualism in the 

lineage of emergence-thinking*) has both positionings already 

drafted. Paper-level self-positioning; settled in substance. 

 

 

## Group 2 — The explanatory gap 
 

### Joseph Levine — the Explanatory Gap 

 



**The question.** Levine (1983) gives the sharpest and most 

defensible version of the anti-physicalist worry, and it is the 

parent of Chalmers's Hard Problem. Grant, for argument, that pain 

just *is* a certain brain state. The identity still leaves an 

*explanatory* residue that ordinary scientific identities do not. 

From the microphysics of H₂O you can deduce why water boils, 

freezes, dissolves salt — the identity "water is H₂O" closes the 

explanatory gap. From the full neurophysiology of a brain state you 

cannot deduce why it *feels* like anything at all. The gap is 

epistemic, not necessarily metaphysical — which makes it a sharper 

instrument than the zombie argument, because it does not rely on 

the contested step from conceivability to possibility. 

 

**The framework's response.** This is the challenge the framework 

must meet most carefully, because its central positive claim is 

aimed exactly here. The framework's answer is the 

indiscernibility-of-icon-and-world account: the brain state and the 

experience are not two things joined by a mysterious identity that 

leaves a residue; the experience *is* what the brain's icon is, at 

the layer the icon is identified at. To be the seeing-of-orange is 

for a mind to inhabit the relevant firing pattern with its full 

structural content (`icon_dynamics.md` §8.6; Diary 064B, 12 May 

2026). The water analogy actually runs the framework's way: just as 

"water is H₂O" closes the gap once you see that the macro-properties 

*are* what the micro-structure does, "experience is the obtaining of 

an icon" closes the gap once you see that the felt character *is* 

what the indiscernible-from-world relational fact is. The honest 

question a reviewer will press — and the framework should invite it 

rather than dodge it — is whether this closes the gap or relocates 

it: whether "why does inhabiting that pattern feel like *this*?" is 

a residue the account still owes. The framework's position is that 



the question mislocates the explanandum: there is no further fact of 

"feel" over and above the icon's being the indiscernible-from-world 

structure it is, in the same way there is no further fact of 

"wateriness" over and above H₂O's doing what it does. Whether that 

is gap-closing or gap-relocating is the live point of contact, and 

the framework is strong enough to argue the former. 

 

**Where it lives.** `icon_dynamics.md` §8.6 for the inhabitation 

move; the full treatment belongs in `conceivability.md` and 

`icon_and_world.md`. Diary 064B (8 May 2026) is the explanatory-gap 

closure passage. Core to the theory; the formulation is settled, 

the literature-engagement is paper-level work still to do. 

 

 

### David Chalmers — the Hard Problem of Consciousness 

 

**The question.** Why does physical brain activity give rise to 

inner experience at all? Chalmers (1995) distinguishes the "easy" 

problems of consciousness — explaining discrimination, integration, 

reportability, attention, all of which are functional and tractable 

— from the "hard" problem of why any of this functioning is 

accompanied by subjective experience. Even when every function is 

explained, the question "but why is it like something to perform 

these functions?" appears to remain open. Chalmers's zombie 

argument is the lever: if a being functionally identical to us but 

wholly without experience is conceivable, then experience is 

something over and above the physical functioning. 

 

**The framework's response.** The framework attacks the lever 

directly: Chalmers's p-zombie is *inconceivable*, by the framework's 

three-part criterion of conceivability. The brain activity and 



sensory apparatus that the zombie has by stipulation are precisely 

the correlates that produce icons; and since consciousness just is 

the obtaining of icons, having the correlates without the 

consciousness requires extending the description into the dimension 

of real being, where it produces contradiction — the same structure 

as the Escher staircase, conceivable as a flat picture, inconceivable 

as a three-dimensional object (`Philosophical_Log_v6` *The p-zombie 

is inconceivable*; `icon_dynamics.md` §3). With the zombie lever 

removed, the Hard Problem loses its claim to show that experience is 

non-physical. The framework then answers the residual "why is it 

like something?" with the indiscernibility account (see Levine, 

above): it is like something because the icon *is* the 

indiscernible-from-world relational fact, and being that fact is 

what the "likeness" consists in. The framework grants Chalmers the 

distinction between easy and hard problems but denies that the hard 

problem is insoluble; it claims to solve it rather than to dissolve 

it. 

 

**Where it lives.** `conceivability.md` (the zombie treatment and 

the three-part criterion) and `icon_dynamics.md` §3, §8. Note the 

standing zombie tension flagged in `open_questions_v004.md`: the 

*Philosophical Log* gives two verdicts as written (Chalmers's strict 

p-zombie inconceivable; a modified zombie conceivable — the 

p-blindsighter), and the resolution needs articulating cleanly into 

`conceivability.md`. Core; partly settled, one known tension to 

resolve. 

 

 

### Saul Kripke — the Modal Argument 

 

**The question.** Kripke's *Naming and Necessity* (1980) 



underwrites Chalmers and is more rigorous than the zombie argument. 

If "pain = C-fibre firing" is a genuine identity, it must be 

*necessary*, because identities between rigid designators always 

are (if Hesperus is Phosphorus, it is necessarily so). Yet the 

identity seems contingent: we can apparently imagine pain without 

C-fibre firing, and C-fibre firing without pain. For other 

scientific identities the appearance of contingency is explained 

away — "heat is molecular motion" seems contingent only because we 

are really imagining the *sensation* heat causes, not heat itself, 

occurring without molecular motion. Kripke argues this move is 

*unavailable* for pain, because with pain there is no gap between 

the appearance and the thing: to feel like pain just *is* to be 

pain. So the appearance of contingency cannot be explained away, 

and the identity fails. 

 

**The framework's response.** The framework agrees with Kripke's 

key premise — that for experience there is no gap between the 

appearance and the thing — and turns it to opposite effect. Kripke 

takes "appearance = reality, for pain" to defeat the 

pain/brain-state identity, because the standard contingency- 

explaining move requires a gap to exploit. The framework takes the 

very same premise to *support* its identity, because its identity 

is not pain-with-an-arbitrary-brain-state but pain-with-the-icon, 

and the icon is individuated by exactly the structural content that 

constitutes the appearance. There is no contingency to explain away 

because the framework does not claim the felt pain could be 

*any* brain state; it claims the felt pain is the specific icon 

whose indiscernibility-from-its-object is its felt character. The 

identity is necessary in just the way Kripke demands of genuine 

identities, and the apparent contingency Kripke points to is the 

contingency of pain with some *other-than-the-right* neural 



substrate — which the framework also denies is the relevant 

identity. This bears directly on the framework's selective- 

indiscernibility treatment, where icon and object are indiscernible 

in the reality-giving dimensions and discernible in others 

(`icon_dynamics.md` §3.4). 

 

**Where it lives.** `conceivability.md` and `icon_and_world.md` 

(the Leibniz's-Law and rigid-designation material). **Gap flag:** 

the corpus is thinner on Kripke by name than on Chalmers and 

Dennett; the modal-argument engagement is largely reconstructed 

here from the framework's Leibniz's-Law commitments rather than 

lifted from a diary passage that takes Kripke head-on. Worth a 

dedicated diary session or a paper-level note. Reconstructed, not 

yet grounded in a dedicated passage. 

 

 

### Thomas Nagel — the Subjective Character of Experience 

 

**The question.** *What Is It Like to Be a Bat?* (1974) argues that 

conscious experience has an essentially subjective character — there 

is something it is like, for the organism, to have it — and that no 

amount of objective, third-person physical description captures 

this. We can learn everything physical about bat echolocation and 

still not know what it is like to be a bat, because the facts of 

experience are accessible only from a point of view, and physical 

facts are precisely the facts that are not point-of-view-bound. 

 

**The framework's response.** The framework accepts that experience 

is point-of-view-bound and explains *why* in its own terms, rather 

than treating the subjectivity as a brute mystery. The point of view 

is the centre of awareness — the focal point of a configuration of 



icons, standing to the field of consciousness as the centre of 

gravity stands to a system of masses (`Philosophical_Log_v6` 

*Consciousness, awareness, spirit*; `icon_dynamics.md` §4.5, §7). 

What it is like to be the bat is what it is for the bat's centre of 

awareness to inhabit the bat's icons, which are formed from the 

bat's sensory apparatus and so have dimensions (echolocation- 

structure) that a human's icons lack. Nagel is right that we cannot 

have those icons — our substrate does not form them — and right that 

no third-person description *substitutes* for having them. But it 

does not follow that the what-it-is-like is non-physical; it follows 

that it is a relational fact about a specific icon-configuration that 

can only be instantiated by inhabiting that configuration. The corpus 

records this as "Nagel's bat solved" (Diary 062A, 2 October 2025, 

*Qualia, Leibniz, and the Four Bodies*). Note the separate point of 

contact: Nagel's later *Mind and Cosmos* (2012) argues consciousness 

is constitutive of the universe rather than incidental — the 

framework agrees but, unlike Nagel, needs no teleology to deliver it 

(see the emergence entries above). 

 

**Where it lives.** `consciousness_awareness_spirit.md` (the centre- 

of-awareness and point-of-view material) and `centre_of_awareness.md`. 

Diary 062A is the grounding passage. Settled in the corpus. 

 

 

### Frank Jackson — the Knowledge Argument (Mary's Room) 

 

**The question.** Mary knows every physical fact about colour vision 

— every wavelength, every neural process, the complete science — 

while confined to a black-and-white room. On her release she sees 

red for the first time. Does she learn something new? Jackson (1982) 

says obviously yes: she learns *what it is like* to see red. But if 



she knew all the physical facts already, then what she learns is a 

non-physical fact, and physicalism is false. (Jackson himself later 

abandoned the argument and became a physicalist, but the argument 

remains a central challenge in its own right.) 

 

**The framework's response.** Mary gains something on release, but 

it is not a new *fact* she lacked; it is a new *icon* she could not 

form. Knowing-that (the physical facts, which Mary had completely) 

and inhabiting-an-icon (the seeing of red, which Mary could not do 

in a colourless room) are different relations to the world, and the 

framework's machinery makes the difference precise. The complete 

physical description gives Mary every fact about the wavelength, the 

cone responses, the cortical processing; what it cannot give her is 

the icon itself, because an icon is formed by the relevant sensory 

apparatus operating on the relevant input, and Mary's apparatus has 

never received red light. On release she forms the red-icon for the 

first time. The framework can therefore agree with Jackson that Mary 

gains something real, while denying his inference: what she gains is 

not a fact that was missing from the physical inventory but the 

inhabitation of an icon, which is a different kind of acquisition. 

This is the same point Broad's archangel makes (above): complete 

atomic knowledge does not deliver the smell of onion, not because the 

smell is a non-physical extra, but because the smell is the relational 

fact of the onion-icon's indiscernibility from the worldly onion, and 

that fact is instantiated by having the icon, not by cataloguing the 

atoms. The framework's reply is a version of the "ability hypothesis" 

(Mary gains a know-how, not a know-that) but with a substantive 

metaphysics underneath it: the know-how is the capacity to form and 

inhabit the icon. 

 

**Where it lives.** `icon_and_world.md` (the icon-formation account) 



and `conceivability.md`. Diary 048 (8 April 2022, *Indiscernible 

Consciousness*, with the colour-blindness illustration) is the 

closest grounding. Largely settled; the ability-hypothesis 

positioning is a paper-level note. 

 

 

## Group 3 — Deflation and the scientific theories 
 

### John Searle — the Chinese Room 

 

**The question.** A person who knows no Chinese sits in a room 

following an English rule-book that tells them which Chinese symbols 

to pass out in response to which Chinese symbols passed in. From 

outside, the room answers questions in fluent Chinese; inside, there 

is no understanding of Chinese anywhere. Searle (1980) concludes that 

running a program — manipulating symbols by their shapes — is never 

sufficient for understanding, however perfectly the program mimics a 

competent speaker. Syntax does not yield semantics; therefore strong 

AI, the claim that the right program just *is* a mind, is false. 

 

**The framework's response.** The framework agrees with Searle's 

conclusion but reaches it through its own machinery, and reformulates 

the case in a way that sharpens it. Symbol-manipulation alone does not 

produce icons, because a digital system has only the dimensions of its 

tape — the symbols are discrete tokens with no indiscernibility-from- 

world relation, and consciousness in the framework's sense is exactly 

that relation (`Philosophical_Log_v6` *AI and the analogue 

requirement*). So the Room understands nothing because there are no 

icons in it, just symbol-shuffling. But the framework adds a twist 

Searle does not: the Room reformulated. *Even if* the Room contained 

something conscious during translation, the Room might supply no means 



for that consciousness to communicate its presence — a "locked-in" 

analogue at the substrate level. This separates two questions Searle 

runs together: whether the Room understands (no — no icons at the 

level of the symbol-manipulation) and whether anything conscious could 

be present in the substrate without a downward-causal handle on the 

output (an open question the framework deliberately keeps open). The 

framework's reply is therefore not a flat endorsement of Searle but a 

more discriminating verdict. 

 

**Where it lives.** `ai_and_sentience.md` (the analogue requirement 

and the Chinese Room reformulation). Diaries 51, 052, 053A, 060B carry 

the Searle engagement. Largely settled; the substrate-sentience 

reservation is a deliberately open question (see the AI-sentience 

standing tension in the project instructions). 

 

 

### Ned Block — the China Brain (the functionalist's zombie) 

 

**The question.** Block's *Chinese Nation* (1978) is the sharpest 

provocation for any theory that locates consciousness in 

*organisation* or *pattern* rather than in a substance. Suppose the 

population of China — a billion people with radios — organises itself 

to mirror, person-for-neuron, the functional connectivity of your 

brain for an hour. The functional organisation is, by hypothesis, 

exactly yours. Is the nation conscious? Does a mind wink into being 

over China? Most people's intuition is a strong no — and if so, then 

functional organisation is *not* sufficient for consciousness, which 

is trouble for any pattern-based theory. 

 

**The framework's response.** This is the cleaner provocation for the 

framework than Searle's Room, precisely because the framework *does* 



locate the icon in "the pattern of co-ordinated activity" rather than 

in any specific neural stuff (this is the framework's answer to 

multiple realisation — the icon is in the pattern, not the meat). So 

the framework owes an answer to: why doesn't the China Brain 

instantiate icons? The answer is the analogue requirement again, now 

doing load-bearing work. The icon is not pattern-in-the-abstract; it 

is the *indiscernibility of a virtual whole from a worldly whole*, 

and that requires a substrate whose dynamics actually realise the 

high-dimensional relational structure in an analogue way — not a 

network of discrete message-passing agents whose only shared 

dimensions are the channels they signal on. The China Brain has the 

*topology* of the connectivity but not the analogue dynamics that 

make a firing-pattern an icon rather than a flow-chart; it is closer 

to the digital tape of the Chinese Room than to a brain. The 

framework thus predicts the common intuition (no mind over China) and 

explains it — but it should do so carefully, because the line between 

"the right pattern" and "the right analogue substrate realising the 

pattern" is exactly where the framework's AI claims are doing their 

most delicate work, and an over-confident answer here would 

over-claim. 

 

**Where it lives.** `ai_and_sentience.md` (the analogue requirement, 

shared with the Searle reply) and `icon_dynamics.md` §3 (icon as 

pattern of co-ordinated activity; multiple realisation). **Gap flag:** 

the corpus is strong on the analogue requirement and on multiple 

realisation but does not, as far as the inventory shows, take Block's 

China Brain by name; this entry reconstructs the reply from the 

framework's commitments. Worth grounding in a dedicated passage, 

because it is the strongest test of the pattern-claim. Reconstructed; 

the underlying machinery is settled. 

 



 

### Daniel Dennett — Illusionism and the denial of the Cartesian theatre 

 

**The question.** Dennett's position runs in two connected strands. 

First, the Cartesian theatre — the idea that there is a place in the 

mind where "it all comes together" for a central audience — is a 

mistake; there is no such place and no such audience, only multiple 

drafts and parallel processes. Second, and more radically (developed 

into Frankish's illusionism), our sense that we have rich 

phenomenal inner experience is itself a kind of cognitive illusion: 

the "qualia" we are so sure of are not real properties of experience 

but artefacts of how our self-monitoring represents our own 

processing. There is no hard problem because there is nothing of the 

problematic kind to explain. 

 

**The framework's response.** The framework splits Dennett's two 

strands and takes opposite attitudes to them. On the Cartesian 

theatre, it agrees, and incorporates the point: there is no central 

place where consciousness happens, because icons are abstract — their 

correlates are dispersed throughout the brain, with no Cartesian 

theatre and no homunculus (`icon_dynamics.md` §2; the corpus engages 

Dennett's narrative self across Diaries 035, 037, 046, 052, 055B, 

060B, 061). Indeed the framework adopts Dennett's own language: the 

peaks of the most-connected icons constitute awareness, "creating a 

narrative of the kind Daniel Dennett has described" 

(`Philosophical_Log_v6`). But on illusionism the framework is a 

*realist* and parts company sharply. The centre of awareness is a 

real emergent fact — real on an as-if basis, in the precise sense the 

framework gives to virtual wholes (a centre of gravity is not nothing 

just because it is not an extra mass) — not an illusion the brain 

tells itself. The framework can honour Dennett's insight that the 



*unity* and *centredness* of experience are emergent and constructed, 

without conceding that they are *unreal*. The denial of the theatre 

does not vacate consciousness; it relocates it, from a place to a 

relational fact. 

 

**Where it lives.** `consciousness_awareness_spirit.md` (centre of 

awareness as real-on-an-as-if-basis) and `centre_of_awareness.md`. 

Diary 057 (July 2024) gives the eternity-of-spirit reframing of 

Dennett; Diaries 035–061 carry the narrative-self engagement. The 

anti-theatre agreement is settled; the realist response to 

illusionism is settled in substance but needs articulating against 

Frankish by name (see below). 

 

 

### Keith Frankish and the Meta-Problem — strong illusionism and why we think there's a problem 

 

**The question.** Frankish's strong illusionism (2016) makes 

Dennett's deflationary strand precise: phenomenal consciousness does 

not exist; what exists is the powerful *introspective representation* 

that it exists, and the task of a theory of consciousness is to 

explain that representation (the "illusion problem") rather than to 

explain phenomenality (which is not there to be explained). 

Chalmers's *meta-problem* (2018) is the structural version, neutral 

between camps: explain, in wholly functional terms, *why we are 

disposed to say* there is a hard problem — why consciousness *seems* 

to resist physical explanation. The trap is that a good functional 

solution to the meta-problem appears to pull toward illusionism: if 

you can fully explain the *reports and intuitions* of mystery 

without invoking any phenomenal mystery, the realist's extra 

ingredient starts to look idle. 

 



**The framework's response.** The framework should state its hand 

explicitly here, because in 2026 a paper that is silent on the 

meta-problem will be read as not having noticed it. The framework is 

a *realist*: icons genuinely obtain, the centre of awareness is a 

genuine emergent fact, consciousness is not an illusion. But the 

framework can pay the meta-problem's bill without converting to 

illusionism, because it has a functional story about the *reports* 

that does not deny the *reality*. Why do we report a hard problem? 

Because the icon is abstract and dispersed (no theatre to inspect), 

because awareness is a centre and not a thing (so introspection 

finds a focus it cannot localise), and because the felt character is 

an indiscernibility-relation that cannot be *described* without 

being *had* (so any third-person description seems to leave something 

out — see Nagel, Jackson, Levine). All three generate exactly the 

intuition of an unbridgeable gap, and the framework explains the 

intuition — which is what the meta-problem demands — while holding 

that the gap is in our mode of description, not in nature. Against 

Frankish specifically: the illusionist must explain not just the 

illusion but our extraordinary *resistance* to accepting it 

(Kammerer's "illusion meta-problem"); the framework predicts that 

resistance straightforwardly, because on the framework the resistance 

is *correct* — experience is real, and we resist denying it because 

it is there to be affirmed. 

 

**Where it lives.** `consciousness_awareness_spirit.md` and 

`conceivability.md`; the meta-problem deserves an explicit paragraph 

in the Iconism paper. **Gap flag:** the concept map records Frankish 

and the meta-problem as a thin spot by name (rich on Chalmers and 

Dennett, thinner on Frankish, HOT, IIT, Global Workspace). The 

response above is reconstructed from the framework's realist 

commitments and is sound, but it is not yet grounded in a dedicated 



diary passage that takes Frankish or the meta-problem head-on. This 

is the most important gap to close for contemporary positioning. 

Reconstructed; high-priority gap. 

 

 

### Philip Goff — Contemporary Panpsychism 

 

**The question.** Goff argues that physical science describes only 

the *relational and dispositional* structure of matter — what it 

does, how it is disposed to behave — and is silent on its *intrinsic* 

nature, what matter is in itself. Consciousness, he proposes, is that 

intrinsic nature: physics gives the mathematical skeleton, and 

experience is the stuff that fleshes it out, present in some form at 

the fundamental level. This is offered as the elegant middle way 

between dualism (too many substances) and physicalism (no room for 

experience). 

 

**The framework's response.** The framework rejects the panpsychist 

inference while sharing its starting intuition that consciousness is 

fundamental rather than incidental. Goff's argument turns on the 

claim that physics leaves an intrinsic-nature vacancy that only 

experience can fill. The framework denies the vacancy as Goff frames 

it: on Virtualism there is no layer of "intrinsic categorical nature" 

underneath the relational structure waiting to be filled, because the 

framework is relational all the way down — everything reduces to 

virtual facts, relationships of sameness-and-difference, and there is 

no further substance-stuff beneath them (`foundations_v001.md`). So 

the question "what is the intrinsic nature that physics omits?" has 

the answer "there is no such intrinsic nature; the relational facts 

are not a skeleton awaiting flesh, they are the whole of it." 

Consciousness is fundamental in the framework's sense — it is forced 



by the same machinery that forces everything else, and the universe 

is the kind of place that produces it necessarily — but it arises 

where icons are forced, not as a property smeared across all matter. 

The framework thereby claims Goff's prize (consciousness as 

non-incidental) without Goff's cost (the combination problem, below, 

which it never incurs because it never distributes micro-experience). 

 

**Where it lives.** `icon_dynamics.md` §2 (emergence, not 

distribution) and `foundations_v001.md` (relational all the way down, 

no intrinsic-nature vacancy). Settled in substance; the explicit 

contrast with Russellian monism and Goff's "intrinsic nature" framing 

is a paper-level note. 

 

 

### Integrated Information Theory and Global Workspace Theory — the scientific competitors 

 

**The question.** These are not anti-physicalist challenges but rival 

*positive* theories, and a 2026 consciousness paper must position 

against them. Integrated Information Theory (Tononi, Koch) proposes 

that consciousness *is* integrated information, quantified as Φ 

(phi): a system is conscious to the degree that its information is 

both differentiated and unified, irreducible to its parts. Global 

Workspace Theory (Baars; Dehaene's neuronal version) proposes that 

consciousness is the "broadcast" of information from a global 

workspace to the brain's many specialist subsystems — content is 

conscious when it is globally available. 

 

**The framework's response.** The framework's relationship to each is 

*overlap-with-divergence*, and the contrasts are worth drawing 

precisely because each rival is adjacent to a framework commitment. 

IIT's claim that consciousness is integrated, irreducible-to-parts 



information is strikingly close to the framework's icon-as-coordinated- 

pattern and to the whole-irreducible-to-parts structure of emergence — 

but IIT makes integration *sufficient* (any system with high Φ is 

conscious, including grids and certain inactive networks), where the 

framework requires the analogue indiscernibility-from-world relation 

on top of integration, and so denies that integration alone suffices 

(this is the same line that answers Block's China Brain). Global 

Workspace's broadcast maps recognisably onto the framework's account 

of awareness as the peaks of the most-connected icons gaining 

relevance through focus — the "narrative of the kind Dennett has 

described" — but the framework treats the workspace as the *mechanism 

of awareness* (the centring), not as the *constitution of 

consciousness* (the icons), and so locates consciousness more widely 

than the workspace, in the obtaining of icons whether or not they are 

globally broadcast (this is the consciousness/awareness distinction 

doing work, and it is what the p-blindsighter case turns on). In both 

cases the framework can say: you have correctly identified a real 

feature of the phenomenon (integration; global availability) and 

mistaken a *correlate or component* of consciousness for its *essence*. 

 

**Where it lives.** `consciousness_awareness_spirit.md` (the 

consciousness/awareness distinction, which carries both contrasts) 

and the eventual positioning notes. **Gap flag:** the concept map 

lists IIT (Koch) and Global Workspace as named targets the corpus is 

thin on. The contrasts above follow cleanly from the framework's 

existing commitments but are reconstructed, not lifted from diary 

passages that engage IIT or GWT by name. Worth dedicated 

positioning notes for the paper. Reconstructed; flagged gap. 

 

 



## Group 4 — Noted but not the framework's burden 
 

These are real problems, but they belong to positions the framework 

does not hold, or they assert the framework's project is impossible. 

The honest posture is to locate them and explain why they are not 

load-bearing for Iconism — not to solve them. 

 

### William James / the panpsychists — the Combination Problem 

 

The combination problem is panpsychism's deepest internal 

difficulty: if every fundamental particle has its own 

micro-experience, how do billions of micro-experiences combine into 

the single unified macro-experience of a person? Subjects do not 

obviously sum. **The framework does not incur this problem, and that 

is the point worth making.** Because the framework gets consciousness 

by *emergence where icons are forced* rather than by *distributing 

micro-experience across all matter*, it never has to combine 

micro-subjects into a macro-subject. The unity of a person's 

experience is the centre of awareness — a single emergent focus of a 

configuration of icons — and it is unified by the same machinery that 

gives a mass-system a single centre of gravity, not by aggregating 

pre-existing little minds. The framework should cite the combination 

problem as a cost that *panpsychism* pays and *Iconism* avoids (it is 

flagged in the concept map alongside the Goff material). Not a burden; 

a point in the framework's favour. 

 

### Colin McGinn — Mysterianism (cognitive closure) 

 

McGinn (1989) holds that the mind-body problem has a perfectly 

natural solution which we are constitutionally incapable of grasping 

— the link between consciousness and brain is real and non-mysterious 

in itself, but "cognitively closed" to creatures with minds like 



ours, the way calculus is closed to a dog. **The framework does not 

need to refute mysterianism so much as to be a standing 

counter-example to it.** The framework is precisely an *attempt* at 

the explanation McGinn says is impossible: a worked, mechanised 

account of how consciousness arises and how it acts. If the account 

succeeds — if the indiscernibility-of-icon-and-world account and the 

wave-function-constraint account of downward causation deliver what 

they claim — then cognitive closure is false for this problem, and 

the attempt itself is the rebuttal. The framework should note McGinn, 

acknowledge the seriousness of the worry, and let its own 

constructive account stand as the answer rather than arguing 

abstractly that closure does not obtain. The corpus engages McGinn 

already (the "McGinn mid-layer positioning" noted in the concept 

map). A worry the framework answers by doing, not by arguing. 

 

 

## Summary table 
 

A compact index of the above, for the paper's planning. "Met" = 

framework answers head-on from settled material; "Reconstructed" = 

answer follows cleanly from framework commitments but is not yet 

grounded in a dedicated passage; "Noted" = located but not the 

framework's burden to solve. 

 

- **Elisabeth** — Interaction Problem — *Met.* `icon_dynamics.md` 

  §8. 

- **Strawson** — panpsychism from emergence — *Met* (structured 

  emergence, third option). `icon_dynamics.md` §2. 

- **British Emergentists / Whitehead** — brute emergence / process — 

  *Met.* `Philosophical_Log_v6` lineage section. 

- **Levine** — Explanatory Gap — *Met* (inhabitation / 



  indiscernibility). `icon_dynamics.md` §8.6; Diary 064B. 

- **Chalmers** — Hard Problem — *Met* (zombie inconceivable + 

  indiscernibility). `conceivability.md`; one known zombie tension to 

  resolve. 

- **Kripke** — Modal Argument — *Reconstructed* (Leibniz's-Law 

  identity, no contingency to explain away). Worth grounding. 

- **Nagel** — subjective character — *Met* ("bat solved," Diary 

  062A). `consciousness_awareness_spirit.md`. 

- **Jackson** — Mary's Room — *Met* (new icon, not new fact; ability 

  hypothesis with metaphysics). Diary 048. 

- **Searle** — Chinese Room — *Met* (no icons in symbol-shuffling) + 

  the locked-in reformulation. `ai_and_sentience.md`. 

- **Block** — China Brain — *Reconstructed* (analogue requirement vs 

  bare topology). Strongest test of the pattern-claim; worth 

  grounding. 

- **Dennett** — theatre / illusionism — *Met* (agree on theatre, 

  realist against illusion). Diaries 035–061. 

- **Frankish / meta-problem** — strong illusionism — *Reconstructed*; 

  **highest-priority gap** for contemporary positioning. 

- **Goff** — panpsychism — *Met* (no intrinsic-nature vacancy; 

  relational all the way down). `foundations_v001.md`. 

- **IIT / Global Workspace** — scientific rivals — *Reconstructed* 

  (correlate-mistaken-for-essence). Flagged gap. 

- **Combination problem** — *Noted* — a cost panpsychism pays and 

  Iconism avoids. 

- **McGinn** — mysterianism — *Noted* — answered by the constructive 

  account, not by argument. 

 

 

## What this document tells the next round of work 
 



Three things stand out for the mapping and the paper. 

 

First, the framework is in unusually strong shape on the *classical* 

challenges: Elizabeth, Nagel, Jackson, Searle, Chalmers's Hard 

Problem, and the emergence challenges (Strawson, the Emergentists) 

all have answers grounded in the corpus and the substrate document. 

The single move that does most of the work — the indiscernibility of 

icon and world, plus the consciousness/awareness distinction — is 

remarkably general; it answers Levine, Nagel, Jackson, and the 

"why is it like something" residue of the Hard Problem with one 

mechanism. That generality is itself a selling point and the paper 

should foreground it. 

 

Second, the framework's gaps are concentrated in *contemporary* 

positioning, not classical: Kripke's modal argument, Block's China 

Brain, Frankish's illusionism and Chalmers's meta-problem, and the 

scientific rivals (IIT, Global Workspace). None of these is a 

*difficulty* for the framework — the responses above follow cleanly 

from existing commitments — but each is a place where the corpus 

lacks a dedicated passage taking the interlocutor by name. The 

highest priority is Frankish and the meta-problem, because a 2026 

paper silent on the meta-problem will be read as behind the debate. 

 

Third, two of the framework's apparent vulnerabilities are in fact 

strengths to be pressed: it avoids the combination problem that 

sinks panpsychism, and it is a standing counter-example to 

mysterianism. Both should be claimed, not merely defended. 

 

The full replies belong in the working-document chain — 

`conceivability.md` (Chalmers, Kripke, the zombie tension), 

`icon_and_world.md` (Levine, Jackson, the Leibniz material), 



`consciousness_awareness_spirit.md` (Nagel, Dennett, Frankish, the 

meta-problem, IIT, Global Workspace), `centre_of_awareness.md` 

(the point-of-view and unity material), and `ai_and_sentience.md` 

(Searle, Block, the analogue requirement). This document is the map; 

those documents are the territory. 

 

 

--- 

 

*This is a reference document, not a thread. It inventories the 

opposition and points to where each reply is developed; it does not 

itself develop the theory. As the working-document chain proceeds and 

the flagged gaps are grounded in dedicated passages, the 

"Reconstructed" entries above should be upgraded to "Met" and this 

document updated to match.* 


