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God, Consciousness, and Conjunctive Explanations 

Joanna Leidenhag  

 

.  

 

 

Abstract: The existence of consciousness is so surprising on the naturalist’s account of 
things that a version of the argument from consciousness for the existence of God, which 

places theistic and scientific explanations in competition, has received new support and 

attention. Consciousness, therefore, seems like an appropriate place to enquire into the need 

and character of conjunctive explanations between science and religion. The first section of 

this paper evaluates the explanations for consciousness currently on offer from various 

positions in philosophy of mind. The second section of this paper explores what kind of 

explanation panpsychism offers as an account of consciousness. The third section asks: What 

kind of conjunctive explanation is best when one is conjoining theism with a scientific 

explanation for consciousness? I argue that in the case of consciousness we should not 

employ special divine action as a cause in conjunction with scientific explanations, nor 

employ God as a unificationist explanation for consciousness. Instead, we should allow 

theistic and scientific explanations to fit together in a pragmatic conjunction by answering 

different interlocking questions. If I am right about this then theists should support 

theological panpsychism, rather than positing the origin of each creature’s conscious mind as 
a miracle. 

 

Introduction: Horse Racing, Sperm Whales, and A Bowl of Petunias  

 

That some physical organisms, like human beings, are conscious is perhaps the most 

surprising feature of the natural world. What do I mean by surprise? Let’s take a silly 
example from The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy’s improbability drive. The existence of 

consciousness is not surprising in the way that the sperm whale, suddenly being called into 

existence ex nihilo several miles above the surface of an alien planet, was itself surprised by 

the appearance of its own conscious mind (and the similarly appearing bowl of petunias was 

curiously unsurprised, only remarking “Oh no, not again”).1 There is an important sense in 

which consciousness is not surprising to the conscious subject, the biological organism, itself. 

Indeed, to the conscious subject, consciousness is the most integral and undeniable thing in 

existence. Descartes was at least right about that much. From the perspective of the subject, 

consciousness does not just appear out of nowhere (like Douglas Adam’s unfortunate sperm 
whale), but it pervades every moment and aspect of one’s existence, such that one cannot 
imagine oneself without consciousness.  

 

By contrast, consciousness is surprising, embarrassingly so, to the scholar who has 

adopted physicalism or naturalism. Surprise, in this case, is not a reaction of shock but a more 

considered and perplexed realisation that some absolutely essential and indisputable 

phenomena cannot be explained with the ontological resources available. That which should 

be most central to one’s account of the way things are in the universe is inexplicably 
unaccounted for and marginalized. When this sort of surprise happens, one needs more than a 

comforting cup of tea, one needs to radically rethink our current understanding of the 

universe. As Douglas Adam’s episode of the sperm whale and petunias concludes, “Many 
people have speculated that if we knew exactly why the bowl of petunias had thought that we 

would know a lot more about the nature of the universe than we do now.”2  



 

Whereas the physicalist and naturalist are confounded by consciousness, a theist finds it 

entirely unsurprising that some biological organisms are conscious. After all, the theist 

typically believes that an immaterial conscious being is the source of all reality, giving a 

logical primacy to mentality. The theist can then, as Christian theologians have done for 

centuries, explain the existence of human consciousness by an appeal to a divine desire for 

relationship with creatures and that a universe with conscious agents gives more glory to God 

than an otherwise purely material or non-experiential universe would do. On the theist’s 

account of things, why God also decided to create lightyears of non-experiencing matter is far 

harder to account for than the existence of consciousness. Maybe an appeal to God’s will to 
become incarnate or something similar might suffice to explain the need for so much non-

experiencing matter.  

 

The sharp contrast between the naturalist’s surprise and the theist’s ease has lent recent 
popularity to the argument from consciousness for the existence of God. Simply put, if the 

existence of consciousness cannot be accounted for by purely physical processes, laws, and 

random events, but can be explained with simplicity and elegance with reference to divine 

intentions and special divine action, then the reality of consciousness seems to add 

considerable evidential support for the existence of God. As David Glass mentioned at the 

end of his chapter in this volume, arguments from consciousness for the existence of God 

most often attempt to show that a scientific explanation for consciousness is impossible, 

thereby placing the appeal to theism in competition with a scientific explanation for 

consciousness.3 By contrast, this chapter explores whether we can and should offer a theistic-

scientific conjunctive explanation for consciousness. 

 

A conjunctive explanation occurs when one is confronted with a selection of distinct 

explanations and judges it better to adopt two (or more) of these explanations, rather than 

merely one.4 This is not the same as placing bets on two different horses at a race, thereby 

increasing your chances of being right in either one case or the other. A conjunctive 

explanation first posits explanatory pluralism, that two explanations can be simultaneously 

true (they are compatible, or both can ‘win’). To move from explanatory pluralism to 
conjunctive explanation, two explanations must explain the evidence better together than 

either would on its own. To continue the metaphor, we might imagine a scenario where two 

horses run faster together than either alone. Furthermore, as Glass’s chapter argues, a 
successful conjunctive explanation must be able to show that the explanatory gain outweighs 

the additional explanatory cost; we don’t want either horse slowing the other down.5  

 

What is not captured in my horse racing metaphor, but is important to this chapter, is the 

idea that there are different types of explanation, and so different types of explanatory 

pluralism.6 One might be a causal explanatory pluralist by holding that multiple causes 

explain a single phenomenon, as in pluralistic explanations for the extinction of the 

dinosaurs. Causal explanatory pluralism may arise because there are multiple partial causes 

for an event, or because a particular event is overdetermined, or possibly because the two 

causes work on different levels. Alternatively, one might be a non-causal/causal explanatory 

pluralist by positing a non-causal explanation in addition to a causal explanation for the same 

phenomenon. A prominent and relevant example of a non-causal explanation that can be 

combined with causal explanations is Michael Friedman’s and Philip Kitcher’s unificationist 
account of explanation. Unificationist explanations hope to explain the widest possible 

number of phenomena with the fewest number of argument patterns possible, thereby 

reducing “the number of facts we have to accept as ultimate.”7 Finally, one might follow van 



Fraassen’s pragmaticism or Godfrey-Smith’s contextualism, where multiple explanations are 
required for different purposes or in different contexts.8 As well shall see, all of these types of 

explanatory pluralism are relevant in the effort to explain human consciousness.  

 

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. First, I look at the difficulty of explaining 

human consciousness for physicalists, emergentists and dualists. Second, I introduce 

panpsychism. I argue that panpsychism fits with a range of accounts of scientific explanation, 

but that contemporary panpsychists seem to favour explanatory unification. Third, I ask, what 

is the best way to conjoin theories of consciousness with theism? I argue that divine action 

should not be conjoined as a causal explanation with either causal or non-causal scientific 

explanations for consciousness. Instead, I suggest that in the case of consciousness, we 

should employ pragmatic or contextual explanatory pluralism by allowing theistic and 

scientific explanations to answer different interlocking questions. Although I argue that the 

combination of panpsychism and theism is more satisfying than either position alone, I am 

not convinced that this view counts as a conjunctive explanation. Nevertheless, if the 

arguments in this paper are sound, then within the race for an explanation for consciousness 

theists should support panpsychism, rather than betting on any other horse. 

 

  

 

1. Failing to Explain Consciousness: Physicalism, Emergentism and Dualism 

 

I hope it is not too controversial to start from the assumption that human beings are 

psychophysical beings. That is, human beings are a living biological organism and a 

conscious subject. This is broadly what I mean when I speak of conscious biological 

organisms. Despite the psychophysical nature of the human, most explanations of why 

biological organisms are conscious emphasise only one side of this coin. This is done either 

by attempting to explain the mental solely in terms of the physical (i.e., various forms of 

physicalism, materialism, or functionalism), or by explaining consciousness without much 

reference to the body (i.e., various forms of Cartesian and substance dualism). I will briefly 

outline why I take both these approaches to fail.  

 

If a physicalist seeks an explanation of consciousness they must, by definition, do so 

solely in terms of physical causes and processes. Physicalist approaches to consciousness 

often try and explain how neural states and representational states can give rise to (the 

appearance of) conscious states. The promise of this approach is to achieve a causal account 

of consciousness by uncovering the physical mechanisms that allow some biological 

organisms to experience the world around them. If the physicalist could deliver on this 

promise, then we could have an account of consciousness which was fully integrated with the 

current scientific picture of the rest of the natural world as a complex (causally closed) 

network of information and efficient causes guided by a few simple laws of nature. However, 

not only has the physicalist as of yet failed to deliver on this promise, but we have very good 

metaphysical reasons to suppose they never will.  

 

 The reason to doubt that we will ever achieve a fully and exhaustively physicalist 

account of consciousness is sometimes referred to as ‘the explanatory gap’. That is, it seems 
reasonably clear that no amount of explanation of the behaviour, functioning, or structure of 

entirely non-experiential (physical) stuff will ever be able to explain experience 

(consciousness).9 This explanatory gap is not only a problem for reductive physicalists, but 

for non-reductive physicalists or emergence theorists as well, who affirm that consciousness 



is a higher-level phenomenon wholly constituted by physical parts.10 As Tom McLeish’s 
chapter rightly argues, instances of strong emergence (the unpredictable manifestation of top-

down causation) in physics (and other natural sciences) are often more plausible and 

illuminating than uses of emergence in philosophy of mind.11 He gives us two concrete 

examples, the fractional quantum Hall effect and entangled polymer ring fluids, where a 

certain “topological order makes a system behave as a unified whole”  to such an extent that 
the (basal) properties of the parts are determined by the behaviour of the whole and cannot be 

separated from the whole.12 In such strongly emergent physical systems, which McLeish tells 

us are widespread in natural science, the behaviour and properties of the whole may be 

unexpected, but are not radically discontinuous with the base. Such emergent phenomena, 

then, may be impressive, complex, and cause us to wonder at creation, but they are not so 

surprising such that we say some radically new ontology or type of thing has come into 

existence. By contrast, the surprise that consciousness emerges from soggy-grey brains and 

nervous systems (even when these are rightly appreciated as the most complex and intricate 

physical systems known to exist) is sustained and perplexing; incredulously so.13 

 

If physical causation and natural processes can account for biological organisms but not 

consciousness, then perhaps we need an alternative explanation for consciousness quite apart 

from the physical constitution of the organism. Historically, the most popular explanation for 

consciousness has been to posit a wholly non-physical part of the human, typically called ‘the 
soul’, that results from non-physical or non-natural causes. This, of course, is dualism. In 

particular, a theistic dualist might lean on special divine action in one of two ways: either 

God creates each and every human soul directly ex nihilo and pairs it with a human embryo 

(soul creationism), or God creates only the first human soul(s) directly ex nihilo and all 

subsequent souls derive from these first souls by some natural process of soul-inheritance 

(traducianism).14 

 

The question is not whether such an explanation is coherent, it clearly is, but whether or 

not it is satisfactory. The dualist offers two separate explanations for organismic 

consciousness. There is one explanation for how biological organisms develop through 

natural processes (e.g., natural selection) and another separate causal explanation for why 

some of these organisms are conscious (e.g., a special, direct divine act). We do not need to 

overblow the separation or suggest that interaction between bodies and minds is a priori 

impossible. Afterall the dualist’s claim is that mind and matter are separable (both can exist 
without the other and each has a separate origin story), not that there are not non-unifiable.15 

However, the dualist should remain at least moderately surprised (in the sense of deeply 

perplexed given their account of things) that consciousness occurs with such predictable 

regularity, and that bottom-up causation (from body to mind) as well as top-down causation 

(from mind to body) is so thoroughly entangled and continuous. There is nothing within the 

conscious organism itself – in either its physical or mental parts – that accounts for this 

holistic integration. Typically, the theistic dualist will appeal to something outside of the 

conscious organism, like God’s design plan, to make sense of this integration. If we accept 

the dualist’s account, then it is not the existence of consciousness, but the pervasive, 

predictable, and regular cooperation between body and soul that cries out for an explanation.  

 

This brings us to stronger accounts of emergence, which seek to combine the advantages 

of both the accounts rejected above and depict the (purely physical) biological organism as 

the origin and source for the emergence of an immaterial soul. For the (super-)strong 

emergence of consciousness, or emergent dualism, it is not the case that something-more 

arises from something-less, but that something radically new appears from something 



nothing-like. The mind appears from wholly non-experiencing, non-mental stuff. Galen 

Strawson has rightly called this claim “brute emergence”, which is a “miracle… every time it 
occurs.”16 This kind of emergence attempts to jump over the explanatory gap in a way that, as 

the pioneering early twentieth century emergentist Samuel Alexander writes, “admits no 
explanation” but is a “brute empirical fact” to be accepted with a “‘natural piety’”.17 

 

All explanations have a brute element. However, the location of the brute element matters 

in determining the explanatory power of a theory. Ideally, the brute element in any theory 

needs to lie as far back in the explanation as possible. If there is a brute element in the middle 

of the theory or near the end, then the explanation falls flat. Think of it like telling a joke. 

Everyone accepts that jokes can start with an apparently arbitrary or even incredulous set-up, 

“A panda walks into a bar”. However, if the joke ends with a punchline that is a similarly 
arbitrary or incredulous non-sequitur then the joke fails. The emergentist’s brute assumption 
that the world starts off entirely non-experiencing and physical, and the subsequent narrative 

from this that as evolution develops more complex physical structures emerge and give rise to 

different levels of reality, which hold various novel physical properties seems entirely 

plausible (although it cannot get us to consciousness). But, in emergent dualism (or 

superstrong emergence), the punchline falls flat: out of this physical complexity, suddenly 

consciousness! In order to make the punch line work, you would need to move all the brute 

elements back to the beginning of the story and start off with psychophysical stuff, rather 

than wholly non-experiencing physical stuff.  

 

Reductive physicalists, non-reductive physicalists (emergentists), and dualists (emergent 

and otherwise) all ask the same question: How do we get from non-experiential material to a 

conscious biological organism? Whilst the answers to this question differ, the question 

remains the same. Recently a small group of philosophers of mind, dissatisfied with the 

current range of answers, have politely asked: Why think matter is wholly non-experiential in 

the first place?18 Indeed, it seems that we have no positive reason to assert the mechanistic 

view of matter as entirely non-experiential. We are used to thinking about matter – atoms, 

strings, molecules, waves – in this inert way, but if this assumption leads to the conundrums 

outlined above, perhaps it is time for a fresh approach.  

 

2. Panpsychism as an Explanation for Consciousness  

 

A dissatisfaction with reductive physicalism, Cartesian dualism, and mysterious 

emergentism has led to the revival of a family of views; panpsychism(s).  So, what is 

panpsychism? Simply put, all forms of panpsychism seek to explain consciousness in the 

human organism by positing mentality (“psyche”) as fundamental and ubiquitous throughout 
the natural world (“pan”). This is not to say that every electron and household electronic 
device wonders about the nature of its existence or holds a grudge every time you hit it, but it 

is to say that every electron (and/or other most fundamental building-block of the universe) 

has an unimaginably basic form of experience.19 (There is some variety between panpsychists 

on what should be considered fundamenta; for cosmopsychists, this is the universe 

considered as a single fundamental whole, and for panexperientialists, this is processes rather 

than substances.) It seems that these basic instances of experience do not combine into more 

complex wholes in the case of household electronic devices but do combine and complexify 

in living organisms to varying degrees (almost all panpsychists agree on this point). And so, 

we might say that whilst everything contains consciousness, (some) insects are more 

conscious than plants, and most animals have a wider range of conscious processing and 

properties than insects, and so on until you get to the full-blown mental lives of a self-



conscious human adult. Consciousness, the panpsychist suggests, comes in degrees, but is 

never utterly and entirely absent.  

 

For the panpsychist to say that mentality is ‘fundamental’ is to say that the mind can 
neither be explained in terms of, nor reduced to anything non-mental. This is in contrast to 

reductive physicalists, who claim that the mind can be reduced to wholly non-experiential 

(physical) stuff, and to non-reductive emergentists, who maintain that minds can be explained 

by the behaviour and structure of wholly non-mental materials and forces. Instead, the 

panpsychist argues that there is no non-mental or wholly non-experiential stuff; everything in 

the universe is psychophysical. The best way to explain mentality ‘up here’, in something as 
complex as the human organism, is to posit all the necessary ingredients for human 

consciousness ‘down there’. To some minimal degree, consciousness exists in the most basic 

particles, structures, or forces of the natural world.  

 

How does the claim that consciousness is fundamental and ubiquitous help the panpsychist 

explain consciousness? What kind of explanation is being offered here? The answer is not 

straightforward. Panpsychism can be framed according to a range of models of explanation 

and is not tied to any one in particular.  

 

When David Chalmers first put forward his naturalism dualism (which I take to be under 

the family of panpsychist views), his presentation of panpsychism seems to be in the form of 

Carl G Hempel’s and Paul Oppenheim’s classic deductive-nomological (D-N) account of 

scientific explanations: an explanandum e (in this case, human consciousness), a set of initial 

conditions IC, and nomological connections between them L (in the case, universal 

psychophysical bridge laws ‘specifying how phenomenal (or protophenomenal) properties 

depend on physical properties’) such that ‘(IC & L) ⸧ e’.20 I am not convinced that this 

presentation of panpsychism is satisfactory. I raise Chalmer’s work here only to show that 
some constitutive panpsychists aim to leave the structure of (macro-to-micro) reductive 

explanations intact, only adding non-observable intrinsic natures and new fundamental laws 

to the scientific image.21 If (and, granted, for many it’s a big if), all stuff is psychophysical at 

the fundamental level and there are fundamental laws necessitating mental combination under 

particular conditions, then the existence of composite subjectivity starts to look like 

nomological inference (maybe a deduction).   

 

Of course, since we have no idea what the fundamental laws are, a panpsychist may well 

want to weaken this claim to a statistical inference rather than a deduction. Even if one of the 

premises turns out to be false and the explanation de facto fails, panpsychists can honestly 

claim to have fitted consciousness into ‘a comprehensive scientific world-picture,’ in line 
with evolutionary continuity, causal-closure, and the remarkable predictability with which 

particular configurations of matter (i.e., in human brains) correlate to conscious experience.22  

 

However, there are well-known problems with the D-N account of explanation. For 

example, if we applied the famous flagpole/shadow objection to the case of panpsychism, 

then it seems like human consciousnesses could be explaining the existence of fundamental 

consciousness, rather than the other way around. Wesley Salmon argues that to avoid this 

kind of explanatory reversal, we must invoke the notion of causation, rather than just nomic 

regularity.23 However, the panpsychist needs to be cautious. If consciousness can be 

described in entirely structural or causal terms then it becomes a physical property, since 

physical properties just are the sorts of things that can be described in the structural, causal, 

or mathematical-nomic terms. The core of many arguments against physicalism (e.g., the 



conceivability argument, the knowledge argument, etc.) and arguments for panpsychism (e.g., 

the intrinsic natures argument for panpsychism) that consciousness cannot be described in 

purely structural or causal terms.24 So, instead of causation, the constitutive panpsychist 

secures her explanation from the problem of explanatory symmetry by employing the notion 

of grounding.  

 

To speak of ‘up here’ and ‘down there’ is to invoke the image of levels of reality. 
Furthermore, to suggest that positing consciousness at the fundamental level of reality 

explains consciousness in humans, is to claim that a state of affairs on one level can be the 

explanans for a state of affairs at another level. What is this explanatory relationship between 

levels? By claiming that organismic consciousness exists in virtue of fundamental 

consciousness, the panpsychist appeals to the explanatory notion of ‘grounding’ in much the 
same way that microphysical facts are seen to ground macrophysical facts.  

 

Grounding is a “non-causal relation of determination…often expressed by the phrase ‘in 
virtue of’.”25 To say that p is grounded in q, is to say that p exists in virtue of q. A common 

example is to say that the party at Jane’s house is grounded in the revelling of Peter, Jon and 
Jane. The revelling does not cause the party, but it does explain it; we can say that there is a 

party because there is revelling. But there was not a precise moment where something new 

called ‘party’ came into being as a result of the revelling.26 Grounding is a metaphysical link 

between explanans and explanandum across levels, rather than across time.27 As Jonathan 

Schaeffer writes, “Grounding is something like metaphysical causation. Roughly speaking, 
just as causation links the world across time, grounding links the world across levels.  

 

Grounding connects the more fundamental to the less fundamental, and thereby backs a 

certain form of explanation.”28 Indeed, Kit Fine characterises grounding as “the ultimate form 
of explanation”.29 Grounding is irreflexive (if p grounds q, then p ≠ q), asymmetric (if p 

grounds q, then q cannot ground p), and is well-founded (if p grounds q then p is essentially 

connected to q via the intrinsic nature of their properties). Nothing can taste peaty in virtue of 

being red, because the intrinsic nature of tasting peaty is not essentially connected to 

redness.30 A grounding relation cannot be confused with reduction (which is reflexive and 

symmetrical), nor with brute emergence (which is not well-founded). This articulates why 

grounding is non-causal as well, since grounding is an internal relation between indistinct 

entities, whereas causation is an external relation between distinct events.31 

 

The need to compliment the D-N model of explanation with the asymmetrical notion of 

grounding shows that the D-N model was never really sufficient for answering the question: 

what type of explanation is panpsychism? Another form of explanation, which Kitcher 

describes as the “unofficial model” of the logical positivists that stood behind the official D-

N model, is the unificationist account of explanation.32 Like grounding, explanatory 

unification is metaphysical and not dependent on being able to track causality.33 A 

unificationist explanation paints a unified and cohesive picture of the world by seeking to 

reduce the number of argument patterns needed to explain a diverse range of phenomena, 

maximizing the stringency of accepted argumentative patterns, and thereby reducing “the 
number of types of facts we must accept as brute.”34 Paradigmatic examples of unification are 

Newton’s unifying of terrestrial motion (e.g., the falling of apples) and celestial motion (e.g. 

planetary orbits) under the single principle of gravitational force, and James Clerk Maxwell’s 

unification of electricity and magnetism, such that two apparently separate phenomena share 

a single, common explanation. David J. Chalmers argues that positing consciousness as 

fundamental should be considered “analogous to what happened with electromagneticism in 



the nineteenth century” when Maxwell posited electromagnetic fields and laws as 

fundamental.35 That Chalmers aligns his naturalistic dualism (which is very close to, if not a 

form of, panpsychism) with one of the paradigm examples of explanatory unification in the 

history of science is a good reason to investigate further if panpsychism fits a unificationist 

style of explanation.  

 

But what are the phenomena that panpsychism seeks to unify? If panpsychism only 

explains consciousness, then it can hardly count as an unificationist explanation. I think there 

are two main examples from recent panpsychists that alleviate this worry. First, is the 

argument from intrinsic natures to offer a Russellian panpsychism. Bertrand Russell famously 

worried that on a structuralist conception of physics, we know nothing about what underlies 

the spatiotemporal structure and dynamics of the world. Russellian monism posits intrinsic 

natures to solve this problem. Russell then asks, what type of thing might these intrinsic 

natures be? Well, the only intrinsic nature we have access to are our own, and in the case of 

human beings our intrinsic nature seems to be consciousness. From this the Russellian 

panpsychism supposes that all intrinsic natures are connected to consciousness, thereby 

unifying an explanation for consciousness with an explanation for what underlines the 

physical structure of the world. Gregg Rosenberg has put the connection more forcefully than 

most when he writes, “Panpsychism shouldn’t be adopted simply because it might be a 
solution to the mind-body problem. It is also a solution to the carrier-causality problem, the 

problem of why intrinsic natures carry the schemas of causality in our world.”36 Another 

recent example of this unificationary defence of panpsychism comes from Hedda Hassel 

Mørch’s phenomenal powers view, which is even  more directly related to the problem of 

causation. She describes her view in the following way: 

 

phenomenal properties (i.e. properties which characterize what it is like 

to be in conscious states) have non-Humean causal powers— which is to 

say that they metaphysically necessitate their effects— in virtue of how 

they feel…For example, pain has the power to make subjects who 
experience it try to avoid it.37 

 

The unification of causality and consciousness in contemporary panpsychism arises out of 

the argument that these are the two greatest limitations of physicalism. If the mysteries of 

causation and consciousness are both solved by positing consciousness as the categorical 

nature of all matter, then this would be a very strong argument for adding conscious 

categorical natures to the otherwise physicalist picture.  

 

Panpsychism seeks to do to physicalism what quantum mechanics did to classical 

mechanics. That is, panpsychism does not seek to invalidate physicalism entirely but to show 

that it has a limited, specialist sphere of validity within a larger panpsychist framework.38 

Furthermore, physicalism is “conceptually enhanced” in the process.39 This same approach 

motivates Thomas Nagel’s controversial Mind and Cosmos, where he presents panpsychism 

not only as “an indispensable part of a thorough-going philosophy of evolution” (to borrow a 

phrase from William James), but also suggests that panpsychism may be an explanation for 

the order and directionality of the evolutionary process itself.40 Unlike Dennett’s cranes and 

Fodor’s Granny (discussed in David Livingstone’s chapter) Nagel sees the need for 

something mindful, but not divine, to ground teleology.41 He is, like Greene suggests, asking 

biologists to “revise their philosophy of nature and natural science to make sense of” their 

own claims.42 Nagel, is not just fitting panpsychism into the unificationst picture of evolution, 

but conceptually enhancing evolution in describing it as “not just a physical process.”43  



 

Unification is currently the best fit for how contemporary philosophers are articulating the 

explanatory promise of panpsychism. But what does this mean for a conjunctive explanation 

for consciousness? Unificationist explanations are also thought of as “theoretical reductions” 
and as such seem the antithesis of conjunctive explanations. Where unification reduces the 

number of explanatory patterns across multiple explananda, conjunction increases the number 

of explanations for a single explanandum.44 It would be a mistake, however, to think of 

unification as incompatible with other forms of explanation, such as statistical relevance or 

causal mechanisms. This is seen most clearly in Wesley Salmon’s argument for the “peaceful 
co-existence” between bottom-up (causal or ontic) and top-down (unificationist or epistemic) 

explanations.45 Offering a global, systematized “world-picture” does not, on its own, rule out 
the possibility of complementing this with a more local description of “the hidden 
mechanisms by which nature works.”46 For the constitutive panpsychist, this will mean not 

abandoning the so-called “easy questions” of consciousness.47 Schaffer describes such 

combinations of groundings and causal explanations as “hybrid explanations,” but we might 
also think of them as conjunctive.48 For the non-constitutive panpsychist this will mean that 

in addition to pursuing the easy problems, continuing the search for a causal explanation for 

how fundamental micro-subjects unify to form emergent macro-subject wholes, as in 

complex and sentient biological organisms.49 In answer to the question of this section, what 

type of explanation is panpsychism? I conclude that panpsychism is most promising when 

articulated as a metaphysical unificationist explanation. But for panpsychism to be deemed a 

success, multiple forms of explanation will be required in conjunction with one another.  

 

Before moving on to consider how to incorporate theism within an explanation of 

consciousness, I will take stock of the argument so far. Different positions in philosophy of 

mind have different resources for explaining why biological organisms, like humans, are 

conscious subjects. I have argued that the resources available to reductive and non-reductive 

physicalisms are insufficient for the task. On the physicalist’s or emergentist’s account, 
whereby everything that exists is determined and constituted by non-experiential material 

parts, systems, and information, the existence of consciousness remains deeply surprising, to 

the point of incomprehensibly On the superstrong emergent dualist’s account the emergence 
of consciousness out of non-experiential matter is an incredulous, brute, surprise. Thus, I 

have suggested that the existence of consciousness points towards a more enchanted view of 

nature; all matter is, fundamentally, psychophysical.  

 

That consciousness is a fundamental and ubiquitous feature of the universe is the core 

claim for panpsychism, which is a family of views receiving increasing attention by 

philosophers of mind. Put most simply, if all matter is psychophysical such that simple 

biological organisms have a simple conscious life, then it is not so surprising that complex 

biological organisms have a complex conscious life. I then asked: what kind of explanation is 

panpsychism? I argued that panpsychism is best understood as a unificationist explanation. 

However, this does not rule out the need for panpsychism to be complemented – conjoined 

even – with a causal explanation, even if the role that a causal mechanism will play differs 

between constitutive and non-constitutive forms of panpsychism.   

 

 

3. Theism and Conjunctive Explanations for Consciousness  

 

I mentioned at the start of this chapter that the inability for physicalists to explain 

conscious biological organisms has led to a revival of the argument from consciousness for 



the existence of God. The thinking behind this revival might be characterised in the following 

way: the insufficiency of non-theistic explanations for consciousness leaves space for the 

employment of theism as an explanans for one of the most important and undeniable features 

of the world. Since there is (supposedly) no other explanation of consciousness apart from 

theism, the undeniable existence of consciousness lends significant support (by way of 

evidence) for the existence of God.50  

 

As a result of this competition between theistic and non-theistic explanations for 

consciousness, these apologetic arguments normally depict God as acting directly (infusing or 

pairing souls with embryos), without recourse to secondary (created, or natural) causation. As 

with emergent dualism albeit on far better grounds, consciousness is a miracle each and every 

time it occurs. Combining emergence with soul creationism, Joshua Farris bridges the 

emergent dualist’s gap (between unconscious complexity to consciousness) with (non-

miraculous) special divine action in his “emergent-creationism” account of the origin of the 
soul.51 Despite employing two causal explanations in this account, Farris avoids the problem 

of overdetermination, because emergence and creationism both play a partial, rather than a 

sufficient, causal role in bringing about the existence of conscious, embodied human beings. 

This is an example of a causal conjunctive explanation for consciousness (Farris refers to it as 

“a hybrid view”).52 

 

The panpsychist could employ soul-creationism to construct a parallel non-causal/causal 

conjunctive explanation for consciousness if she so chose. The combination problem (the 

question, how micro-consciousnesses combine to form a unified macro-conscious subject) 

currently leaves an uncomfortable mystery in the middle of the panpsychist’s explanation. It 

might be tempting for the Christian panpsychist to propose a theologically fitting story about 

the unifying powers of the Holy Spirit as the bond of love to argue that the Spirit acts, 

whenever necessary and appropriate, to combine the numerous fundamental micro-subjects 

into a complex, unified human subject. As with other appeals to special divine action as a 

causal mechanism within a scientific explanation, there is no reason that God could not act in 

this way or have created the world with such gaps as signs for God’s existence. However, I 

do not think theists should use the explanatory power of theism in this way.  

 

The occasional miracle, which for the present purposes can be quite loosely defined as a 

singular event that defies reasonable expectation such that one is justified in positing a 

supernatural agent as the cause either instead of or alongside natural causes, need not be a 

problem for scientific theories and explanations. As Alvin Plantinga argued, once the miracle 

has past the ordinary causal regularities and human predictions can resume as before, so there 

is nothing anti-science about miracles (just, perhaps, extra-science).53 However, regular, and 

predictable miracles, such as the suggestion that God conveniently performs a special act of 

soul-body pairing every time a human sperm fertilizes an ovum, are best avoided. 

 

To employ divine action in order to complete an otherwise deficient scientific explanation 

of a regular and predictable natural phenomenon is commonly known as the god-of-the-gaps 

approach to divine action. As an objection, this is often coupled with the cautionary tale of 

Newton’s occasional revolutions and Laplace’s dispensing of the God-hypothesis. The 

caution in this tale is that if future scientific discoveries fill the ‘gap’ in the explanation, then 
belief in God seems to be undermined. In his chapter, Gijsbert van den Brink refers to this 

concern as “the retreat argument”: surely, it is best to avoid any set-up whereby theism must 

retreat in the wake of scientific discovery, but this is not the only problem with the ‘god-of-

the-gaps’ approach.54 As a theologian, I am also concerned with the vending-machine picture 



of God that this account leaves us with, whereby if we create the right conditions (sperm 

fertilising ovum) that a miracle is sure to follow. Similarly, Leibniz’s complaint against 
Samuel Clarke, who was defending Newton’s occasional revolutions, was not the threat of 
scientific success but the appearance that God had made an imperfect or incomplete machine 

that required regular fixing. In this particular discussion, we might follow John Milton’s 
criticism of soul-creationists for making God “a slave to their lusts.”55 For these reasons we 

might instead follow Thomas Kuhn’s argument that when a scientific anomaly is the sort of 
thing that can be predictably and regularly observed, such as in the fact that all human beings 

are conscious, then what must result is a ‘revolution’ in how we understand our world.  
 

One might argue that panpsychism is such a revolutionary response in light of the failure 

of the materialist neo-Darwinian concept of nature to explain consciousness. Although 

panpsychism is not yet a complete (conjunctive) theory of consciousness, it points in a 

direction that remains an active area of research that should not be ruled out. What would it 

mean for the argument from consciousness for the existence of God if panpsychism were 

true? Chalmers depicts his view as containing “nothing particularly spiritual or mystical” and 

asserts that there is “nothing especially transcendental about consciousness; it is just another 
natural phenomenon.”56 It might seem, then, the potential success of panpsychism is at the 

cost of theism and that these two theories stand in competition with one another.57 But this 

conclusion only results if God is employed as a direct (incompatible) causal explanation for 

regular, predictable, widespread phenomena. Instead, we might think of the explanatory 

power of theism in quite another way.  

 

Explaining the Panpsychist Universe  

 

What does it profit a scholar to explain consciousness if he must adopt panpsychism? One 

might object that, whilst consciousness is certainly surprising, surely panpsychism is only 

more so!58 Well, of course, that depends. As we have already seen ‘surprise’ in the sense 
intended in this paper is relative to the ontological resources and epistemic framework 

available. Panpsychism pushes the surprising brute and contingent fact of consciousness 

down from the level of rare complex occurrences in biological organisms to the fundamental 

building-blocks of the universe. Thus, it relocates the bruteness of consciousness in the 

bruteness of existence. Critics might complain that all the panpsychist has done, then, is kick 

the explanatory can down the road.59 Whilst this is not incorrect, it is not a very severe 

complaint. As outlined in the analogy to joke-telling, bruteness at the beginning of a story 

(“A panda walked into a bar….”) is acceptable. Is this not the nature of all scientific 
explanation? Why do apples fall from trees? Because apples have less mass than planets, and 

because of the law of gravity. Why are there laws of gravity? Well, who knows!?60 So, whilst 

the critic is right to complain that panpsychism does not offer a total explanation for 

consciousness, this is only by virtue of not explaining why there is a (panpsychist) universe. 

But, since the universe at large was not the panpsychist’s explanandum, I do not think the 

panpsychist will be particularly worried.  

 

It is still worth asking if one can reduce the surprise of a panpsychist universe. An obvious 

possibility here is to offer theism as a unificationist explanation, a larger framework within 

which panpsychism itself sits. With no reference to consciousness, Alister McGrath appeals 

to the explanatory power of theology in roughly this way when he argues that Christianity, 

 

offers primarily, yet not exclusively, an epistemic model of explanation, 

by throwing a conceptual net over the complexities of experience, so that 



these may both be captured and colligated. To understand something is to 

locate it within a web of meaning.61  

 

For a while, I thought that this would be my conclusion; theism provides a unificationist 

explanation of panpsychism by locating a panpsychist universe within a web of meaning in 

such a way that reduces the surprise that such a universe exists. We might then debate 

whether two unificationist explanations, one subsumed beneath the other, counts as a 

conjunctive explanation or not (to which, I think it probably does not). However, I no longer 

think that unification is the correct way to connect the explanandum and explanans under 

consideration, the panpsychist universe and God, respectively.62 This is for two reasons, 

which correspond to the two ways unification appears in philosophy of science; the loose way 

and the strict way.  

 

There is a loose intuitive sense that unifying multiple explananda under one (or fewer) 

explanans is a good-making property of explanations. Here, unification is a virtue of 

explanations, and could in fact be applied to a wider range of types of explanation. However, 

God wanting a panpsychist universe to exist is not a unifying explanation, even in this loose 

sense, because it explains one thing, not two. God may well have a created a panpsychist 

universe, and I below give further reasons for why we might think this is the case, but in 

doing so I am not reducing the explanandum, and instead I am adding God to the explanans. 

There is good reason, I wager, to add God to the explanans (we need not fear Ockham’s 
razor), but this is because, ‘God’ as explanans here is an answer to a different question than 
the one originally asked.63 

 

Beyond the loose sense Michael Freidman and (more influentially) Philip Kitcher 

developed a precise and technical way in which an explanation might be unificationist by 

applying the same argument pattern to a range of explananda Kitcher, recognized that if the 

reduction of explananda by as few as explanans was the only criteria for unification, then a 

pattern like the following would be the ultimate and only necessary unificationist 

explanation: 

 

 

God wants it to be the case that α 

What God wants to be the case is the case 

 

                             α  

[Filling instructions: ‘α’ is to be replaced 
by any accepted sentence describing the 

physical world]64  

 

 

 

Kitcher rules out appeals to theological doctrines as unifying beliefs in the technical sense he 

is after by describing them as “spurious”.65 Why is this argument pattern spurious? Because it 

lacks a second good-making property of unificationist explanations, namely stringency. 

‘Stringency’, for Kitcher, refers to two constraints placed upon the argument pattern. First, 

there is a constraint by classification; the set of rules about which sentences are premises, 

conclusions and what the rules of inference are. Second, and more relevant here, the filling 

instructions and the nonlogical expressions within the argument pattern both constrain the 

substitution of dummy letters. If the dummy letters, (α in the example above) can be 

substituted by any sentence whatsoever, then the argument pattern is not stringent. There 

needs to be some constraining filling instructions for what sentences can and cannot be 

substituted for α. Kitcher also suggests that the nonlogical language, “God wants it to be the 
case”, imposes no obvious constraints in and of itself.    



 

The concept of God (and God’s will) that Kitcher is working with here is probably a fairly 
thin concept. Many religious traditions do, in fact, see sentences like “God wants it to be the 
case that α” as having constrains.66 Even granting omnipotence, there are some sentences that 

cannot be substituted for α. Furthermore, these filling instructions for α are constrained 
specifically by the nonlogical language, namely ‘God’. That is (moving just one step towards 

Jüngel’s superfluity of God as non-necessary with regard to explanations, as described by van 

den Brink) the revelation of God is for many (although not all) a theological condition that 

places not-insignificant constraints upon α.67 God and God’s will may, at least in principle, be 
a unificationist explanation, if adequate theological information, logic, and narrative backing 

were provided to make the argument pattern stringent, rather than spurious.  

 

It is unsurprising that theological information is required in the explanans, since the why-

question being asked (‘why is there a panpsychist universe?’) is already a theological 

question. This is a theological question because it only arises in the context of certain 

background beliefs that suggest that the universe could have been different to what it is, or 

that it might have not existed at all, such that there is a possible answer to the why-question.68 

Theism is obviously one such common background belief that can give rise to this kind of 

question. If the background beliefs are such that the universe could not have been other than 

it is, then the question of why there is a panpsychist universe will simply not arise. However, 

given the background beliefs of the present context (where the author and original 

interlocutor for this question are both Christians, and the edited volume concerns the nature 

of theistic-scientific conjunctive explanations) the question does arise.  

 

The question stated thus far, Q, ‘why is there a panpsychist universe?’ states a clear topic 
of concern (a panpsychist universe), but it is vague as to the contrast class. Does this question 

ask: 

 

 Q1: ‘why is there a panpsychist universe as opposed to a non-panpsychist universe?’  
 

or,  

 

Q2: ‘why is there a panpsychist universe as opposed to no universe at all?  

 

In Q2 the qualifier ‘panpsychist’ does not appear to be doing any work such that the question 
can be simplified to the old chestnut, ‘why is there something rather than nothing?’ In the 
context of our wider discussion, explaining the existence of conscious biological organisms, 

Q1 is the more relevant question. 

 

Even with the context and contrast-class specified, the kind of answer being asked for is 

not entirely clear. We could be looking for a scientific story about the causal origins of the 

universe, such that panpsychism is a necessary outcome of the universe-making process. 

However, since I know of no such theory, I cannot offer such an explanation (and I don’t 
expect one to appear any time soon). Alternatively, we could be looking for a teleological 

answer, such that panpsychism is necessary for the universe to fulfil some intended purpose. 

If this is the answer being asked for, which I take it to be, then the question can be reframed 

as: 

 

Q3: Why did God choose to create a panpsychist, as opposed to a non-panpsychist, 

universe? 



 

Now it is even more apparent, since God is already invoked in the question, that the 

relevant answer will be theological both in its content and its success criteria.69 Although 

panpsychism has a long historical pedigree, in contemporary academia it is not often strongly 

associated with Christian theology. Q3 is not an unreasonable question to ask. Let me briefly 

give three reasons, that are intended to motivate Christians in accepting panpsychism.  

 

First, panpsychism and theism can both be construed as giving primacy to mentality. 

Whilst the panpsychist can claim that mind and matter both really exist, the panpsychist’s 
commitment to the existence of the mental is stronger than her commitment to the existence 

of the material (for just the same reason it was for Descartes). Not many panpsychists are 

idealists (although they could be), but the same epistemological primacy of the mental over 

the material applies in panpsychism as it does in idealism.70 Of course, theism also posits an 

immaterial mind as ultimate, albeit a mind that is transcendent and radically different to 

created minds. So, it seems that by accepting the primacy of mentality, theism and 

panpsychism have some shared intuitions that increase the probability of each and make them 

a fitting pair. If we accept that the only necessary being and the ultimate source of all creation 

is an immaterial consciousness, then it is not so surprising that creation is shot through with 

consciousness.  

 

Second, a panpsychist universe gives maximal glory to God. It is widely stipulated that a 

world with conscious beings is of greater value and brings greater glory to God than a world 

without any conscious beings. Perhaps this is because, as discussed in the previous point, 

God is somewhat analogous to a conscious being and so these are the sort of beings which 

most reflect God’s glory, stand in a reciprocal relationship to God, or can appreciate God’s 
creation. If this is the case, then the more consciousness that exists the more glory this brings 

to God. Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz argued something like this when he wrote that,  

 

it is consistent neither with the order nor with the beauty of the reason of 

things that there should be something vital or immanently active only in a 

small part of matter, when it would imply greater perfection if it were in all. 

And even if... intelligent souls...cannot be everywhere, this is no objection 

to the view that there should everywhere be souls, or at least things 

analogous to souls.71  

Importantly, it is not that intelligent or human souls are necessary for this argument of 

greater glory to work but, for Leibniz at least, something “analogous to souls,” is sufficient. 
Leibniz writes that, “since every mind is like a mirror” then many minds mean that “there will 
be greater light, the mirrors blending the light not only in the [individual] eye but also among 

each other. The gathered splendour produces glory.”72 The perception of monads, for Leibniz, 

means that “the glory of God is likewise multiplied by as many entirely different 
representations of his work.”73 It is a panpsychist universe that Leibniz suggests brings 

greatest glory to God by reflecting the divine light and giving it back to God at every point of 

creation, from every possible perspective.74 Glory, it is commonly asserted, is a suitable 

(sometimes even the only suitable) motivating reason for God to create and act.75 If it is 

correct that a panpsychist universe gives maximum glory to God, then the truth of theism 

reduces the surprise of panpsychism. We can reasonably answer the question, ‘Why is there a 
panpsychist universe?’ with the reply, ‘Because this kind of universe gives maximum glory to 

God’. 



Third, it seems more fitting for God to create a complete and empowered creation. As 

already mentioned, Leibniz famously compared Newton’s world with an imperfect machine 
that requires continuous adjustments to keep running, which would be an unfitting creation 

for a perfect God. As I suggested above, it is not wise to posit miracles “in order to supply the 
Wants of Nature,” for “that God should usually perform miracles would certainly be without 

rhyme or reason.”76 God may have reason for the occasional miracle, Leibniz suggests, but 

not to make a regular feature of the natural world miraculous. In keeping with Leibniz’s 
intuitions on this point, panpsychism posits a world without gaps and assumes that there is a 

causal explanation for consciousness that does not require recourse to miracles. Why is the 

universe panpsychist? We can answer, because God wanted to make a universe where human 

consciousness could gradually and smoothly evolve.  

 

The key difference between Leibniz and Clark here is not just an intuition concerning the 

appropriate occurrence of miracles, but the nature of causation. For Clarke, matter is inert and 

has no power of self-motion or transformation; “All things done in the world, are done either 
immediately by God himself, or by created intelligent beings: matter being evidently not at 

all capable of any laws or powers whatsoever.”77 By contrast, Leibniz posits powers within 

every created thing, such that all the events, motions, and transformations that each entity 

endures is sourced back to these innate powers.78 So, for Leibniz, the perfect machine which 

we can assume God has designed, is one which the creator has empowered to run itself. A 

similar intuition has been recently expressed by John Webster (who is attributing the same 

argument to both Thomas Aquinas and Karl Barth) when he writes: “Perfect power does not 
absorb, exclude or overwhelm and dispossess other dependent powers and agents, but 

precisely the opposite: omnipotent power creates and perfects creaturely capacity and 

movement.”79 If we accept these intuitions, then it seems more appropriate for God to create 

a panpsychist universe which is fully empowered in all its regular and natural movements and 

evolutions.  

 

For these three reasons, it seems likely that God might choose to create a panpsychist 

universe. We might articulate this through the following supposition: Suppose there is a 

divine creator who is an immaterial mind, who desires to create other immaterial minds for its 

own glory and delights in empowering this creation with its own causal powers. If such a 

thing were true, as the Judaeo-Christian tradition broadly affirms, then it is not surprising that 

this creator would choose to create a universe in which consciousness is a fundamental and 

ubiquitous feature of the universe. Theism, then, provides an explanation for why the 

universe is a panpsychist universe (if, in fact, it is). A panpsychist universe points towards, or 

implies, the existence of God, so we have a version of argument from consciousness for the 

existence of God, offers as a part of the wider cosmological argument. It is worth noting that 

this is, therefore, quite a different approach to the argument from consciousness than those 

which starts with an appeal to the scientific and naturalistic inexplicability of 

consciousness.80  

 

Conclusion  

 

Is this a theistic-scientific conjunctive explanation for consciousness? I don’t think so. 
Panpsychism was the explanans for human consciousness, now panpsychism has become the 

explanandum with theism as the explanans. Theism and panpsychism, in this paper, are 

complementary, but not conjunctive, explanations. To return to the horse racing metaphor for 

conjunctive explanations, if the explanandum has changed, then we are betting in a different 

race. This is why, in the introduction, I noted that rather than a causal conjunctive 



explanation, or a non-causal/causal (unificationist) conjunctive explanation, I suggest that – 

when it comes to theism and consciousness – we should adopt a more pragmatic or 

contextualist view of explanatory pluralism. There are different why-questions, different 

explanandum, to which panpsychism and theism provide compatible and complementary 

answers.  

 

 If one wanted a theistic-scientific conjunctive explanation for consciousness, then most 

forms of dualism and panpsychism could be joined with an account of the origin of souls that 

includes some direct divine input wherever the world’s own powers of evolution and soul-
creation seem insufficient. However, I suggested that there are good theological reasons to 

avoid this kind of theistic-scientific conjunctive explanation for regular, predictable, and 

widespread phenomena, such as the existence of consciousness.  I also suggested that, in this 

debate, God should not be used as a unificationist explanation. Instead, the Christian 

philosopher and theologian should take a more pragmatic approach by looking for the most 

promising explanation and see if this universe might be the kind of world God would create, 

according to the Christian story of who God is. In this chapter, I argued that panpsychism 

appears the most promising explanation for consciousness and that a panpsychist universe is 

the sort of universe God might be most interested in creating.  
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