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Abstract

This essay makes explicit the method that governs the Return to Consciousness project: inte-
gration by constraints rather than by metaphysical commitments. Instead of asking which
worldview is correct, constraint-based reasoning asks what any adequate account must explain
— what conditions an explanation must satisfy regardless of its ontological commitments. The
essay defines what constraints are, how they differ from beliefs, why they are discovered rather
than chosen, and establishes four criteria for constraint-candidacy: robustness across methods,
recurrence across contexts, resistance to eliminative explanation, and cost of exclusion. It dis-
tinguishes phenomenological regularities (constraint candidates) from metaphysical interpre-
tations (not constraints) — a distinction the project relies on throughout. The central claim:
constraint-based reasoning extends a strategy known from formal epistemology and political
philosophy — agreement on conditions rather than conclusions — to metaphysical questions
about consciousness, where the constraints include qualitative, first-person phenomena. The
result is genuine pluralism without relativism: all frameworks subjected to the same discipline
without being required to share assumptions.
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I. The Problem of Integration

How can traditions that disagree fundamentally — about what exists, about what counts as
knowledge, about the nature of mind and world — ever be brought into productive contact?

The usual answers fail in predictable ways.

Syncretism tries to merge traditions into a single worldview, blending beliefs into a composite.
This fails because the traditions don’t actually agree, and forcing agreement distorts all of them.


https://returntoconsciousness.org/

The result is neither good science nor good Buddhism nor good Christianity — it’s a mush that
satisfies no one and respects nothing.

Relativism abandons integration entirely, treating each tradition as valid within its own frame
but incommensurable with others. This preserves internal coherence but forecloses any pos-
sibility of shared inquiry. If the physicist and the contemplative are simply talking past each
other, there’s nothing to integrate.

Conquest declares one tradition the arbiter and interprets all others through its lens. Scientific
materialism often plays this role: contemplative experiences become neurochemistry, religious
claims become evolutionary byproducts, and anything that doesn’t fit gets labeled delusion.
This isn’t integration — it’s annexation.

Each approach fails because it operates at the level of metaphysical commitments — trying
to make worldviews agree, or declaring them incommensurable, or subordinating all to one.

There is another option.

I1. What Is a Constraint?

A constraint is something any adequate explanation must account for— a non-negotiable feature
of the territory that any map must respect, regardless of what else the map includes.

Constraints are not metaphysical commitments. A commitment — “Consciousness is produced
by the brain,” “Consciousness is fundamental,” “God exists” — is a claim about what is ulti-
mately true. You can accept or reject it. You can argue for or against it. People disagree about
commitments, and the disagreement is often irresolvable.

A constraint is different. It’s not a claim about what’s true — it’s a condition that any true claim
must satisfy. You don’t accept or reject a constraint; you either meet it or fail to meet it.

Example: The existence of first-person experience is a constraint on theories of consciousness.
You might believe consciousness is produced by neural activity, or that it’s fundamental, or that
it’s an illusion. But whatever you believe, your theory must account for the fact that experience
exists — that there is something it is like to be a conscious being. A theory that cannot accom-
modate this fact doesn’t fail because of a competing belief; it fails because it doesn’t cover the
territory.

Example: The correlation between brain states and mental states is a constraint. If you damage
specific brain regions, specific capacities disappear. Whatever your metaphysics, your account
must explain why physical changes produce experiential changes with the regularity they do.
Idealism must explain this. Dualism must explain this. Physicalism must explain this. The
constraint is neutral between them.

Example: The cross-cultural recurrence of non-dual experience is a constraint. Whether you in-
terpret these experiences as contact with ultimate reality, as neurological events, or as cognitive
artifacts, your account must explain why structurally similar reports arise independently across
traditions with no historical contact. The constraint doesn’t tell you what non-dual experience
is. It tells you that any adequate account must be able to handle its recurrence.



Regularities vs. Interpretations

One distinction requires emphasis, because it protects constraint-based reasoning from a com-
mon misreading.

Phenomenological regularities can be constraints. The fact that non-dual experiences recur
cross-culturally is a regularity. The fact that near-death experiences share structural features
across cultures is a regularity. The fact that contemplative traditions independently converge
on similar descriptions of transformed consciousness is a regularity. These are documented
patterns that any account must address.

Metaphysical interpretations of those regularities are not constraints. The claim that non-dual
experience reveals ultimate reality is an interpretation. The claim that near-death experiences
prove survival after death is an interpretation. The claim that contemplative convergence indi-
cates access to a shared transcendent ground is an interpretation. These may be true or false,
but they are not conditions any theory must satisfy — they are conclusions some theories draw.

This distinction matters because it prevents constraint-based reasoning from being hijacked for
spiritual advocacy. Someone who says “the existence of mystical experience is a constraint”
is on solid ground — the experiences exist, recur, and must be explained. Someone who says
“the veridicality of mystical experience is a constraint” has crossed into interpretation — that’s
a claim about what the experiences reveal, not a fact about their occurrence.

The project uses this distinction throughout. Consciousness Across Cultures documents the
regularities; Anomalous Phenomena and Consciousness tests how well different frameworks
explain them. The regularity is the constraint. The interpretation is what’s under investigation.

Conflating them would turn constraint-based reasoning into disguised advocacy. Distinguishing
them keeps it honest.

Constraints Are Discovered, Not Chosen

This is the crucial point. Constraints are not assumptions you make or premises you adopt. They
are features of the phenomenon that reveal themselves through inquiry.

You don’t decide that experience exists — you notice that it does. You don’t decide that brain
damage affects cognition — you observe that it does. You don’t decide that certain experiences
recur cross-culturally — you document that they do.

This means constraints have a kind of authority that beliefs lack. You can argue endlessly about
whether consciousness is fundamental. You cannot argue that there’s nothing to explain. The
existence of the phenomenon is not up for debate, even when its nature is.

Because constraints are discovered rather than chosen, they provide common ground that
doesn’t depend on prior agreement. A physicalist and an idealist may have irreconcilable
worldviews, but they can agree that both must account for the same set of phenomena. They
can assess each other’s work by asking: Does this explanation actually meet the constraints?
Does it cover the territory?

This is why constraint-based reasoning permits genuine integration. It doesn’t require the physi-
cist and the contemplative to share a metaphysics. It requires them to share a problem: account-
ing for the full range of what must be explained.
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What Makes Something a Constraint?

Not everything qualifies. A constraint must earn its status. Four criteria distinguish genuine
constraints from contested claims or parochial assumptions:

Robustness across methods. A constraint should survive examination from multiple angles.
If a phenomenon appears only under one methodology, or only when measured one way, it
may be an artifact rather than a feature of the territory. First-person experience passes this test:
introspection reports it, behavior implies it, and no serious theory denies that there is something
to explain. A phenomenon that vanishes when examined differently is not yet a constraint.

Recurrence across contexts. A constraint should appear independently in multiple settings —
across cultures, historical periods, experimental paradigms, or disciplinary frameworks. The
correlation between brain damage and cognitive loss is a constraint because it recurs wherever
brains and cognition are studied. A finding that appears only in one laboratory, one culture, or
one tradition may reflect local conditions rather than the phenomenon itself.

Resistance to eliminative explanation. A genuine constraint cannot be simply explained away.
If someone claims a phenomenon doesn’t exist — that it’s entirely reducible to measurement
error, cultural suggestion, or category confusion — the constraint is what survives that challenge.
First-person experience survives eliminativist critiques because denying it is self-refuting: the
denial itself'is an experience. Note that eliminativism can succeed locally while failing globally:
specific features of a phenomenon (qualia as traditionally conceived, the Cartesian theater) may
be dissolved by analysis, but if the explanandum reappears at a higher level — redescribed
rather than eliminated — the constraint remains. Phenomena that can be fully dissolved by
careful analysis were never constraints to begin with.

Cost of exclusion. A constraint matters to the extent that ignoring it damages explanatory co-
herence. An account of consciousness that ignores brain-mind correlation isn’t just incomplete
— it’s broken. It cannot explain the most basic facts about anesthesia, brain injury, or phar-
macology. The cost of exclusion is high. By contrast, an account that ignores some marginal
anomaly may simply be prioritizing correctly. Constraints are the phenomena whose exclusion
makes an account visibly inadequate.

These criteria are not algorithmic. Applying them requires judgment, and reasonable people
can disagree about edge cases. But they establish that constraint-candidacy is not arbitrary. Not
everything someone finds interesting qualifies. A phenomenon must prove its constraint-status
through robustness, recurrence, resistance, and cost.

What Constraints Are Not

Constraints are not hidden premises. They don’t smuggle in conclusions under the guise of
neutrality. A constraint that “any adequate account must treat consciousness as fundamental”
would be a constraint in name only — it’s actually a belief pretending to be a condition. Genuine
constraints are neutral between competing explanations; they define what must be explained,
not how.

Constraints are not minimal. The full set of constraints on a theory of consciousness is extensive.
It includes first-person experience, brain-mind correlation, the binding problem, the structure
of perception, the phenomenology of altered states, the reports documented in this project, and
much else. Constraint-based reasoning isn’t a way of avoiding hard work — it’s a way of
ensuring the work is actually done.



Constraints are not fixed forever. Inquiry can reveal that something previously treated as a
constraint was actually an artifact of method or culture. The apparent constraint can dissolve
under closer examination. This is fine — constraints are discovered, which means they can be
rediscovered, refined, or overturned. What they cannot be is ignored.

II1. Why Integration Fails at the Level of Worldview

When traditions try to integrate by harmonizing beliefs, the project founders on genuine dis-
agreement. The Buddhist does not believe in a creator God. The Christian does. No amount of
dialogue will produce a shared belief on this point, and pretending otherwise disrespects both
traditions.

When theorists try to integrate by adopting a shared metaphysics, the project founders on pre-
mature closure. We don’t actually know whether consciousness is fundamental or emergent.
Adopting either position as a starting point doesn’t integrate perspectives — it excludes all per-
spectives that don’t share the assumption.

When disciplines try to integrate by expanding one framework to absorb others, the project
founders on imperialism. Reducing contemplative insight to neurochemistry isn’t integration
— it’s replacement. The contemplative’s first-person knowledge doesn’t survive the translation.

All these approaches fail because they try to integrate at the wrong level. They ask: What should
we all believe? They should ask: What must we all explain?

IV. Why Integration Succeeds at the Level of Constraint
Constraints permit a different kind of conversation.

Instead of asking the physicist and the contemplative to agree on what consciousness is, you ask
them to agree on what any account of consciousness must handle. This they can do. The physi-
cist acknowledges that first-person experience exists and must be explained, not explained away.
The contemplative acknowledges that brain-mind correlation is real and must be accounted for.
Neither has abandoned their perspective. Both have accepted a shared discipline.

This is not compromise. It’s not splitting the difference between worldviews. It’s recognizing
that the phenomenon constrains all of us equally, regardless of our starting assumptions.

The result is that disagreement becomes productive. The physicist and the contemplative can
now argue about whether a given explanation actually meets the constraints — not whether
their worldviews are compatible. They can point to phenomena the other’s account doesn’t
cover. They can identify where an explanation succeeds and where it strains. This is genuine
intellectual exchange, not parallel monologue.

V. Constraints in This Project

The Return to Consciousness project operates by constraint-based reasoning throughout, though
it rarely names the method explicitly.

Consciousness Across Cultures does not argue that any phenomenon it documents proves any
metaphysical thesis. It establishes what must be explained — the scope of the territory. This is
constraint-setting.
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Anomalous Phenomena and Consciousness does not declare which framework is correct. It
tests how well different frameworks meet the constraints — how much of the territory each
map actually covers. This is constraint-testing.

Myth of Metaphysical Neutrality does not argue for idealism. It argues that claiming neutrality
while ignoring entire classes of evidence is not neutral — it’s failing to meet the constraints.
This is constraint-enforcement.

Where Explanation Stops does not assert that physicalist explanation is impossible. It asks
where explanation of a certain type reaches its limits — where the constraints demand something
the framework cannot provide. This is constraint-analysis.

Biological Competency does not reject materialist biology. It documents phenomena that
any adequate biology must explain, whether or not current biology can explain them. Again:
constraint-setting.

The pattern is consistent. The project says: this is what any adequate account must handle.
When those constraints are applied symmetrically, one framework currently handles them with
fewer structural costs. The project advocates for the discipline of applying constraints honestly
— and for stating the results when they converge.

VI. The Limits of Constraint-Based Reasoning

Constraint-based reasoning does not resolve all disagreements. Two accounts can both meet the
known constraints and still disagree on matters beyond current evidence. Constraints narrow
the field; they don’t always select a unique winner.

Constraint-based reasoning does not eliminate the need for interpretation. Identifying what
counts as a constraint requires judgment. People can disagree about whether a phenomenon
is robust enough to constrain theory, or whether an apparent constraint is actually an artifact.
These are substantive disputes.

Constraint-based reasoning does not replace metaphysics. At some point, inquiry faces ques-
tions that constraints alone don’t answer: Why is there something rather than nothing? Why
does experience exist at all? Constraints can sharpen these questions; they cannot dissolve them.

VII. Why This Method Matters

What constraint-based reasoning does is create a space where traditions with incompatible
worldviews can work together on shared problems. It doesn’t require the Buddhist and the
Christian to agree on ultimate reality. It requires them to agree that both accounts must explain
the existence of suffering, the possibility of transformation, and the structure of experience.

This is not without precedent. Habermasian discourse ethics, Rawlsian overlapping consensus,
and Bayesian epistemology all achieve forms of pluralism without relativism by finding agree-
ment at a level beneath belief. The structural move — shared conditions rather than shared
conclusions — is established.

What is distinctive here is the application to metaphysical questions about consciousness,
where the constraints include qualitative, first-person phenomena that resist quantification. This
is the domain where the strategy is most needed and least tried.
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Pluralism without constraints becomes relativism: everyone has their own truth, and there’s no
way to adjudicate between accounts. Relativism sounds tolerant but actually forecloses inquiry
— if every framework is valid within its own terms, there’s nothing left to investigate.

Constraints without pluralism becomes conquest: one framework sets the terms, and everything
else is translated or dismissed. This sounds rigorous but actually forecloses inquiry too — if
the terms are fixed in advance, you can only find what your framework already permits.

Constraint-based reasoning threads the needle. It allows multiple frameworks to operate simul-
taneously, each with its own methods and vocabulary, while subjecting all of them to the same
discipline: Does your account actually cover the territory? The question is neutral between
frameworks; the answer is not.

This is why the method matters more than any particular conclusion. If the method is sound,
conclusions can be revised as evidence accumulates. If the method is broken, no conclusion
is trustworthy. The project’s commitment is to the method first — to the discipline of meeting
constraints — and to conclusions only insofar as they emerge from that discipline.

Conclusion
The question “What should we believe about consciousness?” divides.
The question “What must any adequate account of consciousness explain?” unites.

The first question asks for conclusions. The second asks for discipline. This project is commit-
ted to the second.

You can disagree with any belief. You cannot wish away a phenomenon. Once the phenomenon
is visible, the constraint is set — and every account, regardless of its metaphysics, must meet it
or fail.

Integration by constraints does not ask traditions to agree on what is true. It asks them to agree on
what must be explained. That is enough to create shared inquiry without shared assumptions. It
is enough to permit pluralism without relativism. It is enough to distinguish accounts that cover
the territory from accounts that merely assert their adequacy.

The project’s bet is simple: if we are honest about the constraints, the direction of inquiry is set
by the phenomena themselves, not by our preferences. Where that leads, we don’t yet know.
But we will have earned whatever we find.

Commitments divide. Constraints discipline. That is the difference between advocacy and
inquiry.
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