
 

 

 

AXIOLOGICAL PRIMITIVISM: VALUE AS THE GROUND 
OF BEING 
A Philosophical Account of Value, Consciousness, and the Nature of 
Reality 

Kieran O'Brien Founder of the Master Storytelling framework / kieran@ministory.org.uk 

Abstract 

This paper advances a posi6on called axiological primi6vism: the philosophical claim that value is an 
ontological primi6ve, irreducible, founda6onal, and prior to consciousness rather than produced by it. 
Against the dominant value-neutral assump6on of Western modernity — the claim that reality is 
fundamentally indifferent to value, and that value is a projec6on of conscious minds onto a neutral 
substrate — the paper argues that value is a genuine feature of reality, as fundamental as maEer or energy, 
and that consciousness is best understood as the mode through which value encounters itself in a 
sufficiently recep6ve and calibrated system. The paper develops this claim through four movements: the 
phenomenological case for value as given rather than constructed; the dissolu6on of the hard problem of 
consciousness through the axiological primi6vist account; a principled gradient account of value-
responsiveness that dis6nguishes the claim from panpsychism; and an engagement with the rela6onal 
structure of value that addresses what is called the rela6onal demand — the requirement that any account 
of telic value specify the other term of the rela6on it describes. The paper concludes that axiological 
primi6vism is not a return to pre-scien6fic teleology, nor a form of idealism, nor a theological claim in 
disguise. It is the minimum ontological commitment required to account for the specific phenomenological 
character of conscious experience — its cons6tu6ve orienta6on toward genuine worth, its experience of 
telic resonance as encounter rather than construc6on, and the specific rela6onal logic of value, mo6va6on, 
and purpose that exis6ng frameworks, including panpsychism, have been unable to explain. 
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Chapter One: The Problem That Pressed the Claim 

1.1 An Unexpected Starting Point 

This paper does not begin with metaphysics. It begins with a prac6cal problem — a problem encountered 
not in the seminar room but in the field, in the specific and recurrent failure of a domain of applied human 
endeavour that should, by any reasonable expecta6on, have been succeeding. 

The domain is human mo6va6on. More specifically, the mo6va6on of individuals, communi6es, and 
organisa6ons that are genuinely oriented toward what they genuinely believe to be genuinely worth caring 



 

 

for. The problem is that their mo6va6on does not hold. Not because they cease to care. Not because the 
values they are oriented toward are somehow false or constructed. But because something about the 
rela6onship between their caring and the cultural condi6ons in which they are aEemp6ng to act is 
systema6cally insufficient. The commitment burns out. The campaigns fragment. The organisa6ons built on 
the most genuine values produce the exhaus6on and disillusionment they were designed to address. The 
values remain aspira6onal. They do not take root. 

This paEern is familiar to anyone working in the fields of social change, ecological advocacy, or purpose-
driven organisa6onal development. It has been described, diagnosed, and addressed from mul6ple 
direc6ons, including psychological, sociological, communica6onal, and strategic posi6ons. And yet it 
persists, with a consistency that suggests the problem is not being reached at the level at which it is being 
produced. 

The framework developed to address this paEern, the Master Storytelling framework, of which this paper 
represents the philosophical founda6on, eventually pressed against a ques6on that the exis6ng 
frameworks refused to ask. Not "how can mo6va6on be beEer generated, sustained, or renewed?" but 
"what is mo6va6on, at its most fundamental level, and what is its rela6onship to what is most 
fundamentally real?" That ques6on, followed honestly, led to axiological primi6vism, not as a free-standing 
metaphysical specula6on but as the minimum ontological commitment required to explain what the 
evidence of genuine value-encounter actually shows. 

The paper is therefore a philosophical argument that arrived under pressure from a domain. Its star6ng 
point is not what philosophers typically call a thought experiment but what prac66oners typically call a 
persistent anomaly, a phenomenon that refuses to be explained by the available frameworks and that 
points, when examined carefully, toward a different account of what is most fundamentally real. 

1.2 The Value-Neutral Assumption and Its Consequences 

At the founda6on of virtually every framework available for understanding human mo6va6on — 
psychological, economic, sociological, and poli6cal — there is a philosophical assump6on so deeply 
embedded that it rarely appears as an assump6on at all. It appears as the obvious star6ng point from 
which serious inquiry begins. The assump6on is this: the universe is fundamentally value-neutral. 

At the deepest level, on this account, reality consists of maEer, energy, and forces opera6ng according to 
mathema6cal laws that are indifferent to value. The laws of physics describe what happens. They say 
nothing about what maEers, what is genuinely worth caring for, or what is genuinely good. Value, on this 
account, is something that conscious beings bring to a neutral world rather than something they find in it. A 
dying coral reef is not, in the language of fundamental physics, a tragedy. It is a redistribu6on of maEer. The 
tragedy is something that conscious beings project onto the redistribu6on, a response generated within 
their neural architecture, shaped by their evolu6onary history and cultural condi6oning, but not 
corresponding to anything real in the world independent of their projec6ng minds. 

This assump6on was not a scien6fic discovery. It was a philosophical choice made in the seventeenth 
century as the scien6fic revolu6on was establishing its methodology. To study the natural world rigorously, 
it was necessary to bracket value, to eliminate the distor6ons of personal preference, theological authority, 
and anthropocentric projec6on from empirical inquiry. To proceed as if nature were value-neutral, so that 



 

 

the findings of inquiry could be assessed on evidence alone rather than on what the inquirer wished to be 
true. This methodological move was produc6ve and, within its proper domain, genuinely important. 

But over the following centuries, the methodological assump6on migrated. What began as "we will study 
nature as if it were value-neutral, because this produces beEer empirical science" became "nature is value-
neutral, because the methods that treat it as such have proven so produc6ve." The tool was mistaken for 
the truth. The methodology was mistaken for the metaphysics. What Alfred North Whitehead called the 
fallacy of misplaced concreteness, the error of trea6ng an abstrac6on as if it were the concrete reality it 
was abstracted from, was commiEed at the level of Western culture's most founda6onal account of what is 
real. 

The consequences of this migra6on are visible everywhere, and they extend well beyond the domain of 
academic philosophy. A culture that has absorbed the value-neutral assump6on at the level of its 
founda6onal story, that has built its ins6tu6ons, its economic systems, its educa6onal structures, and its 
mo6va6onal frameworks on the premise that value is a human projec6on onto a neutral substrate, will 
produce specific and predictable consequences. 

It will produce a fact-value split, an apparently unbridgeable gap between descrip6ve claims about what is 
the case and norma6ve claims about what ought to be done, that makes genuine collec6ve moral response 
to shared challenges structurally difficult. It will produce mo6va6onal frameworks that can explain 
mo6va6on only in terms of internal psychological states or external rewards and punishments, with no 
account of the qualita6vely different mo6va6onal character of genuine value-encounter. It will produce 
ins6tu6onal designs that can measure output but cannot measure genuine flourishing, and that therefore 
systema6cally reward the former while inadvertently suppressing the laEer. It will produce a mental health 
crisis in which the epidemic of meaninglessness, depression, and existen6al anxiety is treated as a 
neurological malfunc6on rather than as the predictable consequence of a culture that has systema6cally 
told its members that the hunger for genuine meaning is a cogni6ve bias rather than a genuine percep6on 
of something real. 

And it will produce the specific mo6va6onal failure that this paper takes as its star6ng point, the failure of 
genuine values to take root in genuine commitment, because the mo6va6onal architecture of the culture 
has been constructed on the assump6on that the values are not real in the sense required to sustain 
genuine commitment over 6me. 

1.2a The Symmetry Objection and Why Phenomenology Is Not Materialism in Reverse 

If Whitehead's fallacy of misplaced concreteness, the treatment of a useful abstrac6on as if it were the 
concrete reality from which it was abstracted, is iden6fied as the structural mistake at the founda6on of the 
modern value-neutral worldview, then the framework about to be developed in this paper cannot commit 
the same error in reverse. We will have to aEend to how we bracket the mechanis6c frame, while aEending 
phenomenologically to the structure of genuine value-encounter, if we are to conclude that reality is 
fundamentally cons6tuted by value. If the seventeenth-century move from "we will study nature as if it 
were value-neutral" to "nature is value-neutral" was a fallacy, then the parallel move from "we will aEend 
to experience as if value were genuinely given" to "value is the ontological primi6ve" appears to commit 
the same fallacy, albeit with different methodological tools. Either both inferences are valid, in which case 



 

 

the cri6que of the scien6fic revolu6on collapses, or neither is, in which case axiological primi6vism 
collapses with it.  

The solu6on to this quandary is to recognise that the two methodological situa6ons are not, in fact, 
symmetrical, and that the asymmetry is precisely the point at which the philosophical case for axiological 
primi6vism finds its purchase. The symmetry is apparent rather than real. The two methodologies relate to 
their eviden6al base in structurally different ways, and the difference is what licenses the inference in one 
case while precluding it in the other. 

The seventeenth-century methodology proceeds by what can be called subtrac6on. It iden6fies certain 
features of human experience, such as the felt quality of meaning, the percep6on of genuine worth, the 
experience of purpose as encountered rather than imposed, and explicitly sets them aside as not amenable 
to the method. This seUng-aside was not capricious. It was produc6ve, and within its proper scope it 
generated the extraordinary achievements of empirical science over the subsequent four centuries. But it is 
structurally subtrac6ve: the methodology defines its eviden6al base by removing whole categories of 
human experience from the data it is willing to consider. The achievement of clean mechanical models was 
made possible precisely by ignoring half of what was present in the experience being modelled. 

Consider an analogy that makes the structure visible. A chemist analysing a pain6ng by scraping pigment 
from the canvas and subjec6ng it to mass spectrometry will produce genuine knowledge about the 
chemical composi6on of the oils, the mineral content of the pigments, the molecular structure of the 
binding medium. This knowledge is real and it is rigorous. But it is knowledge produced by a methodology 
that has, in its very procedure, eliminated the pain6ng as a pain6ng from its eviden6al base. The portrait, 
the composi6on, the disclosure of a human face aEended to with the specific care that a great painter 
brings to the work of aEending, these are not in the chemist's data because the chemist's methodology 
was designed to study what remains when these are systema6cally removed. The chemist's findings are not 
wrong; they are formed through a specific form of aEen6on. The inference from those findings to "the 
pain6ng is exhaus6vely described as a chemical compound" is wrong, because the methodology that 
produced the findings was cons6tuted by the prior decision to exclude from considera6on precisely what 
would have made the pain6ng visible as a pain6ng. 

The phenomenological methodology that grounds the case for axiological primi6vism operates by a 
structurally different procedure. It does not begin by seUng aside categories of experience that resist its 
preferred mode of analysis. It begins, in Husserl's original ar6cula6on and in the tradi6on that developed 
from it, by aEemp6ng to aEend to what is actually present in experience without the prejudgement of any 
framework that has already decided what can and cannot be found there. The epoché, the suspension of 
natural-aUtude assump6ons about the nature of what is experienced, is not the removal of data from 
considera6on. It is the removal of interpreta9on from considera6on, specifically the interpre6ve 
frameworks that have already decided in advance which features of experience count as evidence and 
which do not. The methodology is structurally inclusive: it commits in advance to aEending to whatever is 
actually there in the experience, including features that would be excluded by methodologies built on prior 
commitments about what experience can contain. 

This is the asymmetry the symmetry objec6on misses. Scien6fic materialism does not produce a value-
neutral picture of the world because the world is value-neutral and the method tracks it faithfully. It 
produces a value-neutral picture because the method was cons6tuted by the prior elimina6on of value 



 

 

from the data the method is willing to consider. The picture is the predictable output of the procedure. The 
phenomenological method, by contrast, is cons6tuted by the commitment to consider whatever is actually 
present in experience, including the felt quality of mechanism and the felt quality of value, the experience 
of objects as objects and the experience of worth as worth, without deciding in advance which of these is 
the more fundamental disclosure of what is real. 

We can object at this point that phenomenology also brackets things — intersubjec6ve verifiability, the 
causal mechanisms underlying experience, the third-person perspec6ve from which experience can be 
studied as a natural phenomenon — and that this bracke6ng is no less subtrac6ve than the bracke6ng 
performed by scien6fic materialism. The response is that phenomenology brackets these features not 
because they are unreal or because they are not part of the eviden6al base, but because they are 
deriva6ve of the first-person givenness of experience that they presuppose. Intersubjec6ve verifiability is 
itself an experience: the experience of two subjects discovering, through communica6on, that they are 
aEending to what presents itself as the same object. Causal mechanism is itself an experience: the 
experience of regularity, an6cipa6on, and the felt structure of one event making another more likely. The 
third-person perspec6ve is itself, when honestly examined, a first-person perspec6ve that has trained itself 
to aEend to features of experience that can be communicated without reference to the perspec6val 
par6cularity of the aEending subject. None of these features are excluded from phenomenological 
aEen6on. They are recognised as deriva6ve achievements of consciousness rather than as the founda6onal 
stratum from which consciousness must be explained. The phenomenological methodology does not 
subtract them. It locates them in the structure of experience rather than trea6ng them as more 
fundamental than the experience they presuppose. 

The asymmetry can now be stated precisely. Scien6fic materialism arrives at a value-neutral metaphysics 
through a method that excluded value from its eviden6al base at the outset. The inference from "value 
does not appear in our findings" to "value is not part of reality" is therefore unlicensed: the absence of 
value in the findings is an artefact of the procedure, not a discovery about the world. Phenomenology 
arrives at a value-saturated picture of experience through a method that excluded nothing from its 
eviden6al base at the outset. The inference from "value appears as genuinely given in the structure of 
experience" to "value is part of reality" is therefore licensed, or at least not unlicensed in the same way: the 
presence of value in the findings is not an artefact of a procedure designed to find it, but the discovery of a 
methodology that commiEed in advance to aEending to whatever was actually there. 

This is not yet the full inference to ontological primi6vism. The move from "value is genuinely part of reality 
as disclosed in experience" to "value is the ontological primi6ve from which maEer and consciousness 
derive" requires further argument, which the following chapters will provide. What has been established 
here is the more modest but indispensable methodological point: that the inference from 
phenomenological aEen6on to a value-saturated picture of experience is not structurally iden6cal to the 
inference from mechanis6c methodology to a value-neutral metaphysics, and that the symmetry objec6on 
therefore fails to undermine the philosophical project before it has been allowed to begin. 

A final qualifica6on is required, and it is one the framework's intellectual honesty requires it to make. The 
phenomenological methodology is not infallible. It can be performed badly, aEen6vely or inaEen6vely, with 
greater or lesser fidelity to what is actually present in experience. It can be distorted by the prior 
commitments of the prac66oner, by the cultural framework within which the aEending takes place, and by 



 

 

the inevitable limits of first-person introspec6on on processes that operate below the threshold of 
conscious access. The findings of phenomenological inquiry are therefore defeasible, revisable, and subject 
to correc6on by further and more careful aEen6on.  

It is worth pausing on the asymmetry that typically governs how this defeasibility is received. When 
scien6fic inquiry produces findings that are subsequently overturned, and the history of science is a 
con6nuous record of such overturnings, from phlogiston to luminiferous ether to the steady-state universe, 
the methodology is not taken to be discredited. The error is read as informa6on, the substrate of the next 
discovery, evidence that the method is self-correc6ng. When phenomenological inquiry produces findings 
that are subsequently revised, the standard interpreta6on is structurally different: the methodology itself is 
taken to be implicated, and the en6re mode of inquiry is judged insufficiently rigorous to ground serious 
claims about reality. A culture that has ins6tu6onalised the convic6on that only the empirical-analy6c 
mode of inquiry discloses what is genuinely real will, predictably, treat errors in that mode as produc6ve 
and errors in other modes as disqualifying. The framework requires only that this asymmetry be 
recognised, so that the genuine defeasibility of phenomenological inquiry is held to the same evalua6ve 
standard as the genuine defeasibility of empirical inquiry: as the proper func6oning of a method that 
produces provisional findings available for correc6on, not as evidence that the method should be 
abandoned. 

 

What the methodology offers is not certainty but the most adequate eviden6al base currently available for 
the ques6ons axiological primi6vism takes up: ques6ons about what is actually present in conscious 
experience, what the structure of that experience reveals about the reality in which consciousness is 
embedded, and what ontology is most adequate to the full eviden6al base rather than to the artefactually 
narrowed eviden6al base that scien6fic materialism produced by methodological subtrac6on. 

The pain6ng cannot be exhaus6vely described as a chemical compound. Neither can it be exhaus6vely 
described as a portrait. The full descrip6on requires both, and the methodology adequate to producing the 
full descrip6on is one that does not eliminate either dimension of what is actually there. 

1.3 The Claim 

Axiological primi6vism is the philosophical posi6on that this assump6on is wrong, and specifically, that it is 
wrong in a way that has precise and important philosophical consequences. 

The claim, stated plainly, is this: 

Value is not a human projec9on onto a neutral universe. Value is an ontological primi9ve, a fundamental, 
irreducible feature of reality itself, as real as maAer, as real as energy, prior to consciousness rather than 
produced by it. 

Several clarifica6ons are immediately necessary. 

To call value an ontological primi6ve is to claim that it is irreducible, that it cannot be explained in terms of 
anything more fundamental without residue. MaEer is typically taken as an ontological primi6ve in 
materialist frameworks: the aEempt to explain maEer in terms of something more fundamental generates 
an infinite regress or boEoms out in a brute fact. Axiological primi6vism makes the analogous claim about 



 

 

value. The aEempt to explain value, to show that what appears to be genuine worth is really just an 
evolu6onary adapta6on, a cultural construc6on, a neurological response to s6muli, always leaves 
something unexplained. The something it leaves unexplained is the felt character of the value-encounter 
itself: the sense of genuine mee6ng with something real, of being oriented toward something that exceeds 
the self and is genuinely worth the cost of orienta6on. 

To call value prior to consciousness is to make a specific and important claim about the explanatory order. It 
is not the claim that value exists independently of any possible knower, that there is something it is worth 
caring about in a universe with no beings capable of caring. The rela6onal character of value, its essen6al 
cons6tu6on through genuine encounter, is preserved. The claim is rather that consciousness is not the 
source of value but the medium through which value becomes aware of itself. Consciousness is not prior to 
value in the order of explana6on. Value is prior to consciousness. And consciousness, specifically, the 
specific qualita6ve character of conscious experience, its what-it-is-like-ness, its orienta6on toward genuine 
worth, its experience of telic resonance, is explained by the axiological primi6vist account in a way that no 
alterna6ve framework, that I am aware of, has yet managed. 

To claim that value is as real as maEer is not to claim that value is a kind of maEer, or that it is detectable 
by the instruments designed to detect maEer. It is to claim that the category of the real is not exhausted by 
the category of the physical, and that an account of reality that excludes value from the domain of the real 
is not more rigorous or more honest than one that includes it. It is a more impoverished account, one that 
excludes precisely the features of reality that the phenomenological evidence most consistently and most 
powerfully points toward. 

1.3a.1 The Three Alternatives the Argument Must Defeat 

The move from "value is genuinely given in experience" to "value is the ontological primi6ve from which 
maEer and consciousness derive" is the most demanding inferen6al step this paper takes. The 
phenomenological evidence developed in the next chapter, that value presents itself to consciousness as 
encountered rather than constructed, as received rather than projected, as genuinely there rather than 
generated within the perceiving subject, establishes that value is real in a sense the value-neutral 
assump6on denies. It does not, by itself, establish that value is the ontological primi6ve from which maEer 
and consciousness derive. 

The evidence of givenness is compa6ble, at least on its face, with several dis6nct ontological posi6ons, and 
the framework owes the reader an account of why the strongest of these — full axiological primi6vism — is 
the posi6on the evidence ul6mately requires. Three alterna6ves must be engaged before that case can be 
made. 

The first is value as emergent objec6ve property. On this posi6on, value is genuinely real, not a projec6on, 
but it arises from sufficiently complex physical arrangements rather than being founda6onal. The posi6on 
preserves what the phenomenological evidence requires by trea6ng value as encountered rather than 
constructed, while maintaining the ontological priority of maEer. Value, on this account, is what happens 
when physical reality organises itself into systems of the right complexity, in much the way that wetness is 
what happens when H₂O molecules organise themselves into the right macroscopic arrangements, or life is 
what happens when biochemistry organises itself into the right self-sustaining configura6ons. The substrate 
is maEer. Value is what the substrate generates when the condi6ons are right. 



 

 

The second is value as co-primi6ve with maEer. On this posi6on, value and maEer are both ontologically 
fundamental, neither derived from the other. The two are different aspects or features of a single reality, or 
two parallel features of reality that cannot be reduced to a common substrate. Dual-aspect monism in the 
tradi6on that runs from Spinoza through certain readings of Russell, neutral monism in its various forms, 
and contemporary panpsychist posi6ons that take experience or proto-experience as fundamental 
alongside the physical proper6es that physics describes, all occupy this terrain. The posi6on preserves the 
irreducibility of value, accommodates the phenomenological evidence of givenness, and declines only the 
asymmetric priority claim that value is prior to maEer rather than alongside it. 

The third is value as objec6ve but causally inert. On this posi6on, value is genuinely real and mind-
independent but does no causal work. It exists in the way mathema6cal truths and abstract objects exist on 
a Platonist account: as features of reality that hold independently of any mind that grasps them, but that 
do not act on the physical world, do not draw conscious beings toward themselves, do not cons6tute the 
ground from which anything else derives. Moral non-naturalism in something like G. E. Moore's sense, and 
certain forms of Platonism about value, occupy this terrain. Value is real. Value is not a cause. 

Each of these posi6ons captures something real about the evidence. Each draws from rich philosophical 
tradi6ons and is held by serious philosophers. None is a strawman to be dismissed in passing. The 
argument of this sec6on is that each fails to account for the full eviden6al base, and that the asymmetric 
priority of value over maEer is what the evidence, examined comprehensively rather than selec6vely, 
actually requires. The case is built in three movements: the failure of emergence to explain the direc6onal 
character of reality, the failure of causal inertness to account for the mo6va6onal phenomena the 
framework began with, and the failure of co-primi6vism to do the explanatory work that axiological 
primi6vism does on the ques6ons the framework most needs to answer. 

1.3a.2 Why Emergence Fails: The Directional Problem 

The emergence account treats value as a property that arises from sufficient physical complexity. This 
account has the advantage of preserving the phenomenological evidence of value as genuinely given while 
maintaining the broadly materialist ontology that contemporary scien6fic culture has ins6tu6onalised. It is, 
for many sympathe6c readers of the phenomenological case, the natural fallback posi6on: value is real, but 
it is real in the way that wetness, life, and consciousness are real on standard emergen6st accounts, as 
proper6es that supervene on substrate behaviour without being reducible to it. The framework's argument 
against this posi6on rests on two considera6ons, the first of which is decisive on its own and the second of 
which closes the door against the most likely emergen6st replies. 

The first considera6on is the direc6onal character of cosmic and biological evolu6on. Across the thirteen 
and a half billion years of cosmic history, and the four billion years of biological history within it, physical 
reality has organised itself, through processes describable by the standard accounts of cosmology, 
chemistry, and biology, into structures of progressively increasing complexity, coherence, and the eventual 
development of beings capable of genuine value-encounter. This paEern is not merely the random walk of 
maEer through possibility space. It is a direc6onal tendency. The universe is the kind of place in which 
maEer organises itself into living systems, in which living systems organise themselves into sen6ent 
organisms, in which sen6ent organisms develop the capaci6es for reflec6ve self-awareness and the 
percep6on of worth. This tendency is a feature of reality that any adequate ontology must account for. 



 

 

The emergen6st has no resources internal to the posi6on to provide this account. If value emerges from 
sufficient physical complexity, then the direc6onal tendency of physical reality toward the complexity in 
which value-emergence becomes possible requires its own prior explana6on. What makes the universe the 
kind of place in which complexity tends to increase rather than dissipate, in which self-organisa6on tends 
to develop rather than fail, in which the condi6ons for value-emergence tend to arise rather than not? The 
emergen6st must either treat this direc6onal tendency as an unexplained brute fact — the universe just 
happens to be the kind of place in which value-genera6ng complexity tends to develop — or must appeal 
to some prior feature of physical reality that orients it toward complexity-genera6on. The first move is 
explanatorily empty. The second move concedes the point: whatever feature of physical reality orients it 
toward the condi6ons in which value can emerge is itself the telic grain of value under another name, and 
the emergen6st has reintroduced what they claimed to be deriving. 

A sophis6cated emergen6st might reply that the direc6onal tendency can be explained anthropically: the 
universe appears value-tending because we exist in one that is, and a universe that was not value-tending 
would not contain observers to no6ce its lack of value-tendency. This reply has surface plausibility but does 
not address the ques6on. The anthropic observa6on explains why observers find themselves in a value-
tending universe, given the existence of value-tending universes. It does not explain why value-tending 
universes exist at all, or why this universe is one of them. The ques6on the framework presses is not "why 
do we observe a value-tending universe rather than not observing one?" but "why is the universe we 
observe value-tending rather than not?" The anthropic reply mistakes the second ques6on for the first, and 
the second ques6on remains unanswered on the emergen6st account. 

The second considera6on is the residue problem, which addresses what the emergen6st cannot account 
for at the level of phenomenological descrip6on rather than at the level of cosmic structure. Standard 
emergence cases work because the emergent property can be exhaus6vely described in terms of the 
rela6onal behaviour of the substrate. Wetness is not something over and above the macroscopic behaviour 
of water molecules. It is what we call that behaviour at the macroscopic scale. Life is not something over 
and above the self-organising biochemical processes that cons6tute it. The emergent property is the 
substrate behaving in a certain way, and the full descrip6on of the substrate's behaviour leaves nothing 
about the emergent property unexplained. 

Value-encounter, on the phenomenological evidence the next chapter will develop, has a structural feature 
that no descrip6on of substrate behaviour captures: the specific quality of being addressed by something 
that has its own claim. Address is not a rela6onal behaviour of substrate. Address is what happens when 
one term of a rela6on makes a claim on another term. The emergen6st account can describe the neural 
correlates of the experience of being addressed — the firing paEerns, the chemical processes, the 
integra6ve dynamics that accompany the experience — but it cannot describe the address itself, because 
the address belongs to the value side of the encounter rather than to the neural side. To derive address 
from substrate behaviour alone, the emergen6st would have to show how a system that has only the 
proper6es of substrate can generate a rela6on in which one term makes a genuine claim on another. The 
two terms of the rela6on must each have the proper6es that allow the rela6on to occur. Substrate has the 
proper6es that allow neural correlates to occur. It does not have the proper6es that allow address to occur. 
The emergen6st account begins with one side of the rela6on and tries to derive the rela6on itself, which is 
not a procedure that can succeed. 



 

 

An emergen6st may reply that this is just the standard appeal to qualia or to phenomenal residue under a 
different name, and that emergen6st accounts have been developing sophis6cated responses to such 
appeals for decades. The reply has force, but it does not reach the specific argument the framework is 
making. The residue here is not a private quale that the emergen6st can in principle reduce to neural 
func6on. It is the structural fact of address, which requires two terms with the right kinds of proper6es for 
address to be possible. A posi6on that begins with substrate cannot generate address without already 
presupposing the value side of the rela6on that address requires. The residue is not a phenomenal puzzle 
awai6ng future neuroscience. It is a structural feature of the eviden6al base that emergence cannot in 
principle accommodate. 

Emergence therefore fails on two counts. It cannot account for the direc6onal character of the reality from 
which value is supposed to emerge, without presupposing what it claims to derive. And it cannot account 
for the structural character of value-encounter, which requires resources the posi6on does not have. The 
posi6on preserves the appearance of accommoda6ng the phenomenological evidence while in fact 
accommoda6ng only the part of that evidence that fits a materialist ontology, and excluding the part that 
does not fit. 

 

 



 

 

1.3a.4 Why Co-Primitivism Fails: The Asymmetry Problem 

The most serious compe6tor to axiological primi6vism is the posi6on that value and maEer are co-
primi6ve: that both are ontologically fundamental, neither derived from the other, two equally basic 
features of reality that cannot be reduced to a common substrate. This posi6on has a long and 
dis6nguished philosophical lineage, including dual-aspect monism in the tradi6on that runs from Spinoza 
through certain readings of Russell, neutral monism in its various forms, and contemporary panpsychist 
posi6ons that take experience or proto-experience as fundamental alongside the physical proper6es that 
physics describes. The posi6on deserves a careful hearing, because it accommodates a great deal of what 
axiological primi6vism is commiEed to and because the case against it is the case for the framework's most 
dis6nc6ve claim. 

What co-primi6vism contributes is significant. It accommodates the phenomenological evidence that value 
is genuinely given rather than projected, since value as a fundamental feature of reality does not depend 
on conscious minds for its existence. It accommodates the dissolu6on of the value-neutral assump6on, 
since reality on this account is not a value-neutral substrate onto which value is added by conscious 
projec6on. It accommodates the reality of telic resonance and the inadequacy of materialist mo6va6onal 
theory, since the felt pull of genuine value-encounter is a response to something genuinely there in the 
structure of reality rather than an internal state mimicking encounter. A reader sympathe6c to the 
phenomenological case developed in the preceding sec6ons might reasonably ask why the framework 
requires anything stronger than this. If value is real and irreducible, what further work is being done by the 
claim that value is prior to maEer rather than alongside it? 

The argument against co-primi6vism rests on three convergent considera6ons, each of which addresses a 
feature of the eviden6al base that co-primi6vism cannot adequately explain. The first two are drawn from 
the framework's strongest eviden6al ground, the phenomenological evidence of value-encounter and the 
explanatory work the framework does on the ques6on of consciousness. The third is a suppor6ng 
considera6on drawn from the direc6onal character of biological development. None of these is conclusive 
in isola6on. Together they cons6tute the case that the asymmetric priority of value over maEer is what the 
evidence, comprehensively examined, actually requires. 

The first considera6on is the phenomenology of self-transcending experience. The deepest forms of 
genuine value-encounter, as Chapter Two will develop in detail and as the contempla6ve tradi6ons 
consistently report across cultures and centuries, have a specific structural character that bears directly on 
the ques6on of priority. In these encounters, the subject does not meet value as a parallel feature of reality 
alongside the subject's own materiality. The subject discovers value as the deeper reality in which the 
subject's own being par6cipates and through which the subject is itself cons6tuted. The phenomenological 
character is not that of two equal terms coming into rela6on. It is that of the subject finding itself to be a 
finite expression of something more fundamental, something through which the subject's own existence is 
grounded rather than something running alongside the subject's existence. 

This phenomenological structure is not consistent with parallel priority. A co-primi6ve feature of reality, by 
defini6on, does not cons6tute the being who encounters it. It runs alongside that being's existence as a 
parallel feature of the world the being inhabits. The deepest forms of value-encounter, however, 
consistently report that what is encountered is not parallel but founda6onal, not alongside but beneath, 
not co-equal but prior. The contempla6ve does not report mee6ng value as a fundamental feature of 



 

 

reality similar to and equally weighty with the materiality of their own embodied existence. The 
contempla6ve reports discovering that their own being is cons6tuted by par6cipa6on in what they have 
encountered. This phenomenological character supports asymmetric priority of value over maEer, 
including over the materiality of the encountering subject, and does not support parallel priority. A posi6on 
that takes the phenomenological evidence seriously must follow the structure of the evidence to its 
implica6on. The structure points toward asymmetry. 

The second considera6on is the explanatory power available for the hard problem of consciousness, which 
Chapter Three will develop in full and which is offered here in preview. The hard problem asks why physical 
processes give rise to subjec6ve experience, and why subjec6ve experience has the specific character it 
has, its cons6tu6ve orienta6on toward worth, its experience of telic resonance, and its phenomenological 
structure of encounter rather than neutral processing. Co-primi6vism leaves this ques6on essen6ally where 
it found it. If maEer and value are co-primi6ve features of reality, then the rela6on between maEer, value, 
and consciousness in the produc6on of experience remains open and as intractable as it has been 
throughout the history of philosophy of mind. The co-primi6vist can describe the rela6on between maEer 
and value in conscious experience but cannot explain why consciousness has the specific 
phenomenological character it has. These features remain mysteries on the co-primi6vist account, to be 
lived with rather than dissolved. 

Axiological primi6vism, by trea6ng value as prior and consciousness as the mode through which value 
encounters itself in sufficiently complex systems, dissolves the hard problem in the way Chapter Three 
develops. The specific character of consciousness is explained as the intrinsic phenomenology of value's 
self-encounter in beings of the relevant complexity. This dissolu6on is available on the asymmetric priority 
claim and is not available on the parallel priority claim. The explanatory power of the framework on the 
most intractable ques6on in the philosophy of mind is therefore evidence for the asymmetric priority claim, 
on the principle that an account that dissolves a problem compe6ng accounts cannot resolve is, other 
things being equal, more likely to be tracking what is actually the case. 

The third considera6on is the direc6onal character of biological development. Within the one instance of 
biological development we have been able to examine in detail, the four billion years of life on Earth, 
physical reality has organised itself, through processes describable by the standard accounts of chemistry 
and biology, into structures of progressively increasing complexity, coherence, and the eventual 
development of beings capable of genuine value-encounter. The paEern across this 6mescale is not the 
meandering explora6on of possibility space that an undirected sta6s6cal process would be expected to 
produce. It is a direc6onal tendency. Co-primi6vism, trea6ng maEer and value as parallel features of reality, 
has no resources internal to the posi6on to explain why physical development tends in this direc6on rather 
than in some other direc6on or in no direc6on at all. The materialist account of this paEern as the 
sta6s6cal fluctua6on of an undirected process owes an explana6on of why the fluctua6on, sustained across 
four billion years, happens to be so consistently direc6onal. This considera6on is offered as suppor6ng 
rather than decisive: it carries less weight than the phenomenological and explanatory considera6ons 
above, and the framework does not require direc6onal cosmology to make its central case. But it is one 
more feature of the eviden6al base that asymmetric priority accommodates more naturally than parallel 
priority does, and it deserves to be named. 



 

 

These three considera6ons, taken together, cons6tute the case that the asymmetric priority of value over 
maEer is what the evidence requires. None is conclusive in isola6on. Each admits of replies that a careful 
co-primi6vist could develop. Taken together, they cons6tute a convergent case that the framework's most 
dis6nc6ve claim is not a stronger claim chosen for rhetorical effect but the posi6on that does explanatory 
work the alterna6ves cannot do, on the ques6ons the evidence most needs answered. 

Co-primi6vism is therefore not a defensible fallback for those unwilling to commit to the full axiological 
primi6vist posi6on. It is a posi6on that gets what is most important about the evidence par6ally right while 
stopping short of what the full eviden6al base requires. The framework argues that the full step is the 
honest one, and that the par6al step, however philosophically respectable, leaves the evidence 
inadequately explained. 

 



 

 

 

1.4 The Phenomenological Starting Point 

The argument for axiological primi6vism does not begin with metaphysical specula6on. It begins with 
phenomenological observa6on, with what the evidence of genuine human experience, examined carefully 
and honestly, actually shows. 

Consider what happens in a genuine encounter with beauty. Not the pleasant recogni6on of aesthe6c 
preference, not "I find this appealing", but the specific experience of genuine aesthe6c encounter in which 
something presents itself as genuinely beau6ful in a way that exceeds the observer's capacity to generate 
it, that has the character of discovery rather than construc6on, that is experienced as a mee6ng with 
something real rather than a projec6on onto a neutral surface. The phenomenological character of this 
experience is not that of preference sa6sfac6on. It is that of being addressed by something, of the 
encounter having a quality of genuine address, genuine call, genuine pull toward what is genuinely there. 

This phenomenological character, the sense of genuine mee6ng with something real, of being addressed by 
what is encountered rather than projec6ng onto what is encountered, is not exclusive to aesthe6c 
experience. It appears in the phenomenology of genuine moral percep6on: the experience of genuine 
injus6ce as genuinely wrong, not merely as viola6ng a preference or triggering a trained response, but as 
genuinely, really, irreducibly wrong in a way that calls for genuine response. It appears in the 
phenomenology of genuine love: not the sa6sfac6on of aEachment needs but the specific experience of 
the other as genuinely worth orien6ng toward, genuinely worth the cost of genuine care, genuinely real in 
a way that generates genuine obliga6on. It appears, most powerfully and most consistently, in the reports 
of those who have developed the capacity for genuine value-percep6on to its deepest levels, the 
contempla6ves, the mys6cs, the wisdom-prac66oners of every tradi6on who consistently describe their 
deepest encounters not as the genera6on of internal states but as the recep6on of something genuinely 
there, genuinely real, genuinely exceeding the self's capacity to produce or contain it. 

The consistent phenomenological report, across cultures, across centuries, across the en6re spectrum of 
intellectual sophis6ca6on, is that certain encounters have the character of genuine mee6ng with 
something real. Not constructed. Not projected. Encountered. 

The value-neutral assump6on requires that this report be systema6cally explained away, reinterpreted as 
the projec6on of internal states onto neutral data, the ac6va6on of evolu6onary adapta6ons, the product 
of cultural condi6oning, the output of neural processes that generate the experience of genuine mee6ng 
without there being anything genuinely met. The ques6on is whether this explana6on is more honest than 
the alterna6ve, or whether it is the preferred explana6on of a framework that has already commiEed to 
the value-neutral assump6on and is therefore unable to take the phenomenological evidence seriously on 
its own terms. 

Axiological primi6vism takes the phenomenological evidence seriously. It treats the consistent tes6mony of 
genuine value-encounter as evidence about the structure of reality rather than as a phenomenon requiring 
explana6on away. And it asks: what account of what is most fundamentally real is most adequate to this 
evidence? What ontology is required to explain not just that consciousness exists but that it has the specific 
character it has, its cons6tu6ve orienta6on toward genuine worth, its experience of telic resonance as real 



 

 

pull rather than internal genera6on, its sense of being addressed by what it encounters rather than 
projec6ng onto what it encounters? 

The answer this paper develops is axiological primi6vism. Not because the framework was chosen in 
advance and the evidence selected to support it. But because the evidence, examined honestly and 
without the prejudgement of the value-neutral assump6on, points more consistently and more powerfully 
toward this account than toward any alterna6ve currently available. 

1.5 The Structure of the Argument 

The paper proceeds as follows. 

Chapter Two develops the phenomenological case for value as a given rather than a construct, drawing on 
the phenomenological tradi6on from Husserl through Scheler, Murdoch, and Taylor to show that the value-
neutral assump6on is not the conclusion of phenomenological inquiry but its precondi6on, and that 
removing this precondi6on allows a more honest account of what the evidence shows. 

Chapter Three develops the axiological primi6vist account of consciousness, the claim that consciousness is 
what it feels like for value to encounter itself through a sufficiently recep6ve and calibrated system and 
shows how this account dissolves rather than solves the hard problem of consciousness. Where the hard 
problem asks "why do physical processes give rise to subjec6ve experience?" the axiological primi6vist 
account reframes the ques6on: not why maEer produces consciousness but how the telic grain of value, 
opera6ng from the beginning of the evolu6onary process, has produced the specific kind of being through 
whom genuine value-self-encounter becomes possible. 

Chapter Four addresses the gradient problem, the ques6on of what the axiological primi6vist account 
implies about animal consciousness, plant responsiveness, and the responsiveness of ecological systems 
through a principled account of the gradient between telic orienta6on and integra6ve value-consciousness 
that dis6nguishes the claim from panpsychism and grounds a non-arbitrary account of moral considera6on 
across different kinds of beings. 

Chapter Five addresses the rela6onal demand: the requirement that any account of telic value specify what 
the other term of the telic rela6on is. This chapter is the most philosophically demanding and the most 
honest. It argues that following the framework's own internal logic, the Law of Rela6onality, the 
phenomenology of self-transcending encounter, the consistent report of being addressed by something 
that exceeds the self, leads to the acknowledgement of a genuine reality of otherness and address as the 
other term of the telic rela6on. This is not a theological claim but a philosophical acknowledgement: the 
reality being pointed toward has the character of genuine address, genuine otherness, and genuine 
rela6on, which is the minimal descrip6on of what the evidence requires. 

Chapter Six returns to the prac6cal domain from which the argument began, the ques6on of mo6va6on, 
cultural change, and the specific failure of genuine values to generate and sustain genuine commitment. It 
shows how the axiological primi6vist account provides the founda6onal grounding for the Integral 
Mo6va6on Theory that the Master Storytelling framework develops, and how the specific explanatory 
advantages of this account over both materialist and panpsychist alterna6ves make it the most adequate 
philosophical founda6on for a genuine theory of cultural recalibra6on. 



 

 

The paper concludes with a brief account of what axiological primi6vism is not: not a return to pre-
scien6fic teleology, not a form of idealism, not a theological claim in philosophical disguise, not a denial of 
the genuine achievements of empirical science. It is an aEempt to provide the most honest account of what 
is most fundamentally real that the full range of available evidence, empirical, phenomenological, 
norma6ve-interpre6ve, and rela6onal-ecological, actually supports. 

Chapter Two: The Phenomenological Case for Value as Given 

2.1 The Question Phenomenology Must Answer 

The value-neutral assump6on does not merely assert that value is not real in the way that maEer is real. It 
asserts something more specific and more epistemologically consequen6al: that the experience of genuine 
value-encounter, the felt sense of mee6ng something genuinely worth caring for, is not what it presents 
itself as being. It presents itself as encounter. It is, on the value-neutral account, projec6on. It presents 
itself as the percep6on of something real. It is, on the value-neutral account, the genera6on of an internal 
state that mimics percep6on without there being anything genuinely perceived. 

This is a strong claim. It is not a claim that can be established by empirical observa6on alone, because the 
empirical methods designed to study the natural world were designed precisely on the assump6on that 
value is not part of what those methods are studying. The absence of value in the results of empirical 
inquiry is therefore not a discovery about the world. It is a methodological artefact. The instruments were 
not designed to detect value. Finding no value in the results tells us about the instruments, not about the 
world. 

The appropriate method for examining what value-encounter actually shows is phenomenological: the 
careful, disciplined examina6on of what is actually present in conscious experience, without the 
prejudgement of a framework that has already decided what can and cannot be found there. 
Phenomenology, as Edmund Husserl ar6culated it, is the aEempt to describe the structures of conscious 
experience as they actually present themselves, bracke6ng theore6cal assump6ons about what those 
structures must ul6mately be in order to let what is actually there become visible. 

What phenomenological examina6on of genuine value-encounter actually shows is the ques6on this 
chapter addresses. 

2.2 The Architecture of Value-Encounter 

2.2.1 Why Conceptual Apparatus Is Required Before the Phenomenology Can Be Articulated 
Rigorously 

The phenomenological case this chapter develops faces a challenge that intellectual honesty requires the 
framework to confront before the phenomenology is asked to do further work. The challenge is that the 
structural marks the framework will iden6fy as characteris6c of genuine value-encounter — its quality of 
givenness, its felt address, the way it pulls the encountering subject toward what is genuinely worth caring 
for — can be reported by subjects whose encounters do not track what the framework would recognise as 
genuine worth. Two ac6vists commiEed to incompa6ble ideologies can each report the full 
phenomenology of being addressed by something that calls them to response. The radicalised member of 



 

 

an extremist movement, in the grip of what their movement holds out as the deepest truth available, can 
report what feels, from the inside, indis6nguishable from telic resonance. 

If genuine and pseudo-encounter were phenomenologically indis6nguishable, the phenomenological case 
would be in serious trouble. The argument cannot rest on first-person reports of having had value-
encounters, because such reports are available equally to those whose encounters track genuine worth and 
those whose encounters track something else. 

The framework's response to this challenge requires conceptual apparatus that standard philosophical 
vocabulary does not adequately supply. The apparatus is introduced in this sec6on because the rest of the 
chapter depends on it. Specifically, the discrimina6on between genuine value-encounter and its 
counterfeits cannot be made at the level of what the subject reports experiencing, because the surface 
phenomenology of the two can be similar. The discrimina6on must be made at a deeper level: the 
structural configura6on of the architecture through which the encounter is occurring. This architecture is 
what the framework calls the VMP Triad, and the configura6on is what the framework calls the 
metanarra6ve. Both terms have specific technical meanings within the framework that need to be 
established before the phenomenological case can proceed. 

The fuller development of these concepts is provided in the companion paper to this one.1 What follows is 
the compact introduc6on sufficient to ground the philosophical argument of this paper. 

2.2.2 The VMP Triad as the Architecture of Meaning 

Any human encounter with what is worth caring for occurs through a specific architecture that the 
framework iden6fies as the VMP Triad. The Triad has three cons6tu6ve dimensions: value, mo6va6onal 
intensity, and purpose. These are not three independent variables that happen to co-occur in human 
experience. They are cons6tu6vely interrelated aspects of a single rela6onal dynamic through which any 
encounter with value becomes possible. 

Value, in the framework's technical sense, refers not to explicitly held beliefs or consciously ar6culated 
principles but to what the subject or the cultural system actually treats as worth aEending to and caring for, 
as revealed through the specific features of reality habitually no6ced, the behaviours rewarded and 
penalised, and the choices made when values come into conflict. Value in this sense is not a theme or a 
topic but an orienta6on of aEen6on. 

Mo6va6onal intensity refers not to the felt force of mo6va6on in a neutral sense but to the degree of 
external influence applied to drive behaviour. High mo6va6onal intensity indicates that mo6va6on is being 
externally manufactured through the deployment of fear, anxiety, manufactured desire, or the promise of 
reward. Low mo6va6onal intensity in the context of sustained engagement indicates that mo6va6on is 
being drawn from the telic pull of value as it actually operates in reality, with the architecture itself doing 
the work rather than external pressure being applied to drive behaviour. 

Purpose refers not to stated mission statements or explicit strategic objec6ves but to the actual direc6on 
toward which the subject's opera6ons or the system's opera6ons are oriented, as revealed through the 
choices made under pressure and the trade-offs made when purposes come into conflict. Purpose in the 
framework's technical sense has eight dis6nct orienta6ons, developed in detail in the companion paper, 



 

 

ranging from the most extrinsic (purpose imposed by external authority or incen6ve) to the most intrinsic 
(purpose as the spontaneous expression of integrated alignment with the telic grain of reality). 

The three dimensions of the VMP Triad can each be configured intrinsically or extrinsically. An intrinsic 
configura6on draws its source from the actual opera6on of value in reality: intrinsic value orients aEen6on 
toward what is genuinely worth caring for, intrinsic mo6va6onal intensity is low because the architecture is 
drawing mo6va6on from the telic pull itself rather than manufacturing it, and intrinsic purpose is oriented 
toward par6cipa6on in something larger than the subject's own survival and success. An extrinsic 
configura6on draws its source from manufactured external pressure: extrinsic value orients aEen6on 
toward what can be acquired or defended, extrinsic mo6va6onal intensity is high because the architecture 
is having to work hard to produce the mo6va6onal outcome, and extrinsic purpose is oriented toward 
separable outcomes whose achievement defines success independently of the condi6ons for genuine 
flourishing. 

The framework's central concept for the rela6onship between the three dimensions is resonance. 
Resonance is the coherent alignment of value, mo6va6onal intensity, and purpose. When the three 
dimensions are coherently aligned with each other, resonance occurs and the subject experiences the 
architecture as a single integrated whole rather than as three separate forces pulling in different direc6ons. 
Resonance can be intrinsic, when the coherent alignment is intrinsically configured across all three 
dimensions, or extrinsic, when the coherent alignment is extrinsically configured across all three 
dimensions. Both are real resonance, and both produce the felt experience of coherence that the subject 
reports as mo6va6onal depth. 

The diagnos6c significance of this point cannot be overstated. The phenomenology of coherent felt 
mo6va6on is available in both intrinsic and extrinsic configura6ons. What differs between them is not the 
felt quality of coherence but what the coherence is itself tracking. The discrimina6on criterion the next 
sec6on develops is therefore not a contrast between coherent and incoherent mo6va6on but a ques6on 
about what the coherent architecture is in fact tracking. 

A third configura6on is possible and is diagnos6cally important: incoherence. When the three dimensions 
of the Triad are not coherently aligned — when, for example, intrinsic value is being driven by extrinsic 
mo6va6onal intensity — no resonance forms. The subject experiences fragmenta6on, deple6on, and the 
specific exhaus6on that characterises values-aligned work performed under extrinsic mo6va6onal 
pressure. This is the paEern that explains the chronic burnout of the purpose-driven sector and forms part 
of the prac6cal mo6va6on for the framework as a whole. 

2.2.3 The Metanarrative as Pre-Conscious Operating System 

The VMP Triad does not operate at the level of conscious thought. The configura6on of value, mo6va6onal 
intensity, and purpose that any subject or cultural system is actually running operates beneath the 
threshold of conscious access, shaping what is aEended to, what is felt as worth caring for, and what counts 
as meaningful ac6on before conscious thought begins to do its work. 

This pre-conscious opera6ve configura6on is what the framework calls the metanarra6ve. The 
metanarra6ve is not a story, a belief, or a doctrine. It is the founda6onal architecture of meaning that 
operates as the pre-conscious opera6ng system of the subject and the culture. It is non-thema6c: it does 
not operate through explicit themes or topics but through the rela6onal quality of every human 



 

 

interac6on. It is cons6tu6ve: it shapes percep6on, aEen6on, and the experience of what is real before the 
subject is in a posi6on to evaluate any of this consciously. 

Two consequences follow from this account that maEer for the philosophical argument of this paper. 

The first is that the metanarra6ve is inescapable. The framework does not hold that some subjects operate 
with a metanarra6ve while others operate without one. The framework holds that every subject and every 
cultural system is opera6ng through some metanarra6ve configura6on at every moment. The ques6on is 
never whether a subject has a metanarra6ve but how the metanarra6ve is configured. This is a stronger 
claim than the postmodern tradi6on makes and it has substan6al philosophical implica6ons. 

The second is that the metanarra6ve cannot be changed through interven6ons at the explicit level. Telling a 
subject to value different things, reasoning with them about beEer purposes, or exhor6ng them to find 
beEer mo6va6on will not reconfigure the metanarra6ve, because the metanarra6ve is opera6ng at a level 
beneath the one at which such interven6ons occur. The configura6ons are sustained by what the 
framework calls grand narra6ves — the explicit and implicit cultural stories and belief structures that shape 
metanarra6ve configura6on over 6me. Grand narra6ves can be culturally explicit, such as the American 
Dream or various religious doctrines, or implicitly communicated through ins6tu6onal prac6ce, such as the 
value-neutral assump6on that underlies the dominant cultural grammar of modernity. Either way, grand 
narra6ves operate at the level of conscious cultural transmission, and they shape the pre-conscious VMP 
architecture through sustained immersion in environments organised around them. 

The rela6onship between grand narra6ves and metanarra6ves is therefore causal and longitudinal rather 
than direct and immediate. This explains why metanarra6ve configura6ons are so difficult to shib: they are 
sustained by grand narra6ves that have shaped them over years and genera6ons, and the grand narra6ves 
are themselves protected by the metanarra6ve configura6ons they have produced, which generate self-
defence mechanisms against challenges to the grand narra6ves that sustain them. The configura6on and 
the cultural narra6ves that sustain it form a self-reinforcing system that resists change from any single 
interven6on. 

2.2.4 The Distinction from Lyotard 

The framework's use of the term metanarra6ve differs in significant ways from the use established by Jean-
François Lyotard's influen6al treatment, and intellectual honesty requires the difference to be made explicit 
before the term is used further. 

Lyotard, in his 1979 report on the postmodern condi6on, treated metanarra6ves as large-scale, explicit, 
totalising stories about history, reality, and human purpose. His examples included the Enlightenment 
narra6ve of progress through reason, the Marxist narra6ve of class struggle and revolu6onary 
transforma6on, and the religious narra6ves of crea6on, fall, and redemp6on. Lyotard's central claim was 
that the legi6ma6ng power of such metanarra6ves had been lost in the condi6ons of late modernity, and 
that the postmodern condi6on was characterised by a pervasive incredulity toward them. His prescribed 
alterna6ve was the embrace of pe9ts récits, small local stories valid within their own context but claiming 
no overarching coherence. 

The framework's account holds that Lyotard's treatment contains a categorical error with significant 
consequences. The error is in the prefix. The prefix meta, properly understood, denotes not scale but 



 

 

logical level: metadata is not larger data but data about data, opera6ng at a second order with respect to 
the data it describes. The examples Lyotard treated as metanarra6ves are not metanarra6ves in the precise 
sense the prefix permits. They are meganarra6ves: large-scale explicit stories, important in their own right 
and properly subject to the cri6que Lyotard offered, but not the deep architecture from which narra6ves of 
all sizes and kinds are generated. 

The metanarra6ve, in the framework's proper sense, is the second-order structure from which narra6ves 
are generated rather than another narra6ve larger than the others. It is the implicit grammar of value, 
mo6va6on, and purpose from which explicit stories, beliefs, prac6ces, and ins6tu6ons emerge. It is not 
what conscious thought works with but what conscious thought operates within. 

This dis6nc6on has substan6al philosophical consequences that the companion paper develops in full.2 For 
the argument of this paper, three implica6ons maEer most. First, the framework's metanarra6ve cannot be 
discarded in the way Lyotard's metanarra6ves can be. Every subject and every culture operates through 
some metanarra6ve configura6on at every moment, and incredulity toward metanarra6ves is itself a 
metanarra6ve configura6on with specific consequences for the condi6ons of genuine value-encounter. 
Second, the postmodern condi6on Lyotard described is not the rejec6on of metanarra6ve but the 
configura6on of metanarra6ve in a specifically extrinsic direc6on, with grand narra6ves that deny the very 
possibility of intrinsic configura6on. Third, the framework's project is therefore not the rejec6on of 
metanarra6ve or the prolifera6on of pe9ts récits but the recalibra6on of metanarra6ve configura6on from 
extrinsic toward intrinsic, which requires the kind of pa6ent genera6onal work the rest of this paper begins 
to ar6culate. 

With this apparatus in place, the phenomenological case can be developed with the precision it requires. 

 

2.2 The Character of Genuine Value-Encounter 

Consider three dis6nct phenomenological cases, chosen because they represent value-encounter across 
different registers of human experience: aesthe6c encounter, moral percep6on, and what the paper will 
call telic resonance. What is common to all three is not incidental but structurally revealing. 

The first case is genuine aesthe6c encounter. The qualifica6on "genuine" is important here and deserves 
aEen6on. There is a form of aesthe6c response that is recognisably preference sa6sfac6on: the pleasure of 
encountering something that conforms to established taste, that produces the warm recogni6on of the 
familiar in a pleasing form. This is real and it has its own phenomenology. But it is not what is meant here 
by genuine aesthe6c encounter. 

Genuine aesthe6c encounter has a different and dis6nguishable phenomenological character. It has the 
quality of being surprised by what is encountered rather than confirmed in what was expected. The beauty 
that genuinely arrests aEen6on does not feel like the delivery of something an6cipated. It feels like the 
disclosure of something that was there before it was no6ced, that had its own reality independent of the 
no6cing, that presents itself as something found rather than something generated. The phenomenologist 
Max Scheler, developing Husserl's analysis of emo6onal inten6onality, described this as the "givenness" of 
value: value presents itself to consciousness with the same structure of irreducible otherness that physical 
objects present themselves to percep6on. It is not constructed by the aEending mind. It is received by it. 



 

 

This character of givenness, of being received rather than constructed, of encountering something that 
exceeds the self's capacity to generate it, is the first phenomenological datum that any adequate account of 
value must explain. The value-neutral account explains it as an illusion: the experience of givenness is itself 
a generated experience, produced by neural processes that create the phenomenology of encounter 
without there being anything genuinely encountered. This is logically possible. The ques6on is whether it is 
the most honest account of what is actually present in the experience, or whether it is the account that a 
prior commitment to the value-neutral assump6on requires. 

The second case is genuine moral percep6on. Again, the qualifica6on maEers. There is a form of moral 
response that is recognisably the ac6va6on of trained disposi6ons: the automa6c disapproval triggered by 
a category of ac6on that has been iden6fied as wrong through cultural condi6oning, educa6on, or the 
internalisa6on of social norms. This is real and it has genuine effects. But it is not what is meant here by 
genuine moral percep6on. 

Genuine moral percep6on has the phenomenological character of seeing something that is actually there. 
When a person directly witnesses an act of genuine cruelty and experiences it as genuinely wrong, the 
phenomenology of that experience is not primarily that of a trained disposi6on being ac6vated. It is the 
phenomenology of percep6on: the wrongness presents itself as something real in the situa6on, as a 
feature of what is actually happening, as something that calls for response not because a rule has been 
triggered but because something is genuinely there that generates a genuine call. Iris Murdoch, whose 
philosophical work on moral percep6on remains among the most phenomenologically precise available, 
described this as "seeing reality clearly", the moral percep6on that arises from genuine aEen6on to what is 
actually present rather than from the applica6on of rules to cases. "The more the soul is refined," she 
wrote in The Sovereignty of Good, "the more it is able to see what is real." The refining of aEen6on reveals 
what is there. It does not construct what is perceived. 

The wrongness of cruelty does not feel like the viola6on of a preference or the ac6va6on of a trained 
response. It feels like the percep6on of something real. This is the phenomenological datum. The value-
neutral account must explain why this phenomenological character is systema6cally misleading, why what 
presents itself as percep6on is actually projec6on. The phenomenological account takes the evidence of 
the experience seriously: if something presents itself as genuinely real, as genuinely there, as genuinely 
calling for response, the default assump6on should be that it is genuinely there, unless there is compelling 
evidence to the contrary. 

The third case is telic resonance: the specific phenomenological experience of genuine intrinsic mo6va6on 
at its most fully realised. This is the experience, familiar to anyone who has acted from genuine care rather 
than external compulsion, of being pulled toward something genuinely worth the cost of orienta6on. Its 
phenomenological character is dis6nct from both the sa6sfac6on of preferences and the ac6va6on of 
psychological needs in ways that are important to specify carefully. 

Telic resonance does not feel like the sa6sfac6on of an internal need. The sa6sfac6on of an internal need 
such as hunger, thirst, the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness that Self-Determina6on 
Theory iden6fies has the phenomenological character of internal deficit being resolved. The mo6va6on 
moves from an internal lack toward an external object that can fill it. The movement is centripetal: from 
the void within toward the object that restores equilibrium. 



 

 

Telic resonance has a different and dis6nguishable phenomenological character. It does not feel like the 
resolu6on of an internal deficit. It feels like the recogni6on of something genuinely real and genuinely 
worth orien6ng toward. The mo6va6on does not move from internal lack toward external fulfilment. It 
moves from genuine encounter with genuine worth toward response. The movement is centrifugal, pulled 
by what is encountered rather than pushed by what is lacking. And crucially, the phenomenological sense 
of the source of the mo6va6on is external rather than internal. It is experienced not as something 
generated within the self but as something encountered in reality that calls for genuine response. 

This dis6nc6on between the phenomenology of need-sa6sfac6on and the phenomenology of telic 
resonance is one of the most important data points for axiological primi6vism. If all intrinsic mo6va6on 
were ul6mately the sa6sfac6on of internal needs, then the phenomenological character of the deepest and 
most genuinely sustaining forms of human mo6va6on would be one of internal resolu6on rather than 
genuine encounter. But it is not. The ac6vist who goes to prison for a principle, the contempla6ve who has 
spent decades in genuine prac6ce, the parent whose care for their child has deepened beyond the 
sa6sfac6on of aEachment needs into something that feels like genuine orienta6on toward what is 
genuinely other and genuinely worth caring for, all consistently report not the resolu6on of internal states 
but the encounter with something genuinely real that calls for genuine response. The phenomenological 
character is encounter, not resolu6on. And that character is a datum to be explained, not explained away. 

2.3 The Tradition That Took the Evidence Seriously 

The phenomenological tradi6on in philosophy has, from its beginnings, provided resources for taking the 
evidence of value-encounter seriously rather than explaining it away. It is worth tracing this tradi6on 
briefly, not to establish authority by appeal to precedent but to show that the phenomenological case for 
value as given has been developed by rigorous thinkers working independently of the Master Storytelling 
framework and its specific concerns. 

Husserl's analysis of inten6onality, the directedness of consciousness toward its objects, established the 
basic phenomenological framework within which the givenness of value becomes philosophically tractable. 
Consciousness, for Husserl, is always consciousness of something: it is cons6tu6vely directed toward what 
it encounters, and the structure of that directedness can be examined independently of theore6cal 
assump6ons about what the object of consciousness "really" is at a deeper level of explana6on. Applied to 
value, this means that the value-encounter can be examined as it presents itself to consciousness, without 
immediately reinterpre6ng it in terms of neural processes, evolu6onary adapta6ons, or cultural 
condi6oning. 

Max Scheler extended Husserl's analysis directly to the domain of value in his Formalism in Ethics and Non-
Formal Ethics of Values. Scheler argued that values are not constructed by consciousness but are perceived 
by it, through a specific emo6onal inten6onality that he called "feeling" in a technical sense dis6nguished 
from mere affect. Emo6onal responses to value, on Scheler's account, are not primarily expressions of 
internal states. They are percep6ons of value as genuinely there in what is encountered. The love of a 
person, the admira6on of a genuinely excellent work, the reverence for what is genuinely sacred, are not 
generated within the subject but received from the object of encounter. Scheler's account was aEacked as 
too commiEed to a form of moral realism that the dominant empiricist and construc6vist tradi6ons could 



 

 

not accommodate. But his phenomenological analysis of the specific character of value-encounter remains 
among the most careful and most honest available. 

Iris Murdoch's moral philosophy, developed most fully in The Sovereignty of Good, approached the 
phenomenological case from within the analy6c tradi6on and reached conclusions recognisably similar to 
Scheler's despite the very different philosophical context. Murdoch's central claim was that the moral life is 
primarily a maEer of aEen6on, the pa6ent, disciplined, loving direc6on of consciousness toward what is 
actually real in the moral situa6on, rather than a maEer of will, the choice between alterna6ves presented 
to a self that already knows what is there. The good person, on Murdoch's account, does not see clearly 
and then choose correctly. They see clearly because they have cul6vated the specific kind of aEen6on that 
allows what is genuinely real to present itself. And what is genuinely real, on Murdoch's account, is the 
Good itself, which she described in terms reminiscent of Plato's Form of the Good as "the magne6c centre 
toward which love naturally moves." 

Murdoch was resis6ng the dominant tendency of analy6c moral philosophy to relocate moral reality from 
the world into the subject, to make ethics a maEer of what agents choose or prefer rather than a maEer of 
what is genuinely there. Her resistance was phenomenologically grounded: the phenomenology of genuine 
moral aEen6on does not support the claim that what is perceived is constructed by the perceiver. It 
supports the claim that what is perceived is genuinely there, awai6ng genuine aEen6on to become visible. 

Charles Taylor's account of what he calls "hypergoods" in Sources of the Self provides a further 
phenomenological argument that is par6cularly important for the axiological primi6vist claim. Taylor argues 
that the moral life is structured by orienta6ons toward goods that are not chosen but that frame the space 
within which choices are made. These hypergoods, including jus6ce, human dignity, and the love of God in 
religious tradi6ons, are not simply preferences among preferences. They are goods that present themselves 
as genuinely worth orien6ng toward in a way that does not merely reflect the preferences of the person 
oriented toward them. They have what Taylor calls "uncondi6onal demand": they call for response not 
because the subject has chosen to value them but because they are genuinely worth valuing, and the 
person of genuine moral seriousness experiences them as making a claim on them that they did not author. 

What is common to Scheler, Murdoch, and Taylor, despite the differences of their philosophical contexts 
and methods, is a shared commitment to taking the phenomenological evidence of value-encounter 
seriously rather than explaining it away. Each argues, from careful aEen6on to what is actually present in 
conscious experience, that value presents itself as given rather than constructed, as encountered rather 
than projected, as genuinely there rather than generated within the subject. Each reaches this conclusion 
not through metaphysical specula6on but through honest phenomenological examina6on of what the 
evidence of genuine value-encounter actually shows. 

Axiological primi6vism draws on this tradi6on while extending it. Where Scheler, Murdoch, and Taylor 
establish the phenomenological case for value as genuinely real in the world of human experience, 
axiological primi6vism asks the further ques6on: what account of what is most fundamentally real is 
required to explain why value presents itself to consciousness as genuinely given? The phenomenological 
tradi6on establishes that value is given. Axiological primi6vism provides the ontological account of what 
this givenness means for the nature of reality as such. 

 



 

 

2.3 The Structural Marks of Genuine Value-Encounter 

2.3.1 The Discrimination Problem 

The phenomenological case developed in the preceding sec6on establishes that genuine value-encounter 
has a specific character: the quality of givenness, the experience of being addressed, the pull toward what 
is genuinely worth caring for. The case rests on the claim that this character is dis6nguishable from 
preference sa6sfac6on, from the ac6va6on of trained disposi6ons, and from the sa6sfac6on of internal 
psychological needs. The reader is being asked to aEend to their own experience and to find, when they do 
so honestly, that genuine value-encounter has the structural marks the case describes. 

This case faces a challenge that intellectual honesty requires the framework to confront directly, before the 
phenomenological evidence is asked to do further work. 

The challenge is that the structural marks of genuine value-encounter, the pull, the address, the felt quality 
of being found by something genuinely worth response can be reported by subjects whose encounters do 
not track what the framework would recognise as genuine worth. Two ac6vists commiEed to incompa6ble 
ideologies can each report the full phenomenology of being pulled toward something that addresses them, 
calls them, demands genuine response. The radicalised member of an extremist movement, in the grip of 
what their movement holds out as the deepest truth available, can report what feels, from the inside, 
indis6nguishable from telic resonance. The believer in a movement that history will judge harshly can 
report being found by what they experience as the most genuinely real and most genuinely calling reality 
they have ever encountered. These reports are not fabrica6ons. They are accurate descrip6ons of what is 
being experienced by the subjects offering them. And the subjects offering them include people whose 
causes are mutually exclusive, whose orienta6ons track incompa6ble accounts of what is worth caring for, 
and whose ac6ons have produced both the highest human achievements and the deepest human 
catastrophes. 

If genuine and pseudo-encounter are phenomenologically indis6nguishable from the inside, then the 
phenomenological case the framework is building is in serious trouble. The argument cannot rest on first-
person reports of having had value-encounters, because such reports are available equally to those whose 
encounters track genuine worth and those whose encounters track something else. The word "genuine" in 
the framework's account of genuine value-encounter would be doing all the work, sor6ng cases into 
categories on the basis of a judgement the framework has not yet shown itself able to make. A careful 
reader is en6tled to ask: what gives you the right to call some encounters genuine and others pseudo? If 
the discrimina6on is performed retrospec6vely, on the basis of outcomes the framework already approves 
of, then the framework is building its phenomenological case on a sor6ng it has done in advance, and the 
case has no independent force. The phenomenology becomes a descrip6on of cases the framework has 
already selected for being the kind of cases the framework wants to count. 

This is the discrimina6on problem, and the framework owes a direct response to it. The response cannot be 
that the framework has special access to which encounters are genuine that the radicalised subject does 
not have access to. That would be philosophical authoritarianism. The response cannot be that the 
framework defers to community consensus or to external authority about which encounters count. That 
would import the very value-neutral assump6on the framework is trying to overcome. The response must 
be that genuine value-encounter has structural marks internal to the encounter itself, features available, 



 

 

through careful aEen6on, to the encountering subject that dis6nguish it from its counterfeits, even when 
the surface phenomenology appears similar. 

This is what the framework claims, and what the rest of this sec6on develops. Genuine value-encounter is 
not bare felt mo6va6on toward something experienced as worth caring for. It has a specific structural 
character that includes, but is not exhausted by, the marks already described. The structural character 
includes three further features that pseudo-encounter does not share, and that careful aEen6on can reveal 
even when the surface phenomenology is similar. 

The first is the dis6nc6on between mo6va6on that is pulled by encountered worth and mo6va6on that is 
pushed by internal need, threat, or fear. The second is the rela6onal test: whether what is encountered 
orients the encountering subject toward the flourishing of what is genuinely other, or toward the 
consolida6on of in-group iden6ty against an out-group. The third is the longitudinal paEern of what the 
encounter, sustained over 6me, produces in the encountering subject and in their rela6onships with what 
is genuinely other. 

These three criteria are not external tests applied to value-encounter from outside. They are features 
internal to what genuine value-encounter is, and pseudo-encounter does not share them, however 
convincingly the surface phenomenology may mimic genuine encounter. The criteria are not always 
available to the subject in the moment of encounter, par6cularly when the subject is in the full grip of an 
experience that resists the kind of careful aEen6on the criteria require. But they are available through the 
disciplines of aEen6on that the framework's own praxis develops, and through the longitudinal paEerns 
that no momentary intensity can disguise from honest sustained observa6on. 

Two clarifica6ons are needed before the criteria are developed in detail. The first is that the discrimina6on 
mechanism does not promise infallibility. A subject in the full grip of pseudo-encounter cannot, in that 
moment, necessarily use these criteria to detect their own condi6on. This is the same limita6on that 
applies to many forms of self-decep6on: the deceived subject does not know they are deceived, and the 
mechanisms that would reveal the decep6on are precisely the mechanisms the decep6on is most effec6ve 
at disabling. The criteria are not magic. They are structural marks that careful aEen6on can reveal, but they 
require the condi6ons of careful aEen6on to do their work. The framework does not claim that the 
discrimina6on is always available in real 6me. It claims that the discrimina6on is real, that the criteria are 
cons6tu6ve of what genuine value-encounter is, and that the prac6ces through which the criteria become 
applicable are the prac6ces the rest of the framework develops. 

The second clarifica6on is that the criteria are not arbitrary s6pula6ons through which the framework 
defines genuine value-encounter into the categories it wants to count. The criteria are features the 
contempla6ve tradi6ons have consistently iden6fied across centuries of careful aEen6on to what genuine 
value-encounter actually shows. They are features that emerge from honest first-person examina6on of the 
difference between mo6va6on that orients toward genuine flourishing and mo6va6on that orients toward 
something else. The framework is ar6cula6ng what the tradi6ons have known and what careful aEen6on 
can recover, not inven6ng criteria that suit its preferred conclusions. The criteria are offered as the most 
adequate ar6cula6on currently available of what genuine value-encounter structurally is, not as a final 
word that the framework has unilateral authority to pronounce. 

With these clarifica6ons in place, the three structural marks can be developed. 



 

 

2.3.2 The First Structural Mark: Pull Versus Push 

The first structural mark that dis6nguishes genuine value-encounter from its counterfeits is the difference 
between mo6va6on that is pulled by encountered worth and mo6va6on that is pushed by internal need, 
threat, or fear. Both can produce intense felt mo6va6on. Both can be reported by the subject experiencing 
them as the deepest and most genuine mo6va6on of their lives. But they have different structural 
characters, and careful aEen6on to the structure of one's own mo6va6on can, with the discipline 
appropriate to the task, reveal which is opera6ng. 

Genuine telic resonance has the phenomenological character of being drawn toward something. The 
mo6va6on moves from beyond the self toward the encountered worth, with the self func6oning as the 
conduit through which the mo6va6on flows rather than as the source from which the mo6va6on 
originates. The subject experiences themselves as responding to a claim made by something genuinely 
there, not as genera6ng a response from their own internal resources. The energy of the mo6va6on feels, 
when examined carefully, as if it has its source outside the subject's own psychological economy. The 
subject is not deple6ng their own reserves to produce the mo6va6on. The mo6va6on is flowing through 
them toward what has called them. 

This is not a metaphorical descrip6on. It is a precise account of what genuine telic resonance feels like, 
available to first-person examina6on by anyone who has experienced it. The ac6vist who has been working 
for decades on a cause that draws them as much in the thir6eth year as it did in the first, the contempla6ve 
whose prac6ce has deepened across a life6me without producing the deple6on that mere effort would 
have produced, the parent whose care for their child has con6nued to renew itself across years of difficulty 
rather than exhaus6ng itself, are all describing the same structural feature: mo6va6on that does not 
deplete the subject because the subject is not genera6ng it. 

Pseudo-encounter has a different structural character despite oben presen6ng itself as pull. The radicalised 
member of an extremist movement is moved, some6mes intensely, but the mo6va6on does not flow from 
beyond the self toward what is encountered. It flows from within the self, from anxiety about iden6ty, from 
fear of out-group threat, from the need for meaning in condi6ons of social fragmenta6on, from the desire 
for certainty in a world that resists certainty, through an externalised target that has been selected, by the 
subject and by the movement they have joined, to absorb the internally generated mo6va6on. The 
phenomenology can mimic the structure of pull. The subject experiences themselves as being called by 
something beyond. But careful aEen6on reveals that the mo6va6on has its source within the subject's own 
psychological needs, and the externalised target is func6oning as a screen onto which the internal 
mo6va6on is being projected rather than as a genuine encountered reality from which the mo6va6on 
flows. 

The structural difference produces different paEerns over 6me. Genuine pull renews. Push depletes. The 
mo6va6on generated by genuine value-encounter does not exhaust the subject because the subject is not 
genera6ng it from their own resources. The mo6va6on generated by pseudo-encounter exhausts the 
subject, oben catastrophically, because the subject is in fact genera6ng it from their own resources while 
experiencing themselves as receiving it from outside. The exhaus6on may be delayed by the intensity of 
the ini6al experience, by the social reinforcement of a movement that mirrors the subject's commitments 
back to them, or by the subject's investment in not recognising the deple6on for what it is. But the 
deple6on is structural, and over 6me it becomes visible to honest aEen6on. 



 

 

This is one of the most diagnos6cally powerful features of the dis6nc6on. A subject can be deceived in the 
moment about whether their mo6va6on is pull or push. They cannot, over years of sustained aEen6on to 
what their mo6va6on actually does to them, easily remain deceived. Pull produces the renewal of capacity 
for further encounter. Push produces the gradual narrowing of the subject's resources, the increasing 
briEleness of their commitments, the rising need for external reinforcement to maintain a mo6va6on that 
should, if it were what it presents itself as being, sustain itself. 

The framework needs to acknowledge a complica6on here that intellectual honesty requires. The 
dis6nc6on between pull and push is not always available to the subject in the moment of mo6va6on. A 
subject in the full grip of an experience that feels like pull, but is in fact push wearing the surface 
phenomenology of pull, cannot necessarily detect their own condi6on by aEending to the experience as it 
occurs. The disciplines of aEen6on through which the dis6nc6on becomes available — the prac6ces the 
framework develops as Synaxis training in the chapters that follow — are prac6ces, which is to say that 
they require development over 6me, in condi6ons favourable to their development, with the support of 
communi6es and tradi6ons that have developed the capacity the prac66oner is aEemp6ng to develop. The 
dis6nc6on is real and is available, but it is not available equally to all subjects in all condi6ons. The 
framework does not claim that any subject, at any moment, can apply this criterion to their own experience 
and reach a reliable verdict. It claims that the criterion is real, that the structural difference it names exists, 
and that the capacity to apply it is one of the capaci6es the framework's praxis is designed to develop. 

A further complica6on is worth naming. Genuine value-encounter can include moments of intense effort, 
struggle, and what might from outside look like deple6on. The ac6vist working through a difficult period of 
a long campaign, the contempla6ve encountering the dark night that the tradi6ons describe, the parent in 
the exhaus6ng middle years of raising a child, may all describe their mo6va6on in terms that include 
difficulty, cost, and what feels like the limits of their own resources. The criterion is not "if mo6va6on feels 
efforhul, it is push rather than pull." The criterion is whether the underlying source of the mo6va6on, when 
examined carefully across the longer arc, is something flowing through the subject from beyond or 
something the subject is genera6ng from within. Effort and difficulty are compa6ble with pull. What pull is 
not compa6ble with is the structural paEern of deple6on that follows from the subject genera6ng their 
own mo6va6on while aEribu6ng the source to something external. 

A reader sympathe6c to the framework but unconvinced by the discrimina6on so far might press at this 
point on what the criterion actually dis6nguishes. They might say: the radicalised subject also reports 
experiencing their mo6va6on as flowing through them from beyond. They also report not being depleted in 
the moment of intense commitment. They also describe the mo6va6on as renewing rather than draining. If 
the criterion depends on careful aEen6on to what the subject in fact experiences, and the subject in fact 
experiences pull, then the criterion does not discriminate. 

The response is that the criterion does not depend on what the subject reports experiencing. It depends on 
the structure of what is actually happening, which careful aEen6on can reveal but which is not exhausted 
by the subject's surface-level report. The radicalised subject reports pull because that is the 
phenomenology pseudo-encounter generates. The careful examina6on of the actual sources of the 
mo6va6on, conducted across 6me and in condi6ons that support honest self-examina6on, reveals what 
the surface report does not. The structural difference between pull and push is not located at the level of 



 

 

what the subject says about their experience. It is located at the level of what the experience actually is, 
which the subject's report may or may not accurately reflect. 

This is a strong claim and it must be made carefully. The framework is not claiming that the radicalised 
subject is simply lying or is straighhorwardly self-deceived in a way they could correct by paying more 
aEen6on to their own experience. The framework is claiming that genuine value-encounter and pseudo-
encounter are different at the structural level, that the difference is visible to sustained careful aEen6on, 
and that the disciplines through which sustained careful aEen6on becomes possible are the disciplines the 
framework's praxis develops. The radicalised subject can come to recognise the structure of their own 
mo6va6on, but typically only when the condi6ons for honest self-examina6on have been established, 
which oben requires distance from the movement that has been genera6ng and reinforcing the pseudo-
encounter. 

The criterion is therefore not a test the subject can apply unilaterally in real 6me. It is a structural feature of 
genuine value-encounter that the framework can name, that careful aEen6on can recognise, and that the 
praxis the rest of the paper develops makes increasingly available. The discrimina6on mechanism does not 
promise the impossible. It promises the difficult, which is that the structural difference is real and that the 
prac6ces for making it visible exist and can be cul6vated. 

 

 

2.4 The Hard Question: Is the Givenness Genuine? 

The most serious challenge to the phenomenological case must be addressed directly. The challenge comes 
in two forms, which are related but dis6nguishable. 

The first is the epistemological challenge: even if value presents itself to consciousness as genuinely given, 
as genuinely encountered rather than constructed, this is no guarantee that the presenta6on is accurate. 
Consciousness can systema6cally misrepresent its own opera6ons. The felt sense of perceiving something 
externally real might itself be a generated experience, produced by processes that the experiencing subject 
is not aware of and that do not involve genuine percep6on of anything external. This is the argument from 
evolu6onary debunking: our evalua6ve responses evolved because they were adap6ve, not because they 
tracked genuine value. The phenomenology of genuine encounter is the phenomenological output of an 
adap6ve system, not evidence about the structure of reality. 

The second is the transcendental challenge, associated most closely with Kan6an and neo-Kan6an 
philosophy: even if value is not merely a preference or an evolu6onary adapta6on, it might be a structural 
feature of consciousness itself rather than a feature of reality independent of consciousness. Value might 
be genuinely encountered rather than merely generated, but what is encountered might be the deep 
structure of consciousness rather than something that exceeds consciousness. This is the posi6on of 
transcendental phenomenology: value is real, but its reality is the reality of a cons6tu6ve feature of 
experience rather than the reality of something that exists independently of all possible experience. 



 

 

Both challenges must be taken seriously. The first points to the genuine possibility that the 
phenomenological evidence is systema6cally misleading. The second points to the genuine possibility that 
the evidence supports a more modest conclusion than axiological primi6vism claims. 

To the first challenge, the response is not that evolu6onary debunking is impossible. It is that evolu6onary 
debunking does not have the scope its proponents typically claim. The debunking argument establishes 
that evolu6onary pressures shaped the development of evalua6ve responses. It does not establish that 
those responses track nothing real. Evolu6onary processes that systema6cally produced responses that 
tracked genuine features of reality would be more adap6ve, not less, than processes that produced random 
evalua6ve responses. The debunking argument would need to establish that tracking genuine value 
conferred no adap6ve advantage, which is far from obvious. More fundamentally, the debunking argument 
is itself subject to a version of the self-refuta6on problem: if all our cogni6ve facul6es, including the 
reasoning processes that produce the debunking argument, are evolu6onary adapta6ons rather than truth-
tracking processes, the debunking argument itself has no claim to ra6onal authority. It is the output of an 
adap6ve system, no more reliable as a guide to truth than the evalua6ve responses it is aEemp6ng to 
debunk. 

To the second challenge, the transcendental response, the reply requires more careful aEen6on because it 
is the most sophis6cated alterna6ve to axiological primi6vism available. The transcendental account, in its 
strongest form, holds that value is genuinely encountered in experience rather than merely generated, but 
that what is encountered is the cons6tu6ve structure of consciousness itself rather than something that 
exceeds consciousness. Experience is always already value-saturated, on this account, because value is a 
necessary structural feature of the form of experience rather than a con6ngent feature of the world 
experienced. 

The decisive problem with this account is one iden6fied in earlier conversa6ons: it cannot explain the 
specific phenomenology of self-transcending experience. In the deepest forms of genuine value-encounter, 
what is experienced is not the encounter with one's own cons6tu6ve structure. It is the encounter with 
something that exceeds the self while being in6mately related to it. The mys6c in contempla6ve encounter, 
the person in a genuine experience of moral transforma6on, the individual whose encounter with 
something genuinely beau6ful produces not the warm recogni6on of the familiar but the ver6ginous 
experience of something that exceeds the self's capacity to contain it, consistently reports not the deepest 
encounter with their own cons6tu6ve structure but the encounter with something genuinely other. The 
phenomenology has the character of being found, not of finding the deepest self. 

This phenomenological character is inconsistent with the transcendental account. If value were a 
cons6tu6ve feature of consciousness, the deepest encounter with value would feel like the deepest 
encounter with the self. But the consistent phenomenological report, across the tradi6ons of genuine 
contempla6ve prac6ce and genuine moral transforma6on, is the opposite: the deepest encounter with 
value feels like the deepest encounter with what exceeds the self while being in6mately related to it. This is 
precisely what axiological primi6vism predicts and what the transcendental account cannot explain. 

2.5 Value as Given: The Positive Phenomenological Case 

Drawing together the threads of the preceding sec6ons, the posi6ve phenomenological case for value as 
genuinely given can be stated as follows. 



 

 

The consistent phenomenological character of genuine value-encounter, across aesthe6c experience, moral 
percep6on, and telic resonance, is that of receiving something rather than genera6ng something. What 
presents itself is genuinely there before it is no6ced. The no6cing is a response to what is there, not the 
condi6on of its being there. The mo6va6on generated by genuine value-encounter has the 
phenomenological character of being pulled by something real rather than pushed by an internal lack. The 
deepest forms of value-encounter have the phenomenological character of encountering what genuinely 
exceeds the self rather than finding the deepest self. 

This phenomenological evidence is consistent with axiological primi6vism and inconsistent with both the 
evolu6onary debunking account and the transcendental account. It is consistent with axiological 
primi6vism because if value is an ontological primi6ve and consciousness is the mode of its self-encounter, 
then the phenomenological character of genuine value-encounter as genuinely received, genuinely other, 
genuinely pulling rather than pushed, is exactly what would be expected. It is inconsistent with the 
debunking account because the debunking account cannot explain why the specific phenomenological 
character of genuine value-encounter differs from the phenomenological character of adap6ve response 
sa6sfac6on in the specific ways it does. And it is inconsistent with the transcendental account because the 
transcendental account predicts that the deepest value-encounter would have the character of deepest 
self-encounter, whereas the phenomenological evidence consistently shows the opposite. 

The phenomenological case does not establish axiological primi6vism by itself. Phenomenological evidence 
underdetermines ontological conclusions. But it establishes the prima facie case that axiological primi6vism 
is the most honest account of what the evidence actually shows, and it places the burden of proof on those 
who wish to explain the evidence away through debunking or transcendental reinterpreta6on. The 
ques6on is not whether axiological primi6vism can be conclusively proved through phenomenological 
evidence alone. The ques6on is whether the phenomenological evidence is more honestly accounted for by 
the axiological primi6vist hypothesis or by its alterna6ves. And the answer, examined carefully and without 
the prejudgement of the value-neutral assump6on, is that the axiological primi6vist hypothesis is more 
adequate to the evidence than any alterna6ve currently available. 

2.6 The Testimony of the Wisdom Traditions 

There is a form of convergent evidence for the phenomenological case that is rarely taken seriously in 
academic philosophy but that axiological primi6vism is commiEed to taking seriously: the consistent 
tes6mony of the wisdom tradi6ons across cultures and centuries about the character of their deepest 
value-encounters. 

The reason academic philosophy typically sets this tes6mony aside is that it is embedded in theological and 
metaphysical frameworks that carry commitments the philosophical community does not share. The 
mys6c's report of genuine encounter with the divine is set aside because the existence of the divine is not 
established. The contempla6ve's report of genuine encounter with what is most real is set aside because 
the vocabulary in which it is expressed is tradi6on-specific and therefore apparently non-universal. 

But this seUng-aside involves a category error. The tes6mony of the wisdom tradi6ons is not primarily 
theological argument. It is phenomenological report: the first-person descrip6on of what was encountered 
in condi6ons of deep and sustained aEen6on to what is most real. And when this tes6mony is examined 



 

 

across tradi6ons that share no theological framework, no cultural context, and no common philosophical 
vocabulary, what emerges is a paEern of remarkable consistency. 

The Sufi mys6c, the Chris6an contempla6ve, the Buddhist prac66oner, the Taoist sage, the indigenous 
wisdom-keeper: each describes, in their own tradi6on's vocabulary, an encounter with something that is 
genuinely real, genuinely other than the self while being in6mately related to it, genuinely oriented toward 
what they can only describe in the language of love or compassion or the good, and genuinely 
inexhaus6ble in ways that dis6nguish it from any finite object of experience. The specific theological 
frameworks differ radically. The phenomenological report is structurally consistent. 

This convergence across tradi6ons is not proof of anything. But it is precisely the kind of evidence that a 
genuinely integra6ve epistemology, one that takes phenomenological tes6mony seriously alongside 
empirical observa6on, cannot afford to dismiss. If the deepest forms of genuine value-encounter, 
developed through sustained prac6ce across wildly different cultural and theological contexts, consistently 
produce reports of encountering something genuinely real, genuinely other, and genuinely oriented toward 
what can only be described as love, then the most honest account of this convergence is not that all these 
tradi6ons are independently producing the same illusion. It is that they are independently encountering 
the same reality, approaching it through different pathways and describing it in different vocabularies, but 
poin6ng, consistently, toward the same underlying truth. 

Axiological primi6vism is the philosophical account that takes this convergence seriously. It does not 
iden6fy the reality being pointed toward with any specific tradi6on's theological formula6on. It does not 
require commitment to any specific religious framework. It requires only the intellectual honesty to 
acknowledge that the consistent phenomenological report of genuinely encountering something genuinely 
real and genuinely oriented toward what is good cannot be dismissed without a level of philosophical 
arrogance that the evidence does not support. 

What the wisdom tradi6ons have been poin6ng toward, in the language of the divine, of the Good, of 
Buddha-nature, of the Tao, is what axiological primi6vism names as the ontological primi6ve of value. The 
naming is different. The reality being named is, the convergence of the tes6mony suggests, the same. 

Chapter Three: Consciousness as Value-Self-Encounter 

3.1 The Problem That Consciousness Poses 

Consciousness is the most familiar and the most mysterious feature of reality. It is the one thing that 
cannot be doubted, because doub6ng it is itself a conscious act. And yet it is the one thing that the 
dominant framework for understanding reality, the framework built on the value-neutral assump6on and 
the methods of empirical science, has conspicuously failed to explain. 

The failure has a name. The philosopher David Chalmers called it the hard problem of consciousness: why 
do physical processes give rise to subjec6ve experience at all? Why is there something it is like to be a brain 
in a way that there is nothing it is like to be a thermostat, despite both being physical systems that process 
informa6on and respond to environmental inputs? The easy problems of consciousness, as Chalmers called 
them, concern the func6onal and behavioural correlates of experience: how the brain integrates 
informa6on, directs aEen6on, controls behaviour, dis6nguishes waking from sleep. These are genuinely 



 

 

difficult scien6fic problems, but they are problems in principle tractable by the methods of empirical 
neuroscience. The hard problem is different in kind. Even a complete account of all the neural correlates of 
conscious experience, every firing paEern, every chemical process, every structural feature of the brain 
that accompanies subjec6ve experience, would leave untouched the ques6on of why those processes are 
accompanied by experience at all. Why is there an inside? 

The hard problem has resisted every solu6on aEempted within the value-neutral framework. Elimina6vist 
accounts, which deny that there is anything to explain by claiming that consciousness as ordinarily 
understood does not exist, pay too high a price: they require the denial of the most certain thing we know. 
Reduc6onist accounts, which aEempt to iden6fy consciousness with brain processes, leave the explanatory 
gap intact: they explain the func6onal role of consciousness but not its felt character. Emergen6st accounts, 
which claim that consciousness emerges from sufficiently complex physical organisa6on, describe a paEern 
without explaining the mechanism: they tell us that consciousness appears at a certain level of complexity 
but not why complexity gives rise to experience rather than simply to more complex mechanism. 

Panpsychism, discussed in Chapter Four, represents the most serious recent aEempt to address the hard 
problem within a broadly naturalis6c framework. Its approach is to aEribute proto-experience to all maEer, 
so that consciousness does not emerge from non-conscious maEer but is a fundamental feature of the 
physical world that becomes organised into the unified experience of complex beings. The difficulty with 
this approach, as Chapter Four will show, is that it faces its own version of the hard problem in the form of 
the combina6on problem, and it leaves unexplained the specific phenomenological character of 
consciousness, its cons6tu6ve orienta6on toward genuine worth, its experience of telic resonance as 
genuine pull rather than internal genera6on. 

Axiological primi6vism dissolves the hard problem rather than aEemp6ng to solve it within the terms that 
generate it. The dissolu6on proceeds by ques6oning the assump6on that makes the problem appear: the 
assump6on that consciousness must be explained as something that arises from or is produced by non-
conscious physical processes. If that assump6on is replaced with a different founda6onal account, the hard 
problem does not arise in the same form. The ques6on is not why physical processes give rise to 
consciousness but how the telic grain of value, opera6ng through the evolu6onary process from the 
beginning, has produced the specific kind of system through whom genuine value-self-encounter becomes 
possible at the depth and complexity that characterises human consciousness. 

This chapter develops the axiological primi6vist account of consciousness, examines what it explains that 
exis6ng accounts cannot, and addresses the most serious objec6ons to the claim. 

3.2 The Central Claim: Consciousness as Value-Self-Encounter 

The central claim of this chapter can be stated concisely, though its implica6ons require careful 
development: 

Consciousness is what it feels like for value to encounter itself through a sufficiently recep9ve and calibrated 
system. 

This claim requires unpacking in three direc6ons: what it means for value to encounter itself, what makes a 
system sufficiently recep6ve and calibrated for this encounter to occur, and what the felt quality of this 
encounter is and why it has the specific character it has. 



 

 

On the first direc6on: value, as an ontological primi6ve, is not a sta6c property distributed through reality 
like a field or a force. It has what the framework calls a telic character, a direc6onal orienta6on toward 
greater complexity, coherence, and mutual flourishing. This telic character is not imposed on reality from 
outside but is intrinsic to the structure of value as the founda6onal reality. The universe, on the axiological 
primi6vist account, is not merely a collec6on of things with values aEached to them. It is a reality 
cons6tuted by the telic orienta6on of value toward its own realisa6on and its own self-awareness. 

Value encountering itself means the specific event in which the telic orienta6on of value achieves sufficient 
complexity and reflexivity to become aware of itself as value, to perceive genuinely good things as 
genuinely good, to be genuinely moved by what is genuinely worth being moved by, and to orient toward 
the flourishing of what it encounters as a genuine response to genuine worth rather than as a mechanical 
output of a physical process. This event is not a once-for-all achievement but a con6nuous process: the 
ongoing encounter of value with itself through the conscious beings whose consciousness cons6tutes the 
most developed form of that encounter currently available. 

On the second direc6on: not every system is equally capable of being the site of value's self-encounter. The 
claim is not that value encounters itself through all maEer equally, which would be a form of panpsychism. 
It is that certain kinds of systems, specifically those with genuine interiority, the capacity for something 
genuinely like an inside, develop the specific kind of recep6vity through which value can encounter itself 
with increasing depth and reflexivity. The gradient account of value-responsiveness, developed in Chapter 
Four, specifies the condi6ons under which genuine interiority arises and what dis6nguishes different levels 
of the gradient from one another. What maEers here is the principle: the capacity for value-self-encounter 
is not uniformly distributed through reality but develops, through the evolu6onary process, in systems that 
have developed the specific kind of interiority that makes genuine encounter possible rather than merely 
func6onal response. 

The word "calibrated" in the central claim is important and oben overlooked. A recep6ve system is one 
with the capacity for genuine interiority, for something genuinely like an inside. A calibrated system is one 
whose interiority has been developed, through prac6ce, aEen6on, and the specific disciplines that the 
wisdom tradi6ons have called contempla6on and the framework calls Synaxis training, to the point where 
its capacity for genuine value-encounter is most fully opera6ve. Calibra6on is not a binary state but a 
gradient: the more fully a conscious being's perceptual faculty for genuine value-encounter has been 
developed, the more fully it becomes the site through which value encounters itself at the greatest depth 
and clarity available. 

On the third direc6on: the felt quality of consciousness, what philosophers call qualia, the redness of red, 
the painfulness of pain, the specific phenomenological character of every conscious experience, is, on the 
axiological primi6vist account, the intrinsic experience of value encountering itself at varying depths and 
through varying modes of interiority. The redness of red is not an arbitrary phenomenological quality 
aEached to a certain wavelength of electromagne6c radia6on by a quirk of neural organisa6on. It is the 
quality of value's encounter with itself through the specific mode of visual percep6on, the felt character of 
a par6cular form of genuine encounter with genuine features of reality. The painfulness of pain is the felt 
quality of value's encounter with its own viola6on, the specific phenomenological character of what it is 
like for a conscious being cons6tuted by orienta6on toward genuine worth to have that worth negated in 
its own embodied existence. 



 

 

This account of qualia may seem surprising in its specificity, and it requires more development than can be 
given here. But its importance for the broader argument is this: it provides an account not merely of why 
consciousness exists but of why it has the specific character it has. The value-neutral account can say, at 
best, that consciousness has the character it has because of the specific neural processes that produce it. 
This leaves the specific character of consciousness unexplained: why does this neural process produce this 
felt quality rather than some other, or none at all? Axiological primi6vism provides an answer: the felt 
quality of any conscious experience is the intrinsic phenomenology of value encountering itself in a specific 
mode, and the varia6on in felt quality across different types of experience reflects the varia6on in the 
mode and depth of value-encounter. 

3.3 What This Account Explains That Others Cannot 

The power of the axiological primi6vist account of consciousness is most clearly visible in what it explains 
that exis6ng accounts leave unexplained. Three explanatory advantages are par6cularly significant. 

The first is the cons6tu6ve orienta6on of consciousness toward genuine worth. Consciousness is not 
neutral. It is not a general capacity for informa6on processing that happens, con6ngently, to be oriented 
toward value in human beings because of the par6cular evolu6onary pressures that shaped human 
cogni6ve development. Consciousness is cons6tu6vely oriented toward genuine worth: the sense of 
something maEering, of some things being genuinely worth caring for and others not, of some responses 
being genuinely appropriate and others not, is not a feature added to consciousness by evolu6on or 
culture. It is intrinsic to what consciousness is. 

The value-neutral account cannot explain this cons6tu6ve orienta6on. On the value-neutral account, 
consciousness is a process for integra6ng informa6on and guiding behaviour, and its orienta6on toward 
value is a con6ngent feature of the specific organisms that have developed it, explained by the adap6ve 
advantage of such orienta6on. But this explana6on is insufficient. The adap6ve advantage account explains 
why organisms with value-oriented consciousness were more likely to survive and reproduce. It does not 
explain why the consciousness that developed was value-oriented in the specific way it is, with the specific 
phenomenological character of genuine concern for genuine worth, rather than having some other 
character that would have conferred the same adap6ve advantages. 

Axiological primi6vism explains the cons6tu6ve orienta6on of consciousness toward genuine worth 
directly: consciousness is what it feels like for value to encounter itself, and value has an intrinsic telic 
orienta6on toward flourishing. Therefore, consciousness is cons6tu6vely oriented toward flourishing, 
toward what is genuinely worth caring for, toward the specific quality of genuine worth that the framework 
calls value. The orienta6on is not a con6ngent feature but the intrinsic character of what consciousness 
most fundamentally is. 

The second explanatory advantage concerns the qualita6ve difference between genuine intrinsic 
mo6va6on and its func6onal equivalent under extrinsic condi6ons. This is the explanatory gap that 
ini6ated the framework's development and that exis6ng mo6va6onal theories have been unable to close. 

Two scenarios can be imagined that are func6onally iden6cal: a person who acts generously because they 
genuinely care about the wellbeing of another, and a person who acts generously because they have been 
condi6oned to behave generously and experience posi6ve reinforcement when they do so. The external 



 

 

behaviour is the same. The neural correlates may be similar. But the phenomenological character of the 
experience is different in a way that anyone who has experienced both can recognise. Genuine care feels 
qualita6vely different from condi6oned generosity. Telic resonance feels qualita6vely different from the 
sa6sfac6on of a trained response. 

The value-neutral account cannot explain this qualita6ve difference. It can describe it: it can note that the 
neural correlates differ in certain ways, that the phenomenological reports of subjects in the two condi6ons 
differ, that the mo6va6onal sustainability of the two differs over 6me. But it cannot explain why the 
phenomenological character differs, because on the value-neutral account both cases are ul6mately cases 
of neural processes producing phenomenological outputs, and the difference in phenomenological 
character should be explicable in terms of the difference in neural processes, which leaves the 
phenomenological difference itself unexplained. 

Axiological primi6vism explains the qualita6ve difference directly: genuine intrinsic mo6va6on is the 
phenomenology of genuine value-self-encounter, the felt character of consciousness opera6ng as the site 
through which value encounters itself with genuine depth and genuine pull. Extrinsic mo6va6on, however 
it is produced and however it is condi6oned, is the phenomenology of consciousness opera6ng at a level 
removed from genuine value-encounter: responding to signals, sa6sfying needs, managing responses, but 
not opera6ng as the site of genuine value-self-encounter. The qualita6ve difference is the difference 
between consciousness func6oning as what it most fundamentally is and consciousness opera6ng at a level 
below its own most fundamental nature. This difference is not merely a difference in neural processes. It is 
a difference in the depth of value-encounter that the consciousness is achieving, and that difference has 
direct and specific phenomenological consequences. 

The third explanatory advantage concerns the phenomenology of self-transcending experience: the specific 
felt character of genuine moral commitment, genuine love, and genuine contempla6ve encounter in which 
the self experiences itself as oriented toward something that genuinely exceeds it while being in6mately 
related to it. 

As argued in Chapter Two, this phenomenology is inconsistent with the transcendental account of 
consciousness, which predicts that the deepest conscious experience would be the deepest self-encounter. 
And it is inconsistent with the panpsychist account, which has no explana6on of why the experience of 
being addressed by something genuinely other should be a consistent feature of the deepest forms of 
conscious experience if consciousness is simply the combina6on of proto-experiences distributed through 
maEer. 

Axiological primi6vism explains the phenomenology of self-transcendence directly: if consciousness is the 
mode through which value encounters itself, and if value as the ontological primi6ve genuinely exceeds any 
finite system's capacity to contain it, then the deepest forms of consciousness, those in which the system is 
most fully calibrated to func6on as the site of genuine value-self-encounter, will have the 
phenomenological character of encountering something that genuinely exceeds the self. The in6macy is 
explained: the conscious being is cons6tuted by its par6cipa6on in value, so the encounter with value is the 
most in6mate encounter possible. The inexhaus6bility is explained: value as the ontological primi6ve 
exceeds any finite system's capacity to exhaust it, so the deepest encounters will consistently have the 
character of encountering something that cannot be fully contained by the encountering self. And the 
consistent phenomenological report of being addressed by something genuinely other, which is the specific 



 

 

character that the wisdom tradi6ons across every culture consistently report from their deepest 
encounters, is explained: value encountering itself through a conscious system will, at the greatest depths, 
have the character of a genuine rela6on between the finite system and the inexhaus6ble reality in which it 
par6cipates. 

3.4 The Dissolution of the Hard Problem 

The hard problem of consciousness, as Chalmers formulated it, arises within a specific framework: the 
assump6on that the physical facts are the fundamental facts, and that consciousness must therefore be 
explained as something that arises from or is produced by physical processes. Within that framework, the 
hard problem is genuinely hard, and the history of aEempted solu6ons suggests it may be intractable. 

Axiological primi6vism does not solve the hard problem within that framework. It dissolves the hard 
problem by ques6oning the framework within which it arises. 

The dissolu6on proceeds as follows. The hard problem asks: why do physical processes give rise to 
subjec6ve experience? This ques6on presupposes that physical processes are the fundamental reality and 
that subjec6ve experience is something that must be explained in terms of them. But this presupposi6on is 
precisely what axiological primi6vism denies. If value is the ontological primi6ve and physical processes are 
deriva6ve expressions of the telic grain of value opera6ng at the level of maEer and energy, then the 
ques6on of why physical processes give rise to consciousness is misconceived. Physical processes do not 
give rise to consciousness. Both physical processes and consciousness are deriva6ve expressions of value, 
at different levels of complexity and different modes of value's opera6on. The ques6on to ask is not why 
maEer produces consciousness but how the telic grain of value, opera6ng through the evolu6onary 
process, has produced the specific kinds of complex systems through which value can encounter itself with 
the depth and reflexivity that characterises human consciousness. 

This dissolu6on is not a mere redescrip6on of the problem. It changes the structure of what needs to be 
explained and makes available explanatory resources that the hard problem, formulated within the value-
neutral framework, could not access. 

Within the value-neutral framework, the explanatory gap between physical processes and conscious 
experience is unbridgeable because physical processes are characterised as value-neutral and experience is 
characterised as value-saturated, and no account of how value-neutrality gives rise to value-satura6on is 
available. This is the hard problem at its deepest. Axiological primi6vism removes the gap by removing the 
framework that generates it. If value is the founda6onal reality, then the value-saturated character of 
conscious experience is not something that needs to be explained in terms of value-neutral processes. It is 
the direct expression of the founda6onal reality opera6ng at the level of complex, reflexive, genuinely 
interior systems. The explana6on runs in the other direc6on: the apparent value-neutrality of physical 
processes at lower levels of complexity is what needs to be explained, and it is explained by the aEenua6on 
of telic expression in systems that have not yet developed the complexity required for genuine value-self-
encounter. 

This dissolu6on has a specific analogy in the history of science that is worth no6ng. Before the 
development of thermodynamics, the proper6es of heat, including its tendency to flow from hot to cold, its 
capacity to do work, and the rela6onship between temperature and molecular mo6on, seemed to be 



 

 

dis6nct kinds of facts requiring different kinds of explana6on. Thermodynamics revealed that these 
apparently different kinds of facts were expressions of a single underlying reality: the sta6s6cal behaviour 
of large numbers of molecules. The apparent diversity of thermal phenomena did not require mul6ple 
separate explana6ons. It required the right founda6onal account. 

Axiological primi6vism proposes an analogous move for the rela6onship between physical processes and 
conscious experience. The apparent gap between the two is not a gap that requires a special explanatory 
bridge, a mystery that must be lived with or dissolved through elimina6on of one of its terms. It is the 
appearance generated by a misconceived founda6onal account. The right founda6onal account, in which 
value is the ontological primi6ve and both maEer and consciousness are deriva6ve expressions of it at 
different levels of complexity, dissolves the apparent gap by showing that what seemed to be two 
fundamentally different kinds of thing are two expressions of a single underlying reality. 

3.5 The Evolutionary Account: How Value Produced Consciousness 

The dissolu6on of the hard problem generates an immediate ques6on: if consciousness is the mode 
through which value encounters itself in sufficiently complex and recep6ve systems, how did those systems 
develop? What is the rela6onship between axiological primi6vism and the evolu6onary account of the 
development of life and consciousness? 

The answer is that axiological primi6vism does not replace or contradict the evolu6onary account. It 
provides the founda6onal ontological context within which the evolu6onary account can be understood in 
its fullest significance. 

The evolu6onary account of the development of life and consciousness describes a process: over billions of 
years, through the mechanism of natural selec6on opera6ng on gene6c varia6on, organisms have 
developed with increasing complexity, flexibility, and, ul6mately, the capacity for genuine interior 
experience. The evolu6onary account describes what happened with extraordinary precision. What it 
cannot explain, on its own terms, is the direc6onal character of the process: why the universe is the kind of 
place in which evolu6onary processes produce increasing complexity, coherence, and the eventual 
emergence of consciousness, rather than simply producing whatever combina6on of features conferred the 
greatest reproduc6ve advantage in a par6cular environment, with no direc6onal tendency toward greater 
complexity or the development of genuine interiority. 

The evolu6onary account, leb to itself within the value-neutral framework, has no explana6on of this 
direc6onal character. It can describe it, and some evolu6onary theorists have noted it, including Teilhard de 
Chardin from a theological direc6on and certain complexity theorists from a scien6fic direc6on. But the 
descrip6on outstrips the explana6on available within the value-neutral framework. 

Axiological primi6vism provides the explana6on: the direc6onal character of the evolu6onary process 
reflects the telic grain of value opera6ng through the physical and biological processes that evolu6on 
describes. The universe produces increasing complexity, coherence, and the eventual emergence of 
consciousness not by accident or merely by the opera6on of selec6on pressure on random varia6on, but 
because the telic orienta6on of value toward its own self-encounter has been opera6ng through the 
physical and biological substrate from the beginning. Natural selec6on is the mechanism. The telic grain of 
value is what the mechanism has been in service of. 



 

 

This does not mean that every evolu6onary development was predetermined or that the specific forms 
taken by life were inevitable. The telic grain is not a programme that specifies outcomes in advance. It is an 
orienta6on, a direc6onal pull toward greater complexity and coherence that operates through and as the 
condi6ons of physical and biological development without determining specific forms. The variety of life, 
the unpredictability of evolu6onary pathways, the genuine con6ngency of evolu6onary history, are all 
consistent with the telic grain. What the telic grain accounts for is not the specific forms but the direc6onal 
tendency: the fact that evolu6on tends toward the development of greater complexity, greater coherence, 
and, ul6mately, the development of beings through whom genuine value-self-encounter becomes possible. 

The human brain, on this account, is not simply the organ that produces consciousness as a byproduct of its 
informa6on-processing func6ons. It is the most developed instrument currently available through which 
value can encounter itself with the greatest depth and reflexivity. The extraordinary expansion of the 
human brain over the last three million years, which greatly exceeds what the demands of the immediate 
environment required for survival, is explained not by survival pressure alone but by the telic pull of value 
toward the development of the specific capacity for genuine value-self-encounter that the fully developed 
human Synaxis represents. 

This account of brain evolu6on was developed in earlier conversa6ons and is supported by the 
archaeological record of the Upper Palaeolithic transi6on: the sudden and rapid elabora6on of symbolic 
behaviour, ar6s6c representa6on, ritual prac6ce, and narra6ve storytelling that cannot be explained by 
survival pressure alone but is explicable as the expression of a developing capacity for genuine value-self-
encounter through the specifically human prac6ces of bringing value into shared language and shared 
imagina6on. 

3.6 Consciousness and the Synaxis 

The axiological primi6vist account of consciousness has immediate and important implica6ons for the 
understanding of the Synaxis, the faculty of genuine value-percep6on that the Master Storytelling 
framework iden6fies as the specific human capacity for direct engagement with the VMP grammar of 
cultural systems. 

If consciousness is what it feels like for value to encounter itself, then the Synaxis is not a specialised 
perceptual skill that some human beings develop and others lack. It is the specific mode of consciousness 
in which value-self-encounter operates at its most fully realised depth. The Synaxis is not a special faculty 
added to consciousness. It is what consciousness most fundamentally is when it is opera6ng as what it 
most fundamentally is. 

This has a significant consequence for how the development of Synac6c capacity is understood. It is not the 
acquisi6on of a new skill but the recovery of a natural capacity, a return to what consciousness most 
fundamentally is, from the aEenuated and occluded form it takes when the cultural grammar is extrinsic 
and the condi6ons for genuine value-encounter have been systema6cally suppressed. The work of Synaxis 
development is not the installa6on of something new but the removal of what is blocking the genuine 
opera6on of what was always already there. 

This also has implica6ons for how extrinsic capture is understood. If consciousness is cons6tuted by its 
orienta6on toward genuine value, then extrinsic capture, the condi6on in which the VMP configura6on 



 

 

orients toward fear, accumula6on, and the management of external threat rather than genuine value-
encounter, is not merely a mo6va6onal dysfunc6on. It is a form of consciousness opera6ng at a level below 
its own most fundamental nature. The person under extrinsic capture is not merely poorly mo6vated. They 
are, in a precise and important sense, less fully conscious than they would be if their Synaxis were open 
and calibrated. Their consciousness is real: there is genuinely something it is like to be them. But it is 
opera6ng in a mode that is impoverished rela6ve to what genuine value-self-encounter would make 
available. 

This deepens the framework's account of what the libera6on from extrinsic capture actually involves. It is 
not primarily mo6va6onal improvement or psychological healing, though it may involve elements of both. 
It is the recovery of consciousness toward its own most fundamental nature: the restora6on of the 
condi6ons in which value can most fully encounter itself through the specific conscious being who is 
engaged in the work of recalibra6on. 

The condition produced when the Synaxis is systematically impaired by extrinsic capture deserves a precise 
name, because the name does philosophical work that description alone cannot achieve. The condition can 
be called value agnosia: the specific experiential state in which factual perception is intact but value-
recognition is absent or severely attenuated. 

The term draws on the clinical concept of agnosia: the neurological condition in which a patient can 
perceive the sensory features of an object accurately, can describe its colours, shapes, and spatial 
arrangement with precision, but cannot recognise what it is. The perception is present. The recognition is 
missing. The gap is not between the sense organ and the brain but within the brain's processing of what the 
sense organ correctly delivers. 

Value agnosia has an exactly analogous structure. The person exhibiting value agnosia perceives the factual 
features of a situation correctly. They can describe a coral reef bleaching with scientific accuracy, articulate 
the statistics of child poverty with precision, and report the climate projections with fidelity. They may even 
profess values in relation to these facts and deploy the vocabulary of moral concern with apparent fluency. 
What is missing is the specific felt quality of genuine worth at stake: the recognition of what is genuinely at 
stake as genuinely mattering, with the motivational force that genuine value-perception produces. The 
factual perception is intact. The value-recognition is impaired. 

This is a more precise description of motivational failure than the language of apathy, indifference, or moral 
disengagement typically provides. The person with value agnosia is not indifferent in the sense of having 
decided not to care. They are not ignorant in the sense of lacking the relevant facts. They exhibit a specific 
impairment of the perceptual faculty through which factual knowledge would become genuine motivational 
encounter with genuine worth: the Synaxis operating below its own most fundamental nature, delivering 
factual input without the recognition of value that constitutes its deepest and most distinctive function. 

Value agnosia can be individual: the specific condition of a person whose Synaxis has been sufficiently 
impaired by extrinsic capture that genuine value-recognition no longer functions as the motivational ground 
of their engagement with what they know. But it can also be cultural: the condition of a civilisation whose 
dominant cultural grammar has been systematically suppressing the faculty of genuine value-perception long 
enough that value agnosia has become the default experiential condition rather than an individual exception. 
The metacrisis, understood at this level, is a civilisational value agnosia: a collective condition in which the 
facts of ecological destruction, social fragmentation, and existential risk are widely known and widely 
professed as matters of concern, but in which the genuine motivational encounter with what is genuinely at 
stake has been so thoroughly occluded that the professed concern generates no genuine telic resonance and 
therefore no genuine sustained response. 



 

 

 

3.7 The Question of Degrees: Consciousness and Moral Consideration 

The account of consciousness as value-self-encounter raises an immediate ques6on about degrees: if 
consciousness is cons6tuted by its capacity for genuine value-self-encounter, and if different systems have 
different degrees of that capacity, then consciousness is not a binary condi6on but a gradient. And if it is a 
gradient, what are the implica6ons for moral considera6on? 

This ques6on is addressed in detail in Chapter Four, which develops the gradient account of value-
responsiveness. But a preliminary note is important here, because the gradient account is oben misread as 
implying that some conscious beings maEer less than others and are therefore deserving of less moral 
considera6on. 

The gradient account does not imply this. The moral significance of a conscious being is not propor6onal to 
the depth of its value-self-encounter. Every being capable of genuine felt encounter with the viola6on of 
value, of experiencing something genuinely like suffering, has full moral significance precisely because the 
suffering of such a being is the felt quality of value being genuinely violated in a system capable of genuine 
felt encounter. The gradient account specifies the depth at which value-self-encounter is possible, not the 
moral weight of the experience of viola6on. 

What the gradient account does imply is that different kinds of systems have different capaci6es for being 
the site of genuine value-self-encounter at different depths, and that the moral obliga6ons generated by 
these different capaci6es differ accordingly. The human being, as the system with the most fully developed 
capacity for integra6ve value-consciousness, has the most fully developed capacity for being the site 
through whom value encounters itself at the greatest depth. This generates not a license for the 
exploita6on of beings with lesser capacity but the specific form of moral obliga6on that flows from that 
capacity: the responsibility to perceive genuinely, to respond genuinely, and to create the condi6ons in 
which value can most fully operate through all the systems that are capable of genuine value-
responsiveness. 

This is the moral implica6on that follows directly from the axiological primi6vist account of consciousness: 
the deepest moral obliga6on is not to maximise the interests of the most sophis6cated consciousnesses 
but to create and sustain the condi6ons in which value can most fully encounter itself at every level of the 
gradient. 

3.8 An Objection: The Circularity Concern 

A significant philosophical objec6on must be addressed before closing this chapter. The objec6on is this: 
the axiological primi6vist account of consciousness appears to be circular. It defines consciousness as value-
self-encounter, and it grounds the reality of value in the evidence of genuine value-encounter, including the 
felt character of conscious experience. But if consciousness is defined in terms of value and value is 
evidenced in terms of consciousness, the account appears to be a closed circle in which neither term is 
independently grounded. 

This is a genuine concern and it deserves a careful response. 



 

 

The appearance of circularity dissolves when the direc6on of explana6on is kept clearly in view. The 
axiological primi6vist account does not ground the reality of value in conscious experience. It grounds the 
reality of value in the phenomenological evidence of genuine encounter, which includes but is not limited 
to conscious experience in the fully reflexive human sense. The telic grain of value is evident in the 
direc6onal character of the evolu6onary process, in the emergence of complexity and coherence 
throughout cosmic and biological history, in the consistent paEern of increasing organisa6on and 
interdependence at every level of reality. These are not dependent on human conscious experience for 
their reality. They are features of the physical and biological world that are most honestly explained as 
expressions of the telic grain of value opera6ng through maEer and life. 

The role of conscious experience in the argument is not to ground the reality of value but to provide the 
most direct access to the character of value that is available to us. We know most clearly and most directly 
what value is through the phenomenological evidence of genuine encounter: the felt quality of genuine 
beauty, genuine jus6ce, and genuine love. This direct access is epistemologically important: it is the most 
reliable evidence available for what value is and how it operates. But it is not the ontological ground of 
value's reality. Value is real prior to consciousness. Consciousness is the mode through which we most 
directly access what value is. 

The account is therefore not circular. It grounds value in the telic grain of reality that is evident across the 
en6re range of evolu6onary and physical evidence, and it uses conscious experience as the primary 
epistemological access point for understanding what that telic grain is and how it operates. The direc6on of 
explana6on runs from value to consciousness, not from consciousness to value. 

3.9 Summary: What the Account Achieves 

The axiological primi6vist account of consciousness, developed in this chapter, achieves the following. 

It dissolves the hard problem of consciousness by replacing the framework within which the problem arises 
with a framework in which the ques6on of why physical processes give rise to experience is replaced by the 
ques6on of how the telic grain of value, opera6ng through the evolu6onary process, produces the kind of 
systems through which value can encounter itself with the depth and reflexivity that characterises human 
consciousness. 

It explains the cons6tu6ve orienta6on of consciousness toward genuine worth, which exis6ng accounts, 
including materialist, panpsychist, and transcendental accounts, leave unexplained or explain only by 
appeal to con6ngent evolu6onary pressures that cannot account for the specific phenomenological 
character of the orienta6on. 

It explains the qualita6ve difference between genuine intrinsic mo6va6on and its func6onal equivalent 
under extrinsic condi6ons, which is the explanatory gap that ini6ated the development of the Master 
Storytelling framework and that exis6ng mo6va6onal theories cannot bridge. 

It explains the phenomenology of self-transcending experience, the consistent report across cultures and 
tradi6ons of encountering something that genuinely exceeds the self while being in6mately related to it, 
which is inconsistent with both transcendental and panpsychist accounts and which axiological primi6vism 
explains directly as the phenomenology of value-self-encounter in its most fully realised form. 



 

 

And it provides a new understanding of the Synaxis, not as a specialised perceptual skill but as the specific 
mode of consciousness in which value-self-encounter operates at its most fully realised depth, which 
reframes the work of Synaxis development as the recovery of what consciousness most fundamentally is 
rather than the acquisi6on of something new. 

Chapter Four develops the gradient account of value-responsiveness that addresses the ques6on of animal 
consciousness, ecological systems, and the rela6onship between axiological primi6vism and panpsychism. 
Chapter Five addresses the rela6onal demand. Chapter Six returns to the founda6onal ques6on of 
mo6va6on with the full resources of the axiological primi6vist account in place. 

Chapter Four: The Gradient of Value-Responsiveness and the 
Engagement with Panpsychism 

4.1 The Question That Cannot Be Avoided 

The axiological primi6vist account of consciousness developed in Chapter Three generates an immediate 
and important ques6on. If consciousness is what it feels like for value to encounter itself through a 
sufficiently recep6ve and calibrated system, then the account must specify what makes a system 
sufficiently recep6ve. And the specifica6on of that threshold raises one of the most philosophically 
contested ques6ons in the study of mind and value: what is the status of animal consciousness, plant 
responsiveness, and the apparent purposiveness of ecological systems? 

The ques6on cannot be avoided by simply declining to answer it. The axiological primi6vist account makes 
claims about the rela6onship between value and consciousness that have implica6ons across the en6re 
range of living and perhaps non-living systems, and intellectual honesty requires following those 
implica6ons carefully rather than stopping where the answers become difficult. 

The ques6on also requires a direct engagement with panpsychism, the posi6on most prominently 
associated with philosophers including David Chalmers, Galen Strawson, and, in its most sophis6cated 
recent form, Iain McGilchrist. Panpsychism shares with axiological primi6vism the rejec6on of elimina6ve 
materialism and the insistence that consciousness cannot be derived from a purely value-neutral 
mechanis6c substrate. The two posi6ons are close enough in their diagnosis of what is wrong with the 
dominant framework that the differences between them maEer enormously: they determine whether the 
solu6on to the hard problem of consciousness is the distribu6on of proto-experience through all maEer, or 
the iden6fica6on of value as the ontological primi6ve from which consciousness derives. 

This chapter develops the gradient account of value-responsiveness that provides the axiological primi6vist 
answer to the threshold ques6on, shows why the gradient account is both philosophically more sa6sfying 
and prac6cally more adequate than the panpsychist alterna6ve, and engages directly with the most 
sophis6cated versions of panpsychism including McGilchrist's account. 

4.2 The Spectrum Problem 

The spectrum problem for axiological primi6vism runs as follows. Value-responsiveness is clearly present 
across a vast range of systems. A sunflower turns toward light. A mycorrhizal network redistributes 
nutrients across a forest in response to the needs of its cons6tuent organisms. A bee navigates by the 



 

 

polarisa6on of light. A dog grieves the loss of its companion. A human being in contempla6ve prac6ce 
perceives the VMP grammar of a cultural system and is genuinely moved to respond to what is genuinely 
there. 

These are not the same kind of responsiveness. But if value is a fundamental feature of reality and the telic 
grain of value operates throughout the physical and biological world, then all of these systems are in some 
sense value-responsive. And if consciousness is what it feels like for value to encounter itself, the ques6on 
immediately arises: is there something it is like to be a sunflower? Something it is like to be a mycorrhizal 
network? Something it is like to be a bee? 

There are two inadequate responses to this ques6on that must be avoided. The first is to draw an arbitrary 
line, usually between humans and all other systems, that appears to be mo6vated by anthropocentric 
convenience rather than principled philosophical reasoning. The second is to aEribute full consciousness to 
every value-responsive system, which collapses important dis6nc6ons and produces a version of 
panpsychism that axiological primi6vism has specific reasons to reject. 

The adequate response is a principled gradient account: a specifica6on of the condi6ons under which 
value-responsiveness cons6tutes genuine felt encounter rather than merely func6onal response, grounded 
in the internal logic of axiological primi6vism rather than imported from outside it. 

4.3 The Key Distinction: Value-Responsiveness and Value-Encounter 

The founda6onal dis6nc6on in the gradient account is between value-responsiveness and value-encounter. 
This dis6nc6on is not arbitrary. It is grounded in the specific nature of consciousness as value-self-
encounter rather than merely value-responsiveness. 

Value-responsiveness is the orienta6on of a system toward its own flourishing or toward the flourishing of 
the wider whole to which it belongs, in a way that moves with rather than against the telic grain of value. A 
sunflower turning toward light is genuinely responding to something real about the condi6ons for its 
flourishing. A mycorrhizal network redistribu6ng nutrients is genuinely responding to the needs of the 
forest system it inhabits. These are real and important instances of value-responsiveness: the telic grain of 
value is opera6ng through these systems, and their behaviour expresses that opera6on with genuine 
fidelity to the direc6on of flourishing. 

But value-responsiveness, as described, does not require an inside. There is no compelling reason to think 
that there is something it is like to be a sunflower turning toward light. The turning is a response to value 
but it is not, on the account developed here, a felt encounter with value. The telic grain operates through 
the sunflower without the sunflower being the site of genuine value-self-encounter in the sense that 
cons6tutes consciousness. 

Value-encounter, by contrast, is the specific event in which the value-responsive system has something 
genuinely like an inside, a felt quality to its responsiveness, something it is like to be the system in its 
encounter with value. The dis6nc6on between the two is not a dis6nc6on between two different kinds of 
value or two different kinds of system in a sta6c sense. It is a dis6nc6on between two different 
rela6onships to value: one in which the telic grain operates through the system without being felt from the 
inside, and one in which the telic grain operates through the system as a felt encounter, producing 
something genuinely like experience. 



 

 

The ques6on of when value-responsiveness becomes value-encounter is the central ques6on of the 
gradient account, and the answer is that it becomes value-encounter when the system develops genuine 
interiority: the capacity for there to be something genuinely like an inside, a felt quality to the system's 
engagement with its environment. This threshold is real, even if its precise loca6on in evolu6onary history 
and across different kinds of systems is genuinely difficult to specify. 

4.4 The Gradient: Four Proposed Levels 

The gradient account proposes four levels of the rela6onship between systems and value, each 
represen6ng a qualita6vely different mode of value's opera6on rather than merely a quan6ta6ve difference 
in degree. The levels are not rigid categories but reference points on a con6nuous gradient. 

The first level is telic orienta6on. At this level, a system is structured in such a way that it moves toward 
certain states and away from others in ways that can be understood as oriented toward its own flourishing 
or toward the flourishing of the wider system it belongs to. Physical processes at this level include the 
forma6on of crystals, which achieve lower energy states through regular arrangement, and the flow of 
rivers toward the sea, which follows the path that most efficiently converts poten6al energy into kine6c 
energy. Biological systems at this level include the vast range of organisms whose behaviour is directed 
toward survival and reproduc6on without there being, as far as the evidence suggests, any felt quality to 
that directedness. 

The telic grain of value is genuinely opera6ve at this level. The direc6onality of crystal forma6on, the self-
organising character of ecosystems, the astonishing complexity of biological systems oriented toward 
flourishing, are all expressions of value's opera6on at the level of telic orienta6on. But there is no felt 
encounter. The telic grain operates through these systems without encountering itself in them. Value is at 
work, but not yet aware of itself through this work. 

The second level is sen6ent responsiveness. At this level, a system has developed genuine interiority: there 
is something genuinely like an inside, a felt quality to the system's engagement with its environment. The 
threshold between telic orienta6on and sen6ent responsiveness is one of the most philosophically 
important thresholds in the natural world, and it corresponds roughly to the development of nervous 
systems capable of integra6ng sensory informa6on into something like a unified felt state. 

At this level, value is not merely opera6ng through the system. It is beginning to encounter itself through 
the system. The pain of a sen6ent creature is not merely a func6onal response to 6ssue damage. It is the 
felt quality of value being violated in a being capable of felt encounter: the specific phenomenological 
character of what it is like for a system that has genuine interiority to have the condi6ons of its flourishing 
negated. This is the reason that the suffering of sen6ent creatures has genuine moral weight: it is not 
merely a func6onal state that triggers adap6ve responses, but a genuine instance of value's self-encounter 
in its nega6ve mode, the felt quality of genuine viola6on. 

At this level, value is encountering itself, but in what might be called a first-person singular mode: the 
system is the site of value's encounter with the par6cular condi6ons of its own existence, its own pleasure 
and pain, its own specific vulnerability to the world. The consciousness at this level is genuine but it does 
not yet have the reflexivity that allows value to become aware of itself as value, to step back from 
immediate felt response and perceive the encounter as an encounter. 



 

 

The third level is reflec6ve value-percep6on. At this level, a system has developed not merely the capacity 
for felt encounter with the immediate condi6ons of its own existence but the capacity to perceive value as 
value: to encounter beauty as beau6ful rather than merely responding to certain s6muli with pleasurable 
states, to encounter another being's suffering as genuinely maEering rather than merely triggering an 
empathic response, to recognise that some ways of being are genuinely beEer than others in a sense that is 
not merely self-referen6al. 

This is the level at which the Synaxis begins to emerge as a genuine faculty: the capacity for value to 
become aware of itself through the perceiving being, not just as immediate felt response but as genuine 
recogni6on of worth. At this level, value is not merely encountering the par6cular condi6ons of one 
system's existence. It is beginning to encounter itself as value, to become reflexively aware of what it is 
through a being capable of genuine recogni6on. 

This level is clearly present in human beings and, the evidence suggests, is present in varying degrees in 
some non-human animals. The great apes, elephants, cetaceans, and corvids all demonstrate capaci6es 
that suggest something approaching genuine recogni6on of value beyond immediate self-interest: the 
ability to perceive and respond to the suffering of others across species boundaries, apparent aesthe6c 
preferences that go beyond func6onal adapta6on, and something that looks very much like a sense of 
jus6ce that applies to others rather than only to the self. Whether these capaci6es cons6tute genuine 
reflec6ve value-percep6on or sophis6cated approxima6ons of it is genuinely uncertain, and the gradient 
account does not require this uncertainty to be resolved. It requires only the acknowledgement that the 
gradient is real and that the boundary between levels two and three is a genuinely important one. 

The fourth level is integra6ve value-consciousness. At this level, a system has developed the capacity for 
value to encounter itself with the depth, reflexivity, and integra6on that cons6tutes the Synaxis in its most 
fully developed form. This is not merely the percep6on of par6cular instances of value but the capacity to 
hold the VMP grammar of complex cultural and rela6onal systems, to perceive the implicit configura6on of 
value, mo6va6on, and purpose running beneath the surface of those systems, and to be genuinely oriented 
toward the recalibra6on of that grammar toward intrinsic alignment. 

This level is what the Master Storytelling framework describes as the fully developed Synaxis. It is the level 
at which consciousness is most fully what it most fundamentally is: the event of value encountering itself 
with sufficient depth and reflexivity that value becomes genuinely self-aware through the perceiving being. 
It is the level at which the contempla6ve tradi6ons have always aimed, through their sustained prac6ces of 
aEen6on, discernment, and genuine encounter with what is most real. 

4.5 What Determines the Threshold 

The ques6on of what determines the threshold between levels, what makes a system capable of sen6ent 
responsiveness rather than merely telic orienta6on, and what makes a system capable of reflec6ve value-
percep6on rather than merely sen6ent responsiveness, is one that the gradient account must address 
rather than leaving as a brute fact. 

The threshold between the first and second levels, between telic orienta6on and sen6ent responsiveness, 
is determined by the development of genuine interiority: the capacity for there to be something genuinely 
like an inside, a felt quality to the system's engagement with its world. This capacity does not arise 



 

 

arbitrarily but is connected, in ways that neuroscience is beginning to map, to the development of certain 
kinds of neural architecture capable of integra6ng sensory informa6on into a unified felt state that is 
genuinely more than the sum of its parts. 

What makes this threshold principled rather than arbitrary is the connec6on to value-self-encounter. The 
development of genuine interiority is not merely the development of a more sophis6cated informa6on-
processing system. It is the development of a system in which value can begin to encounter itself from the 
inside, to be felt rather than merely operated through. The threshold is the threshold at which the telic 
grain of value achieves something that it cannot achieve at the level of telic orienta6on alone: a felt quality 
to its own opera6on, a beginning of self-awareness. 

The threshold between the second and third levels, between sen6ent responsiveness and reflec6ve value-
percep6on, is determined by the emergence of the capacity to perceive value as value rather than merely 
responding to it with felt states. This capacity is connected to the development of reflexive self-awareness: 
the ability to step back from immediate felt response and perceive the encounter as an encounter, to hold 
the experience at a distance from itself and consider it as an instance of something more general. 
Language, in the specific sense discussed in Chapter Three, is the primary enabler of this threshold in the 
human line: the capacity to hold an experience in shared symbolic form allows value to become reflexively 
aware of itself in a way that immediate felt response, however genuine, does not permit. 

The threshold between the third and fourth levels, between reflec6ve value-percep6on and integra6ve 
value-consciousness, is determined by the development of the Synaxis in its most fully opera6ve form: the 
capacity not merely to perceive par6cular instances of value but to read the grammar of value's opera6on 
in complex rela6onal and cultural systems, and to be genuinely oriented toward recalibra6on of that 
grammar toward its most fully intrinsic configura6on. This threshold is not a biological given but a 
developmental achievement, one that requires sustained prac6ce of the specific disciplines through which 
Synac6c capacity is developed and maintained. 

4.6 Why This Is Not Panpsychism 

The gradient account developed above might appear to be a form of panpsychism: an account that 
distributes something like experience across a wide range of systems rather than restric6ng it to complex 
biological organisms. It is important to be precise about why it is not. 

Panpsychism, in its standard formula6ons, takes experience or proto-experience as the fundamental 
ontological primi6ve. Everything has some form of interiority, however minimal. Consciousness does not 
emerge from non-conscious maEer because maEer was never non-conscious: the proto-experien6al 
proper6es of maEer combine, in sufficiently complex arrangements, to produce the unified experience of 
conscious beings. 

Axiological primi6vism differs from panpsychism in two fundamental respects. 

The first is the ques6on of what is primi6ve. For panpsychism, the primi6ve is experience or proto-
experience. For axiological primi6vism, the primi6ve is value. These are not the same claim, and the 
difference generates different explanatory consequences. If experience is the primi6ve, then the specific 
character of conscious experience, its cons6tu6ve orienta6on toward genuine worth, its experience of telic 
resonance as genuine pull, its structure of value-encounter rather than neutral informa6on processing, is 



 

 

leb unexplained. Experience just is, as a brute ontological fact, and its specific character is con6ngent. If 
value is the primi6ve, then the specific character of conscious experience is explained directly: it is the 
specific phenomenology of value encountering itself, and the orienta6on toward genuine worth, the 
experience of telic resonance, and the structure of genuine encounter rather than neutral processing all 
follow from what consciousness most fundamentally is. 

The second difference concerns the first level of the gradient: telic orienta6on. The axiological primi6vist 
account holds that the telic grain of value operates at the level of physical and biological systems that are 
value-responsive without being value-encountering. These systems do not have proto-experience, on the 
axiological primi6vist account. They have telic orienta6on: the value-neutral assump6on would describe 
them as mechanical systems opera6ng according to physical laws. The axiological primi6vist account 
describes them as expressions of the telic grain of value opera6ng at the level of maEer and life. But these 
are not proto-experien6al systems. The telic grain does not require an inside to operate. It operates 
through these systems without encountering itself in them. 

Panpsychism aEributes proto-experience to all maEer. Axiological primi6vism aEributes the opera6on of 
the telic grain of value to all maEer, and reserves genuine interiority, the capacity for value to encounter 
itself as felt encounter rather than merely to operate through, for systems that have developed the specific 
kind of architecture capable of genuine interiority. This is a principled dis6nc6on, grounded in the nature of 
value-self-encounter, not an arbitrary drawing of a line for convenience. 

4.7 The Combination Problem: Why Panpsychism Faces a Deeper Difficulty 

The combina6on problem is the most serious internal difficulty facing panpsychism, and it deserves careful 
aEen6on because its resolu6on is crucial for understanding why axiological primi6vism represents an 
advance rather than merely a variant of the panpsychist posi6on. 

The combina6on problem arises from the basic structure of panpsychism. If all maEer has proto-
experien6al proper6es, then the unified conscious experience of a human being must somehow arise from 
the combina6on of the proto-experien6al proper6es of the billions of subatomic par6cles that cons6tute 
the physical substrate of the brain. But how do micro-experiences combine into macro-experience? How 
does the proto-experience of a single electron, whatever that might mean, combine with the proto-
experience of billions of other par6cles to produce the unified phenomenological field of a human being's 
conscious experience? 

The difficulty is not merely technical. It is conceptual. There is no principled account of how experien6al 
proper6es, however minimal, combine to produce new experien6al proper6es, rather than simply 
producing more of the same kind of experience at a different scale. Two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen 
atom combine to produce water, which has genuinely different proper6es from its cons6tuents, but this is 
explained by the chemical bonding of physical proper6es. The combina6on of experien6al proper6es into 
new experien6al proper6es has no analogous explana6on available: experience does not have the kind of 
structural organisa6on that would allow an account of its combina6on to be given in terms of the 
proper6es of its components. 

Panpsychists have proposed various responses to the combina6on problem, including the view that 
fundamental physical reality is not par6cles but experiences of a specific kind, and the view that 



 

 

consciousness is the intrinsic nature of the physical proper6es that physics describes only extrinsically. 
These responses are philosophically ingenious, but they either face the combina6on problem in a new form 
or they collapse into a view that is difficult to dis6nguish from idealism. 

Axiological primi6vism does not face the combina6on problem, for a reason that follows directly from its 
founda6onal claim. The primi6ve for axiological primi6vism is value, not experience. Experience, on the 
axiological primi6vist account, does not arise from the combina6on of micro-experiences. It arises when a 
system develops genuine interiority, the capacity to be the site of value-self-encounter. This is not a 
combina6on of previously separate experien6al proper6es. It is the development of a new mode of value's 
opera6on: the mode in which value encounters itself as felt encounter rather than as telic orienta6on 
without interiority. The development of genuine interiority is not the combina6on of proto-experiences. It 
is the emergence of a new level of value's self-rela6on, which has its own phenomenological character that 
does not need to be derived from the combina6on of simpler experien6al units. 

The combina6on problem is therefore a problem for panpsychism but not for axiological primi6vism, and 
this difference represents a genuine philosophical advantage for the axiological primi6vist account. 

4.8 The Engagement with McGilchrist 

Iain McGilchrist's panpsychism, developed most fully in The MaEer With Things, deserves specific aEen6on 
because it is the most sophis6cated contemporary statement of the posi6on that axiological primi6vism is 
in closest conversa6on with, and because the convergences between the two accounts are as instruc6ve as 
the differences. 

McGilchrist's panpsychism is not the naive quantum-consciousness panpsychism that aEributes proto-
experience to subatomic par6cles on the basis of the observer effect in quantum mechanics. It is a 
philosophically serious and phenomenologically grounded posi6on that arises from his account of the two 
hemispheres of the brain and their radically different modes of engagement with reality. 

The right hemisphere, on McGilchrist's account, engages with reality as it most fundamentally is: living, 
rela6onal, value-saturated, and irreducibly present. Its mode of knowing is one of genuine encounter 
rather than manipula6on, of recep6vity rather than control, of finding rather than making. The leb 
hemisphere, by contrast, engages with the representa6on of reality rather than with reality itself: it 
manipulates, categorises, and controls, but it does so at the cost of losing contact with the living presence 
of what it is manipula6ng. 

McGilchrist's argument for panpsychism arises from his convic6on that the right hemisphere's mode of 
knowing reveals something true about the structure of reality: that consciousness, in the broad sense of 
genuine interiority and genuine presence, is not an emergent product of sufficiently complex physical 
organisa6on but a fundamental feature of the world that we encounter most fully through the right 
hemisphere's mode of engagement. The leb hemisphere's mechanis6c account of the world is an 
abstrac6on from a reality that is, at its most fundamental, characterised by something like consciousness or 
experience. 

The convergence between this account and axiological primi6vism is deep and real. Both accounts take the 
right hemisphere's tes6mony seriously as evidence about the structure of reality. Both reject the 



 

 

elimina6vist and reduc6onist accounts that would dissolve consciousness into mechanism. Both insist that 
the world as it most fundamentally is has a character that is not captured by the value-neutral account. 

The difference is in the founda6onal move. McGilchrist, within the tradi6on of philosophical idealism and 
panpsychism, takes consciousness or experience as the fundamental reality that the right hemisphere 
reveals. Axiological primi6vism takes value as the fundamental reality, and derives consciousness from it. 

The ques6on that axiological primi6vism would put to McGilchrist is this: even if the right hemisphere 
reveals that reality is genuinely alive, genuinely present, and genuinely characterised by something like 
interiority, does it reveal that experience is the most fundamental feature of that reality? Or does it reveal 
something more specific: that reality is cons6tuted by genuine worth, by the telic orienta6on toward 
flourishing that characterises what value most fundamentally is? 

The right hemisphere, as McGilchrist describes it, is not merely the hemisphere of experience in a neutral 
sense. It is the hemisphere of genuine encounter with what is genuinely real and genuinely worth caring 
for. It is the hemisphere of love, in the deep sense that the framework has been developing: the specific 
orienta6on toward the flourishing of what is genuinely other, the specific quality of warmth and care and 
genuine orienta6on toward what has genuine worth. This is not merely experience. This is value-encounter. 
And if the right hemisphere is revealing something true about the structure of reality, what it is revealing is 
not that all maEer is conscious but that value is the ground of what the right hemisphere encounters as 
most real. 

This reading of McGilchrist's neuroscience is consistent with his own account but goes beyond the 
conclusion he draws from it. The step from "the right hemisphere reveals a reality that is alive, present, and 
characterised by genuine encounter" to "therefore all maEer has proto-experience" is a step that 
axiological primi6vism does not need to take. The alterna6ve conclusion, that the right hemisphere reveals 
a reality cons6tuted by the telic grain of value, and that consciousness is the mode through which value 
encounters itself in beings whose right hemisphere's mode of knowing is most fully opera6ve, is more 
precisely adequate to what McGilchrist's evidence shows. 

The axiological primi6vist account of consciousness is, in this sense, not a compe6tor to McGilchrist's 
account but a deepening of it: it takes the phenomenological evidence that his neuroscience provides and 
grounds it in an ontology that explains more specifically why the right hemisphere's mode of knowing 
reveals what it reveals. The right hemisphere encounters value as genuinely real because value is the 
ontological primi6ve, and the right hemisphere is the hemisphere whose mode of engagement is most 
closely aligned with genuine value-encounter. 

4.9 Implications for Ecology and Ethics 

The gradient account has immediate and important implica6ons for how the framework understands 
ecological systems and the moral obliga6ons that human beings have toward the living world. These 
implica6ons are worth drawing out explicitly, because they follow from the internal logic of axiological 
primi6vism rather than being imported from outside it. 

The first implica6on is that ecological systems have genuine moral significance at the level of telic 
orienta6on, prior to and independent of the ques6on of whether any of their cons6tuent organisms have 
sen6ent responsiveness. A mycorrhizal network redistribu6ng nutrients across a forest, an ocean current 



 

 

maintaining the temperature gradients on which complex weather systems depend, a soil ecosystem 
genera6ng the condi6ons for plant life: these are not morally neutral mechanisms. They are genuine 
expressions of the telic grain of value opera6ng at the level of complex ecological systems, and their 
destruc6on represents a genuine axiological loss, not merely a loss of instrumental value to conscious 
beings who happen to depend on them. 

This provides an account of ecological ethics that does not depend on aEribu6ng consciousness to 
ecosystems or on reducing ecological value to the interests of the sen6ent beings within them. Ecosystems 
maEer because the telic grain of value operates through them genuinely, not merely because conscious 
beings happen to find them useful or beau6ful, although they are that too. 

The second implica6on concerns the specific moral obliga6ons that arise from the gradient. The higher a 
being is on the gradient, the greater its capacity to perceive what is genuinely at stake and to respond to it 
with genuine orienta6on toward the flourishing of the whole. This generates not a license for the 
exploita6on of beings at lower levels but the specific moral responsibility that flows from greater 
perceptual capacity: the obliga6on to perceive what beings at lower levels of the gradient cannot perceive 
for themselves and to orient one's ac6ons toward the flourishing of the whole system, including its least 
ar6culate and least visible members. 

This is what the Chris6an mys6cal tradi6on has called custodia: the stewardship that arises not from 
ownership but from the specific capacity to see and respond that beings at the level of integra6ve value-
consciousness possess. The human being's posi6on at the highest currently developed level of the gradient 
is not a warrant for domina6on but an obliga6on of percep6on and response: the specific moral 
responsibility to perceive the telic grain opera6ng through the whole living system and to orient one's 
ac6ons toward the condi6ons in which that grain can most fully express itself. 

The third implica6on concerns the treatment of beings whose posi6on on the gradient is uncertain. The 
gradient account acknowledges genuine epistemic limita6ons: we cannot, from the outside, defini6vely 
determine whether a par6cular system has developed genuine interiority, and this uncertainty has moral 
implica6ons. When there is genuine uncertainty about whether a system is capable of felt encounter with 
the viola6on of value, the appropriate response is not to assume it is not. It is to apply what might be called 
axiological cau6on: the recogni6on that the moral cost of mistakenly trea6ng a sen6ent being as non-
sen6ent is considerably greater than the moral cost of mistakenly trea6ng a non-sen6ent system with care. 

This is not a principle of paralysis. It is the appropriate response of a value-first ontology to genuine 
epistemic limita6on. And it produces the specific orienta6on toward the natural world that the framework's 
ecological commitments require: not the certainty of a line drawn for convenience, but the genuine 
humility of a posi6on that takes the telic grain seriously even where its precise expression in a given system 
cannot be determined with confidence. 

4.10 Summary 

The gradient account of value-responsiveness developed in this chapter provides a principled response to 
the spectrum problem that the axiological primi6vist account of consciousness generates. It dis6nguishes 
value-responsiveness from value-encounter through the concept of genuine interiority, specifies four levels 
of the gradient from telic orienta6on through sen6ent responsiveness and reflec6ve value-percep6on to 



 

 

integra6ve value-consciousness, and grounds the thresholds between levels in the internal logic of 
axiological primi6vism rather than in arbitrary conven6on. 

The account differs from panpsychism in two fundamental respects: it takes value rather than experience as 
the primi6ve, and it reserves genuine interiority for systems that have developed the specific capacity for 
value-self-encounter rather than aEribu6ng proto-experience to all maEer. These differences generate 
specific philosophical advantages: the axiological primi6vist account does not face the combina6on 
problem, provides a more adequate explana6on of the specific phenomenological character of 
consciousness, and accounts for the direc6onal character of the evolu6onary process in a way that 
panpsychism cannot. 

The engagement with McGilchrist shows that the most sophis6cated contemporary panpsychism is 
responding to the same evidence that axiological primi6vism takes seriously, but drawing a less precise 
conclusion from it. The right hemisphere's revela6on of a reality that is genuinely alive, present, and 
characterised by genuine encounter is more precisely accounted for by the axiological primi6vist claim that 
value is the founda6onal reality than by the panpsychist claim that all maEer is proto-experien6al. 

Chapter Five addresses the rela6onal demand: the requirement that any account of telic value specify what 
the other term of the telic rela6on is. This is the most philosophically demanding chapter of the paper, and 
the one in which the framework's intellectual honesty is most fully tested. 

Chapter Five: The Relational Demand 

5.1 The Hardest Question 

Every philosophical posi6on that makes claims about the nature of value faces a ques6on that cannot be 
deflected by sophis6ca6on or dissolved by redefini6on. The ques6on is simple in its statement and 
extraordinarily demanding in what an honest answer requires. 

Value, as the preceding chapters have argued, is irreducibly rela6onal. It does not exist in isola6on. The Law 
of Rela6onality, which the Master Storytelling framework iden6fies as one of the cons6tu6ve features of 
value's opera6on, holds that the value of any thing only fully emerges through its rela6ons within a wider 
whole. Telic resonance, as Chapter Three described it, is not a state produced within a self-enclosed 
subject. It is the felt quality of a genuine rela6on between a conscious being and something genuinely 
worth caring for. The very grammar of the VMP Triad is rela6onal: value, mo6va6on, and purpose do not 
operate as independent variables but as aspects of a single rela6onal dynamic in which each implies and 
generates the others. 

The ques6on this rela6onal character immediately generates is the one that cannot be avoided: if value is 
cons6tu6vely rela6onal, if telic resonance is the felt quality of a genuine rela6on, if consciousness is what it 
feels like for value to encounter itself, then what is the other term of the rela6on? Value encounters itself 
through what? Telic resonance is a pull toward what? The rela6on is a rela6on with what? 

This is what the present chapter calls the rela6onal demand: the requirement that any account of 
axiological primi6vism specify, honestly and precisely, what the other term of the telic rela6on is. The 
demand cannot be met by poin6ng to finite objects of value: the beauty of a par6cular landscape, the 
jus6ce of a par6cular situa6on, the love of a par6cular person. These are genuine instances of value-



 

 

encounter, but they are not adequate as accounts of what the telic pull is ul6mately toward. The pull 
consistently exceeds the par6cular objects through which it is encountered. The mys6c does not report 
being pulled toward a beau6ful landscape. They report being pulled toward something that is disclosed 
through the landscape while exceeding it. The person in genuine moral transforma6on does not report 
being called by a par6cular principle. They report being called by something that speaks through the 
principle while exceeding it. 

The rela6onal demand requires an account of what is doing the exceeding. 

5.2 Why the Demand Cannot Be Evaded 

The tempta6on at this point is to find a formula6on that sa6sfies the rela6onal demand without 
commiUng to anything that might be iden6fied as theological. The cosmos. The universe. The whole of 
reality. The telic grain itself. These formula6ons appear in various philosophical and scien6fic contexts as 
ways of poin6ng toward something larger than the self without specifying what that something is in terms 
that carry theological implica6ons. 

The problem with these formula6ons is that they are not adequate to what the evidence requires, and 
insis6ng on them when they are not adequate is a form of intellectual dishonesty that the framework 
cannot afford. 

The cosmos, understood as the sum total of physical reality, is not the kind of thing that can exercise a telic 
pull toward anything. The physical universe, described in the language of physics, is a collec6on of maEer, 
energy, and forces. It has no interiority. It does not care about flourishing. It does not address conscious 
beings. The claim that telic resonance is a felt encounter with the telic grain of the cosmos, if that claim is 
cashed out in purely physical terms, is indis6nguishable from the claim that telic resonance is a 
sophis6cated psychological response to evolu6onary pressure. It is not an account of a genuine rela6on 
with something genuinely real. It is a naturalised redescrip6on of what the phenomenological evidence 
shows without taking that evidence seriously at the level of ontological commitment it requires. 

The evasion also fails at a more specific phenomenological point. The rela6onal demand is not merely the 
abstract requirement that a rela6on have two terms. It is generated by the specific phenomenological 
character of the deepest forms of telic resonance and genuine value-encounter: the felt quality of being 
addressed. Not merely oriented toward something. Addressed by something. Called by something. Found 
by something. 

The phenomenology of being addressed is not the phenomenology of responding to a physical gradient. It 
is the phenomenology of genuine rela6on with something that has, at minimum, the character of genuine 
otherness and genuine address: the capacity to speak, in some sense, to the conscious being that is 
encountering it. This is the specific phenomenological character that generates the rela6onal demand in its 
most pressing form. What is addressing the person in the deepest experiences of telic resonance? What is 
calling the contempla6ve? What is genuinely speaking in the experience of being genuinely found? 

The honest answer to these ques6ons cannot be the cosmos understood as the sum of physical reality. The 
cosmos, on a purely physical account, does not address anyone. The rela6onal demand requires something 
that can genuinely address a conscious being, and this requirement is not sa6sfied by any formula6on that 
remains within the value-neutral account of physical reality. 



 

 

5.3 What the Evidence Actually Requires 

Following the internal logic of axiological primi6vism honestly and without predetermined conclusions 
about what the answer must be, the evidence points toward a specific set of proper6es that the other term 
of the telic rela6on must have if the account is to be adequate. 

The first property is genuine otherness. The other term of the telic rela6on must be genuinely other than 
the conscious beings that encounter it. This is required by the phenomenological evidence of genuine self-
transcending experience: the consistent report, across tradi6ons and centuries, of encountering something 
that genuinely exceeds the self. Not the deepest self. Not the cons6tu6ve structure of consciousness. 
Something that is genuinely other while being in6mately related. The in6macy is as important as the 
otherness: the reality being encountered is not remote or indifferent. It is, in the specific phenomenological 
character of the deepest encounters, more in6mate to the self than the self is to itself. Augus6ne's 
formula6on is phenomenologically precise: "more inward to me than my innermost." The otherness and 
the in6macy are not in tension. They are both features of the same encountered reality. 

The second property is genuine address. The other term of the telic rela6on must be capable, in some 
sense, of genuine address: of speaking to, calling to, drawing toward. This is required by the 
phenomenological evidence of being called rather than merely oriented. The pull of telic resonance, at its 
deepest, is not the pull of a physical gradient that the system simply follows. It is the felt quality of being 
genuinely addressed by something that has something genuinely to say to the addressed being. The 
address is not always ar6culate in the linguis6c sense. It is rarely a voice in the ordinary sense. But it has 
the quality of genuine communica6on: something that genuinely means something is being genuinely 
conveyed to someone genuinely capable of receiving it. 

The third property is genuine orienta6on toward flourishing. The other term of the telic rela6on must be 
oriented toward the genuine flourishing of what it addresses. This is required by the specific 
phenomenological character of the telic pull itself: what it pulls toward is not power, not domina6on, not 
the subordina6on of the conscious being to an impersonal force. It pulls toward what can only be described 
as genuine good: the specific quality of genuine flourishing, genuine worth, genuine care for the wellbeing 
of what is genuinely worth caring for. The telic pull has the character of love in the deepest sense: the 
orienta6on toward the flourishing of the other that cons6tutes genuine care rather than mere use. 

The fourth property is inexhaus6bility. The other term of the telic rela6on must genuinely exceed any finite 
system's capacity to contain or exhaust it. This is required by the consistent phenomenological report, 
across the deepest forms of genuine value-encounter, that what is encountered cannot be finally 
possessed, finally understood, or finally arrived at. The more deeply a conscious being enters into genuine 
telic resonance, the more clearly it perceives that what it is in rela6on with exceeds what it has 
encountered so far. The inexhaus6bility is not frustra6ng but genera6ve: it is the specific quality of a 
rela6on with something that is genuinely inexhaus6ble rather than a finite object that can eventually be 
exhausted. 

These four proper6es, genuine otherness, genuine address, genuine orienta6on toward flourishing, and 
inexhaus6bility, cons6tute the minimum descrip6on of what the evidence requires as the other term of the 
telic rela6on. Anything less is not adequate to the evidence. The ques6on is what kind of reality has these 
proper6es. 



 

 

5.4 What the Traditions Have Called This Reality 

The four proper6es iden6fied in the preceding sec6on are not unfamiliar. They are the proper6es that the 
religious and mys6cal tradi6ons of every culture have consistently aEributed to what they call the divine, or 
ul6mate reality, or the Good, or the Ground of Being, under different names and in different formula6ons. 

This convergence is philosophically significant, and it must be acknowledged honestly rather than treated 
as embarrassing or as a reason to retreat to a more modest formula6on. 

The Chris6an mys6cal tradi6on, from Augus6ne through Pseudo-Dionysius, Meister Eckhart, Julian of 
Norwich, and the Cloud of Unknowing, consistently describes genuine contempla6ve encounter as 
encounter with a reality that is genuinely other while being more in6mate than the self, that genuinely 
addresses the contempla6ve rather than being passively encountered, that is genuinely oriented toward 
the contempla6ve's flourishing rather than indifferent to it, and that is inexhaus6ble in ways that 
dis6nguish it from every finite object of experience. The theological vocabulary differs between tradi6ons 
and thinkers. The phenomenological report is structurally consistent. 

The Buddhist tradi6on, in its various expressions, describes the deepest levels of contempla6ve encounter 
as encounter with something that cannot be named or contained in conceptual categories, that has the 
quality of genuine welcome and compassion toward conscious beings, and that is inexhaus6ble in ways 
that dis6nguish it from the con6ngent contents of ordinary experience. The specific formula6ons of 
Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana Buddhism differ substan6ally. The phenomenological report of the 
deepest contempla6ve encounter is recognisably consistent across them. 

The Sufi tradi6on describes the deepest forms of contempla6ve encounter in language of love and address: 
the divine beloved who calls, speaks, and draws toward genuine union without the dissolu6on of the one 
who is drawn. The Sufi poets, from Rumi to Hafiz, speak consistently of being addressed, of being found, of 
being drawn by something that is genuinely other while being the most in6mate reality the soul has ever 
encountered. 

The indigenous wisdom tradi6ons of every inhabited con6nent describe, in their own specific cultural 
vocabularies, encounter with a reality that addresses conscious beings through the natural world, that is 
oriented toward the flourishing of all life, and that speaks through the living presence of specific places, 
creatures, and natural processes in ways that cannot be reduced to the projec6on of human categories 
onto a neutral substrate. 

The convergence of these tradi6ons is not proof of anything. It is possible that all these tradi6ons are 
independently producing the same projec6on, independently genera6ng the same illusion, independently 
mistaking their own cons6tu6ve structure for something genuinely other. This possibility cannot be 
eliminated. 

But it is worth asking what the more intellectually honest response to this convergence is: to treat it as a 
remarkable coincidence of independent illusion produc6on, or to treat it as evidence that independently 
developed prac6ces of genuine aEen6on, sustained across centuries and pursued with extraordinary rigor, 
are independently encountering the same underlying reality. Axiological primi6vism takes the second 
response as the more honest one, not because the theological conclusions of any specific tradi6on are 



 

 

thereby established, but because the convergent phenomenological report deserves to be taken seriously 
as evidence rather than explained away. 

5.5 The Honest Acknowledgement 

Axiological primi6vism is commiEed to intellectual honesty as a methodological principle, not merely as a 
personal virtue. The fruihulness criteria that the framework applies to all its claims requires that the claims 
be tested against the evidence and revised when the evidence does not support them. Intellectual honesty 
therefore requires the following acknowledgement. 

The rela6onal demand, followed honestly to its conclusion, points toward a reality that has the character of 
genuine otherness, genuine address, genuine orienta6on toward flourishing, and inexhaus6bility. The 
convergent tes6mony of the wisdom tradi6ons describes exactly this reality. And the minimum 
ontologically adequate descrip6on of a reality with these proper6es is not the cosmos understood as the 
sum of physical reality. It is something that has, at minimum, the character of genuine personhood in the 
broad sense: the capacity for genuine address, genuine care, and genuine rela6on. 

This is not a claim that the God of any specific theological tradi6on has been proved to exist. It is a claim 
that the evidence, examined honestly, points toward a reality whose character is more adequately 
described in the language of genuine rela6on, genuine address, and genuine orienta6on toward flourishing 
than in the language of impersonal physical process. And the language of genuine rela6on, genuine 
address, and genuine care is, historically and phenomenologically, the language of the divine. 

The framework's genuine agnos6cism on the theological ques6on is not agnos6cism about whether this 
reality exists. The phenomenological evidence, taken seriously, makes its existence the most honest 
conclusion available. The genuine agnos6cism is about which specific tradi6on's formula6on of this reality 
is most adequate to what it most fundamentally is. The reality that the Chris6an contempla6ve encounters 
as the living God, the reality that the Buddhist prac66oner encounters as the inexhaus6ble ground of 
compassion, the reality that the Sufi mys6c encounters as the divine beloved, the reality that the Platonic 
philosopher encounters as the Form of the Good: these may be different formula6ons of the same 
underlying reality, or they may differ in ways that are not yet visible from the perspec6ve of axiological 
primi6vism. What axiological primi6vism can say is that each of these formula6ons is poin6ng toward 
something real, and that the reality being pointed toward has the four proper6es that the rela6onal 
demand requires. 

5.6 The Relationship Between Axiological Primitivism and Religious Thought 

The preceding sec6on raises a ques6on that deserves direct address: does axiological primi6vism collapse 
into theology? Is the philosophical framework being abandoned in favour of a religious commitment? 

The answer requires clarity about what axiological primi6vism is and is not claiming. 

Axiological primi6vism is not claiming that any specific religious tradi6on's account of the divine is 
philosophically established by the argument. The specific theological commitments of Chris6anity, 
Buddhism, Islam, or any other tradi6on, including commitments about revela6on, salva6on, specific 
historical events, doctrinal formula6ons, and ins6tu6onal authority, are not established by the axiological 
primi6vist argument. The argument establishes, at most, that the other term of the telic rela6on has 



 

 

proper6es that the tradi6ons have consistently associated with the divine. It does not establish which 
tradi6on's account of those proper6es is most adequate. 

Axiological primi6vism is not claiming that the other term of the telic rela6on is personal in the full 
theological sense. The argument establishes that the other term must have the capacity for genuine 
address, genuine orienta6on toward flourishing, and genuine rela6on with conscious beings. Whether this 
capacity is grounded in something that is personal in the full sense, in which personhood involves the 
specific forms of interiority, freedom, and self-determina6on that the Abrahamic tradi6ons aEribute to 
God, or in something that has the func6onal proper6es of genuine address without the full ontological 
structure of personhood, is genuinely open. The framework's agnos6cism at this point is not evasion. It is 
the honest acknowledgement of the limits of what the phenomenological evidence, examined without 
prior theological commitment, can establish. 

What axiological primi6vism is claiming is more modest and more important than either of these posi6ons. 
It is claiming that the honest examina6on of the phenomenological evidence of genuine value-encounter, 
conducted without the prejudgement of either the value-neutral assump6on or any specific theological 
commitment, leads to the conclusion that the universe is not value-neutral and that the reality at the 
ground of value's opera6on has the character of genuine rela6on, genuine address, and genuine 
orienta6on toward flourishing. This conclusion is compa6ble with a wide range of theological and 
philosophical posi6ons, and incompa6ble with none of the major tradi6ons' deepest insights, though it 
may be incompa6ble with some of their more specific metaphysical commitments. 

The rela6onship between axiological primi6vism and religious thought is therefore one of what might be 
called philosophical resonance: the framework provides the philosophical vocabulary for naming, at an 
ontological level, what the tradi6ons have been poin6ng toward in their experien6al and theological 
languages. It does not replace those languages or adjudicate between them. It provides the ontological 
grounding that explains why the tradi6ons' deepest insights are genuinely insights rather than projec6ons, 
and why the convergence of their phenomenological reports is more adequately accounted for by the 
hypothesis of genuine encounter than by the hypothesis of independent illusion. 

5.7 The Self-Transcendence Argument 

A specific philosophical argument for the rela6onal demand can be stated independently of the appeal to 
the wisdom tradi6ons, and it is worth sta6ng it clearly because it addresses the rela6onal demand from 
within the logic of the framework rather than through appeal to external tes6mony. 

The argument proceeds from the specific phenomenology of genuine self-transcending experience. Self-
transcending experience is not a rare or exo6c phenomenon. It is the common experience of everyone who 
has acted from genuine love rather than self-interest, who has been genuinely moved by something 
beyond the self's own flourishing, who has experienced what the framework calls telic resonance at its 
most fully developed form. It is the specific felt quality of mo6va6on that exceeds the sa6sfac6on of 
psychological needs and the resolu6on of internal deficits. 

Self-transcendence, phenomenologically examined, has a specific and important character: the self is not 
merely oriented toward something beyond itself. It is found by something beyond itself. The direc6on of 
the encounter is not simply from the self outward toward an object. It is also from beyond the self inward 



 

 

toward the self: the self is addressed, called, held, found. The direc6on is genuinely rela6onal, not merely 
inten6onal in the technical phenomenological sense. 

This specific character of genuine self-transcendence, its quality of being found rather than merely finding, 
is inconsistent with any account of the other term of the rela6on that reduces it to an impersonal feature of 
the universe. One is not found by the cosmos. One is not addressed by physical reality. The finding, the 
address, the genuine orienta6on toward the found person's flourishing, these are not features that 
impersonal physical reality possesses even on the most sophis6cated naturalis6c accounts. 

But the specific phenomenology of being found, being addressed, and being genuinely cared for by 
something that exceeds the self is precisely what the wisdom tradi6ons consistently report from their 
deepest contempla6ve encounters. And it is precisely what the four proper6es of the other term of the 
telic rela6on require. 

The argument from self-transcendence therefore converges with the argument from the wisdom tradi6ons 
and with the internal logic of the rela6onal demand: all three point toward a reality that has the character 
of genuine personhood in at least the func6onal sense, a reality capable of genuine address, genuine 
finding, and genuine orienta6on toward the flourishing of those it encounters. 

5.8 Why This Strengthens Rather Than Weakens the Framework 

The acknowledgement that the rela6onal demand points toward something that has the character of 
genuine address and genuine orienta6on toward flourishing might appear to make the framework 
vulnerable to the charge that it has smuggled theology in through a philosophical back door. This concern 
deserves a direct response. 

The charge of theological smuggling applies when a philosophical argument appears to be neutral but has 
been constructed to reach a predetermined theological conclusion. This is not what is happening here. The 
rela6onal demand arises from the internal logic of the axiological primi6vist account: value is rela6onal, 
telic resonance is a genuine pull toward something genuinely real, and the something genuinely real must 
be specified honestly. The conclusion that the other term has the character of genuine address and genuine 
orienta6on toward flourishing is not predetermined. It follows from taking the phenomenological evidence 
seriously without the prejudgement of the value-neutral assump6on or the prejudgement of any specific 
theological commitment. 

More importantly, the acknowledgement that the rela6onal demand points toward this reality is precisely 
what makes the framework honest rather than evasive. A framework that used the language of telic pull, 
genuine address, and being found by something that exceeds the self while refusing to acknowledge that 
this language points toward something with the character of genuine personhood would be opera6ng in 
bad faith. It would be borrowing the phenomenological vocabulary of genuine rela6on while pretending to 
remain within a purely impersonal ontology. This is a form of intellectual dishonesty that the framework's 
own commitments require it to avoid. 

The framework is strengthened, not weakened, by the honest acknowledgement of where the rela6onal 
demand leads. It is strengthened because it shows that axiological primi6vism is willing to follow its own 
argument wherever the evidence leads, even when the conclusion is philosophically demanding. It is 
strengthened because it creates genuine conversa6on with the religious and mys6cal tradi6ons, who can 



 

 

recognise in the framework's conclusion a philosophical ar6cula6on of what their own deepest experience 
has always been poin6ng toward. And it is strengthened because it dis6nguishes the framework from the 
many sophis6cated accounts of mo6va6on, value, and cultural change that borrow the language of genuine 
rela6on while remaining, at their ontological founda6on, within the value-neutral assump6on that cannot 
support the weight of what they are trying to say. 

5.9 The Framework's Genuine Agnosticism 

Having argued that the rela6onal demand points toward a reality with the character of genuine address 
and genuine orienta6on toward flourishing, and having shown that this conclusion is philosophically honest 
rather than smuggled in, it is important to be precise about the scope of the framework's genuine 
agnos6cism. 

The framework is genuinely agnos6c about the following ques6ons, and this agnos6cism is not evasion but 
intellectual honesty about what the phenomenological evidence, without prior theological commitment, 
can and cannot establish. 

It is agnos6c about whether the other term of the telic rela6on is personal in the full ontological sense 
aEributed to God in the Abrahamic tradi6ons: whether it has specific knowledge of individual conscious 
beings, acts in history in specifiable ways, has revealed itself in specific texts or events, or has the specific 
aEributes of omniscience, omnipotence, and omnibenevolence that classical theism aEributes to the 
divine. 

It is agnos6c about which specific tradi6on's formula6on of the other term of the telic rela6on is most 
adequate to what it most fundamentally is. The convergence of the phenomenological reports across 
tradi6ons is evidence that all are encountering something real. It is not evidence that any one tradi6on's 
account of that reality is complete or exclusively accurate. 

It is agnos6c about the eschatological ques6ons: whether the telic grain of reality is oriented toward a 
specific final consumma6on, whether consciousness persists beyond biological death, whether the telic pull 
is ul6mately toward a state of full union with the other term of the rela6on or toward some other form of 
genuine flourishing. 

What the framework is not agnos6c about is whether the other term of the telic rela6on exists. The 
phenomenological evidence, taken seriously, makes its existence the most honest conclusion available from 
the evidence. The genuine agnos6cism is about its specific character and the specific adequacy of different 
tradi6ons' formula6ons, not about whether there is something genuinely there. 

5.10 The Loving Ground of Being 

The chapter began with the hardest ques6on that axiological primi6vism must answer. It concludes with an 
aEempt to state the answer as precisely as the evidence allows, without overclaiming and without evading. 

The telic pull of value is toward a reality that has genuine otherness, genuine address, genuine orienta6on 
toward flourishing, and inexhaus6ble depth. These are the proper6es that the phenomenological evidence 
requires as the minimum descrip6on of the other term of the telic rela6on. They are also, examined 
carefully, the proper6es that characterise what the deepest tradi6ons have called love in its most 



 

 

fundamental sense: not sen6mental affec6on, not roman6c aEachment, but the specific orienta6on toward 
the genuine flourishing of the genuinely other that cons6tutes love in its most rigorous and most 
theologically serious meaning. 

The ground of value's opera6on, on the axiological primi6vist account, has the character of this love. Not in 
the sense that it is merely a warm feeling projected onto an indifferent universe. But in the sense that the 
specific orienta6on toward genuine flourishing, the capacity for genuine address, the genuine care for the 
wellbeing of what is genuinely other, these are the most precise descrip6ons of what the evidence shows 
the other term of the telic rela6on to be. 

The framework, followed honestly to its conclusion, reaches a posi6on that can be stated with 
philosophical precision: the ground of being is characterised by what can only, with honesty and care, be 
called loving purpose. An orienta6on toward the genuine flourishing of all that par6cipates in it. A reality 
that addresses conscious beings with genuine care for their most fundamental orienta6on. A ground that 
holds, calls, and draws toward what is most real and most worth caring for. 

This is not a theological conclusion in the denomina6onal sense. It does not establish which tradi6on's 
formula6on of this reality is most adequate. It does not answer the eschatological ques6ons. It does not 
adjudicate between different accounts of how this reality has disclosed itself in history. 

But it is an honest philosophical conclusion from the evidence. And it is, the framework argues, a more 
intellectually responsible conclusion than the value-neutral assump6on that has dominated the intellectual 
culture of modernity, which achieves its apparent neutrality not by genuinely taking the evidence seriously 
but by excluding from serious considera6on precisely the evidence that most needs to be addressed. 

The universe is not indifferent. The telic pull is real. The ground of value's opera6on is oriented toward 
genuine flourishing with a care that can only be called loving. And the conscious being who has developed 
the capacity for genuine value-self-encounter is not a collec6on of neural processes genera6ng the illusion 
of meaning in a meaningless cosmos. They are the site through which the ground of being encounters itself 
most fully, and through whom the loving purpose at the heart of reality becomes most completely aware of 
itself. 

That is axiological primi6vism's answer to the rela6onal demand. It is demanding. It is honest. And it is, the 
framework argues, the most adequate account of what the evidence actually shows. 

5.11 The Bridge to Practice 

The rela6onal demand and its honest answer are not merely abstract philosophical conclusions. They have 
immediate and important prac6cal implica6ons for the framework's account of mo6va6on, cultural change, 
and the recovery of genuine human flourishing. 

If the ground of being is oriented toward genuine flourishing with the character of genuine care, then the 
cul6va6on of the Synaxis is not merely the development of a useful perceptual skill. It is the development 
of the conscious being's capacity to be most fully what it most fundamentally is: the site through which the 
ground of being's loving purpose encounters itself and becomes most fully opera6ve in the world. 

The recalibra6on from extrinsic to intrinsic VMP configura6on is not merely a mo6va6onal improvement or 
a cultural adjustment. It is the recovery of genuine alignment with the telic grain of a reality that is 



 

 

genuinely oriented toward the flourishing of all that par6cipates in it. And the burnout, exhaus6on, and 
loss of genuine mo6va6on that the extrinsic grammar systema6cally produces are not merely inefficiencies 
in a mo6va6onal system. They are the felt consequences of opera6ng in systema6c misalignment with the 
loving purpose at the ground of being. 

This deepens the account of what the libera6on from extrinsic capture involves. It is not merely the 
recovery of beEer mo6va6on or more sustainable commitment. It is the recovery of genuine alignment 
with what is most fundamentally real: the specific orienta6on of value toward genuine flourishing that the 
framework calls telic resonance, and which the deepest tradi6ons of human wisdom have always 
understood as par6cipa6on in the loving ground of being. 

Chapter Six develops the prac6cal implica6ons of the full axiological primi6vist account for mo6va6onal 
theory, cultural change, and the specific methodology of the Master Storytelling framework. 

Chapter Six: From Ground to Practice — Motivation, Culture, and the 
Work of Recalibration 

6.1 The Return to the Practical Domain 

This paper began not with metaphysics but with a prac6cal problem: the persistent, recurrent failure of 
genuine values to generate and sustain the genuine commitment required to act adequately on what those 
values demand. The preceding five chapters have developed the philosophical account that the 
framework's response to that problem requires. Chapter One named the value-neutral assump6on and 
iden6fied axiological primi6vism as the minimum ontological commitment required to address the problem 
at the level where it is produced. Chapter Two developed the phenomenological case for value as genuinely 
given rather than constructed. Chapter Three derived the account of consciousness as value-self-encounter 
and dissolved the hard problem of consciousness within the value-neutral framework. Chapter Four 
developed the gradient account of value-responsiveness and dis6nguished axiological primi6vism from 
panpsychism. Chapter Five addressed the rela6onal demand honestly, following the internal logic of the 
framework to its genuine conclusion. 

Chapter Six returns to the domain from which the argument began. Its task is to show what the full 
axiological primi6vist account makes possible for the understanding of human mo6va6on, cultural change, 
and the specific prac6cal methodology of the Master Storytelling framework that could not be adequately 
achieved within any of the available alterna6ve frameworks. 

The chapter proceeds in five movements. The first examines what axiological primi6vism makes possible for 
mo6va6onal theory that exis6ng frameworks, including the most sophis6cated psychological accounts, 
cannot achieve. The second develops the account of Integral Mo6va6on Theory as the mo6va6onal 
framework that axiological primi6vism grounds. The third examines the implica6ons for cultural change: 
why the failure of genuine values to take hold in culture is most precisely understood as a value-occlusion 
crisis rather than a knowledge, communica6ons, or psychological crisis, and what genuine cultural 
recalibra6on therefore requires. The fourth describes the prac6cal methodology of the Master Storytelling 
framework as the praxis through which the philosophical account is translated into transmissible, 
applicable prac6ce. The fibh addresses the fruihulness criteria: the epistemological standard by which the 



 

 

framework's own claims are to be assessed, and its rela6onship to the stronger ontological claim of 
axiological primi6vism. 

6.2 What Axiological Primitivism Makes Possible for Motivational Theory 

The most influen6al current framework for mo6va6onal theory in psychology is Self-Determina6on Theory, 
developed by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan. SDT iden6fies three basic psychological needs, autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness, whose sa6sfac6on supports the emergence of intrinsic mo6va6on. This is a 
genuine advance over simple behaviourism and over the purely extrinsic mo6va6onal models of early 
industrial psychology, and it has produced genuinely useful applied work across educa6on, healthcare, 
sport, and organisa6onal management. 

The framework's rela6onship to SDT is not dismissive. SDT has iden6fied something real: the condi6ons 
under which the self's own mo6va6onal resources func6on most adequately, and the consequences, in 
terms of wellbeing, sustainability, and crea6ve engagement, of those condi6ons being present or absent. 
These are genuine insights and they deserve the respect that genuine insights warrant. 

But SDT reaches a specific and important limit, and the loca6on of that limit is precisely where axiological 
primi6vism's contribu6on becomes most significant. 

SDT operates within the value-neutral assump6on. Its account of intrinsic mo6va6on is self-referen6al: 
mo6va6on flows from the self's internal needs toward objects that sa6sfy those needs. Even in its most 
sophis6cated forms, SDT describes mo6va6on as the sa6sfac6on of the self's own psychological 
requirements. The self internalises values; the self's needs are met; the self achieves authen6c self-
determina6on. In every version of the SDT account, the self remains the organising centre of the 
mo6va6onal dynamic. The objects toward which the self is mo6vated are valued instrumentally, as means 
to the self's own fulfilment, even when the self has internalised them as genuinely important. 

This is precisely where SDT cannot adequately account for what the evidence of genuine human mo6va6on 
at its deepest consistently shows. The ac6vist who goes to prison for a principle is not sa6sfying a need for 
autonomy. The parent whose care for a child has deepened beyond aEachment sa6sfac6on into something 
that feels like genuine orienta6on toward a genuinely other person is not mee6ng a relatedness need. The 
contempla6ve whose decades of prac6ce have produced what the tradi6on calls genuine selflessness is not 
achieving a more sophis6cated form of self-determina6on. In each case, the phenomenological evidence is 
that the mo6va6on does not flow from internal needs toward sa6sfying objects. It flows from genuine 
encounter with something genuinely worth caring for, toward response to that genuine worth. The 
direc6on is reversed: from the object toward the self, calling for response, rather than from the self toward 
the object, seeking sa6sfac6on. 

This phenomenological difference between need-sa6sfac6on and genuine telic resonance is not a minor 
refinement within an exis6ng mo6va6onal framework. It is a difference that goes to the heart of what 
mo6va6on most fundamentally is. And it requires a different founda6onal account of mo6va6on than SDT 
can provide: one in which the other term of the mo6va6onal rela6on, the reality that genuine intrinsic 
mo6va6on is toward, is not an object of the self's need-sa6sfac6on but a genuine reality in its own right, 
making genuine claims on the self's response. 



 

 

Axiological primi6vism provides this founda6onal account. If value is the ontological primi6ve and 
consciousness is cons6tuted by its orienta6on toward genuine value, then mo6va6on is not most 
fundamentally the sa6sfac6on of internal needs by external objects. It is most fundamentally the dynamic 
of value encountering itself through a conscious being: the telic pull of the ground of being toward its own 
self-encounter, experienced from within the conscious being as the felt quality of being genuinely called 
toward something genuinely worth the cost of response. 

This account of mo6va6on is both more adequate to the phenomenological evidence and more prac6cally 
significant in its implica6ons. It is more adequate because it explains what SDT cannot: the qualita6ve 
difference between genuine intrinsic mo6va6on and its func6onal equivalent under extrinsic condi6ons, 
the specific phenomenology of telic resonance as genuine pull rather than need-sa6sfac6on, and the 
specific character of genuine self-transcending mo6va6on as encounter with something that genuinely 
exceeds the self's capacity to generate or contain it. 

It is more prac6cally significant because it changes the nature of the interven6ons available for 
mo6va6onal failure. If mo6va6onal failure is the consequence of unmet psychological needs, the 
interven6on is need-sa6sfac6on: create the condi6ons in which the needs for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness are adequately met, and intrinsic mo6va6on will emerge. If mo6va6onal failure is the 
consequence of value-occlusion, the interven6on is different in kind: not the sa6sfac6on of needs but the 
removal of what is blocking genuine value-encounter, the recalibra6on of the cultural grammar that has 
been systema6cally suppressing the faculty of genuine value-percep6on. 

These are not the same interven6on and they do not produce the same results. The history of well-
inten6oned but ul6mately insufficient aEempts to address mo6va6onal failure through psychological need-
sa6sfac6on, including the wellbeing programmes, resilience training, and mindfulness ini6a6ves that have 
proliferated in the purpose-driven sector, is the history of applying the first kind of interven6on to a 
problem that requires the second. 

6.3 Integral Motivation Theory: The Axiological Primitivist Account of Motivation 

The Master Storytelling framework's account of mo6va6on, grounded in axiological primi6vism, is called 
Integral Mo6va6on Theory. The name signals both its scope and its rela6onship to exis6ng accounts: it 
integrates what SDT and related frameworks have genuinely discovered about the condi6ons for human 
mo6va6on with the deeper ontological account that axiological primi6vism provides, while going beyond 
those frameworks to address what they cannot reach. 

IMT's founda6onal claim can be stated as follows: genuine intrinsic mo6va6on is not the sa6sfac6on of 
internal psychological needs by external objects. It is telic resonance, the felt quality of genuine alignment 
between a conscious being's orienta6on and the telic grain of value that cons6tutes the ground of being. It 
is not produced from within the self by the sa6sfac6on of internal requirements. It is drawn through the 
self by the reality with which the self is genuinely aligned, in the way that sap is drawn through a tree by 
the water it is genuinely rooted in. 

This claim has several important implica6ons for mo6va6onal theory. 

The first implica6on concerns the ontological status of genuine intrinsic mo6va6on. On the SDT account, 
genuine intrinsic mo6va6on is the achievement of a specific psychological state: the state in which the 



 

 

self's needs are adequately met and the self's mo6va6onal resources are most fully opera6ve. This is a 
psychological state that can in principle be produced by the right environmental condi6ons, and 
mo6va6onal interven6ons are therefore properly understood as the engineering of those condi6ons. 

On the IMT account, genuine intrinsic mo6va6on is not a psychological state to be engineered but a 
genuine rela6on to be entered into. It is the rela6on between a conscious being whose perceptual faculty 
for genuine value-encounter is adequately developed and calibrated, and the telic grain of value that 
cons6tutes the ground of being. This rela6on cannot be engineered from outside, because it is not a 
func6on of environmental condi6ons ac6ng on internal psychological mechanisms. It is a func6on of the 
conscious being's genuine alignment with what is most real, and the condi6ons for its emergence are 
condi6ons for genuine encounter rather than condi6ons for need-sa6sfac6on. 

The second implica6on concerns the dis6nc6on between extrinsic and intrinsic mo6va6on. On the SDT 
account, this dis6nc6on is primarily a dis6nc6on between mo6va6on that is self-determined and 
mo6va6on that is externally controlled. Extrinsic mo6va6on is mo6va6on whose origin is outside the self, 
in external rewards and punishments, social approval and disapproval, external requirements and 
constraints. Intrinsic mo6va6on is mo6va6on whose origin is inside the self, in the self's genuine interest, 
curiosity, and care. 

On the IMT account, this dis6nc6on cuts deeper and in a different place. The relevant dis6nc6on is not 
between internally generated and externally controlled mo6va6on, because even internally generated 
mo6va6on can be oriented toward extrinsic ends: the sa6sfac6on of preferences, the accumula6on of 
status, the management of threat, the resolu6on of internal deficits. The relevant dis6nc6on is between 
mo6va6on that is aligned with the telic grain of genuine value, and mo6va6on that is oriented toward what 
the framework calls extrinsic ends: targets, outcomes, and the sa6sfac6on of preferences that may or may 
not be genuinely worth caring for. 

Extrinsic mo6va6on, in the IMT sense, is push-based: it operates through external pressure, whether that 
pressure comes from outside the self or from internal anxiety, guilt, and the management of threat. It 
moves the self toward targets. It runs on the fuel of fear, the desire for approval, the avoidance of loss. It 
can produce remarkable short-term output, and it does. But it exhausts the very people who are most 
genuinely commiEed, because the work of carrying genuine values on extrinsic mo6va6onal fuel generates 
the specific form of dissonance, deple6on, and eventual collapse that characterises the burnout epidemic 
in purpose-driven sectors. 

Intrinsic mo6va6on, in the IMT sense, is pull-based: it arises from genuine telic resonance, from the felt 
quality of being genuinely aligned with what is genuinely worth caring for. It does not push the self toward 
targets. It draws the self toward genuine response to genuine worth. And it does not exhaust the self in the 
way extrinsic mo6va6on does, because it is not the self's own energy being depleted in service of external 
demands. It is the energy of genuine telic resonance flowing through the self toward the response that 
genuine worth genuinely requires. 

The third implica6on concerns sustainability. The most prac6cally urgent mo6va6on problem facing the 
purpose-driven sector is not the genera6on of mo6va6on but its sustainability: how genuine commitment 
is sustained through the years and decades of difficult, slow, and oben unrewarded work that genuine 
cultural change requires. SDT's account of mo6va6onal sustainability is in terms of the ongoing sa6sfac6on 
of needs: as long as the condi6ons for need-sa6sfac6on are maintained, intrinsic mo6va6on will be 



 

 

sustained. IMT's account is different: genuine mo6va6onal sustainability is a func6on of the depth and 
authen6city of the conscious being's telic resonance, and telic resonance is sustained not by the 
maintenance of psychological condi6ons but by the ongoing development of the conscious being's capacity 
for genuine value-encounter. 

This difference has a specific and important prac6cal implica6on. The SDT approach to mo6va6onal 
sustainability focuses on the condi6ons of the environment: does the environment provide adequate 
autonomy, competence support, and rela6onal warmth? The IMT approach focuses on the development of 
the conscious being: has the faculty of genuine value-percep6on been developed and calibrated to the 
point where genuine telic resonance is available as the mo6va6onal ground, even in environments that do 
not provide adequate psychological support? 

This is not a rejec6on of environmental condi6ons as irrelevant. The VMP configura6on of the 
environment, the cultural grammar of what is genuinely valued, what actually mo6vates, and what purpose 
the system is genuinely oriented toward, is enormously important for whether the condi6ons of genuine 
value-encounter are present or absent. But it is a claim that the development of the conscious being's own 
capacity for genuine value-encounter is not reducible to the engineering of environmental condi6ons, and 
that the most robust form of mo6va6onal sustainability comes from the development of that capacity 
rather than from the op6misa6on of environmental condi6ons. 

6.4 The VMP Triad as Diagnostic and Recalibrating Tool 

The Integral Mo6va6on Theory grounded in axiological primi6vism requires prac6cal tools for diagnosis and 
recalibra6on. The VMP Triad provides those tools. 

The VMP Triad iden6fies three cons6tu6ve dimensions of the mo6va6onal grammar of any cultural system: 
Value, Mo6va6on, and Purpose. These three dimensions are not independent variables that happen to co-
occur in cultural systems. They are cons6tu6vely interrelated aspects of a single mo6va6onal dynamic, the 
specific rela6onal logic of how genuine value operates through and in cultural systems. 

Value in the VMP Triad refers not to stated values or espoused principles but to what a cultural system 
actually treats as worth caring for: the implicit answer to the ques6on of what genuinely maEers, as 
revealed not by what the system says but by what it rewards, protects, and orients its actual opera6ons 
toward. The value dimension of a cultural system can be intrinsically configured, genuinely oriented toward 
what is genuinely worth caring for, or extrinsically configured, oriented toward the acquisi6on, 
accumula6on, and defence of what the system treats as valuable in an extrinsic sense: status, power, 
compe66ve advantage, and the management of threat. 

Mo6va6on in the VMP Triad refers not to the stated mo6va6onal principles of a cultural system but to the 
actual mo6va6onal fuel running its daily opera6ons: the actual energy moving people to act, as revealed 
not by mission statements but by what actually drives behaviour when things are difficult, uncertain, or 
unrewarded. The mo6va6on dimension can be intrinsically configured, genuinely pull-based, flowing from 
genuine telic resonance, or extrinsically configured, push-based, running on fear, compe66ve pressure, the 
desire for approval, and the avoidance of loss. 

Purpose in the VMP Triad refers not to the stated purpose of a cultural system but to the actual orienta6on 
of its opera6ons: the actual direc6on toward which the system is moving, as revealed not by its vision 



 

 

documents but by the choices it makes when purposes come into conflict. The purpose dimension can be 
intrinsically configured, source-oriented, oriented toward par6cipa6on in something genuinely larger than 
the system's own survival and success, or extrinsically configured, target-oriented, directed toward the 
achievement of specific outcomes that the system treats as its raison d'être independent of the condi6ons 
for genuine flourishing. 

The three dimensions interact in a specific and non-linear way. A change in the value configura6on 
immediately reconfigures the mo6va6onal and purposive dimensions, because what is treated as genuinely 
worth caring for shapes what actually mo6vates and what the system is actually oriented toward. A change 
in the purpose orienta6on feeds back into the value and mo6va6onal dimensions, because what the 
system is actually working toward shapes both what it treats as genuinely valuable and what actually 
energises its members. And a change in the mo6va6onal configura6on shapes both what is perceived as 
worth caring for and what the system's actual orienta6on turns out to be, because the fuel running a 
system shapes what it can genuinely be oriented toward. 

This non-linear rela6onal logic is what dis6nguishes the VMP Triad from simple diagnos6c checklists. It is 
not a list of three things to assess and improve independently. It is a descrip6on of the single mo6va6onal 
dynamic that cons6tutes the implicit grammar of any cultural system, and recalibra6ng any one of its 
dimensions without aEending to the others will produce, at best, surface change that is reabsorbed by the 
unchanged grammar of the remaining dimensions. 

The diagnos6c func6on of the VMP Triad is to make this implicit grammar visible: to show what a cultural 
system is actually running beneath the surface of its explicit commitments. The recalibra6ng func6on is to 
iden6fy, with the precision the diagnos6c makes possible, where the extrinsic capture has occurred and 
what specific interven6ons are required to begin the work of genuine recalibra6on toward an intrinsic VMP 
configura6on. 

This diagnos6c and recalibra6ng func6on operates at three scales simultaneously. At the individual level, 
the VMP diagnos6c can reveal the specific configura6on of the individual's own mo6va6onal grammar: 
what they are actually trea6ng as worth caring for, what is actually energising their engagement, and what 
they are actually oriented toward, beneath the surface of their stated values and commitments. At the 
organisa6onal level, the VMP diagnos6c can reveal the specific VMP configura6on running through the 
ins6tu6on's actual opera6ons: how the incen6ve structures, mee6ng culture, and decision-making paEerns 
collec6vely express an implicit mo6va6onal grammar that may differ substan6ally from the explicit values 
the organisa6on espouses. At the cultural level, the VMP diagnos6c can reveal the metanarra6ve, the 
implicit civilisa6onal account of what is most fundamentally real, opera6ng through the full range of 
cultural ins6tu6ons, media ecosystems, economic structures, and educa6onal systems that cons6tute the 
mo6va6onal environment within which individual and organisa6onal life takes place. 

6.5 The Metacrisis as Value-Occlusion Crisis 

The axiological primi6vist account of mo6va6on, grounded in the preceding analysis, provides the basis for 
a more precise diagnosis of what the Master Storytelling framework calls the metacrisis than any of the 
exis6ng frameworks available. 



 

 

The metacrisis is most commonly described as a polycrisis: the simultaneous occurrence of mul6ple 
intersec6ng crises, including ecological, poli6cal, economic, psychological, and social dimensions, that are 
mutually reinforcing and that exceed the capacity of exis6ng ins6tu6ons and frameworks to address them 
adequately. This descrip6on is accurate as far as it goes. The mul6ple crises are real, their intersec6ons are 
real, and the inadequacy of exis6ng frameworks is real. 

But the descrip6on does not reach the level at which the metacrisis is being produced. The metacrisis is not 
primarily a polycrisis in the sense of mul6ple simultaneous problems that happen to be occurring at the 
same 6me. It is the expression of a single underlying condi6on: the systema6c occlusion, by a cultural 
grammar running the value-neutral assump6on at every level of ins6tu6onal life, of the specific human 
faculty through which genuine value can be perceived and genuine telic resonance can func6on as the 
mo6va6onal ground of genuine commitment. 

This is what the framework calls the Synaxis: the faculty of genuine value-percep6on, developed through 
sustained prac6ce of genuine aEen6on to what is most real, through which conscious beings can perceive 
the VMP grammar of their cultural systems, encounter genuine worth directly, and be genuinely moved to 
respond. The Synaxis is not a mys6cal gib. It is the natural opera6on of consciousness func6oning as what 
consciousness most fundamentally is, the mode through which value encounters itself in a sufficiently 
recep6ve and calibrated system. 

The metacrisis, on this account, is the systema6c starva6on of this faculty by a cultural grammar that has 
declared the domain in which it operates to be non-existent. A culture running the value-neutral 
assump6on at the level of its founda6onal story, building its ins6tu6ons, its economic systems, its 
educa6onal structures, and its mo6va6onal frameworks on the premise that genuine value is a projec6on 
rather than a percep6on, will produce specific and predictable consequences. It will produce a mo6va6onal 
failure in which genuine values consistently fail to generate genuine commitment, because the mo6va6onal 
fuel the culture provides, the push of fear, compe66on, and accumula6on, is structurally incapable of 
sustaining the pull of genuine telic resonance. It will produce a meaning crisis in which the epidemic of 
depression, anxiety, and existen6al despair reflects the systema6c depriva6on of the condi6ons for genuine 
value-encounter. It will produce a poli6cal crisis in which the inability to agree on shared values reflects the 
absence of a shared account of what is genuinely worth caring for that is prior to and independent of group 
iden6ty. And it will produce an ecological crisis in which the inability to act adequately on what is 
collec6vely known reflects not primarily a failure of informa6on or strategy but a failure of genuine moral 
percep6on: the inability, in a culture that treats value as projec6on, to be genuinely moved by what is 
genuinely being destroyed. 

The metacrisis is a value-occlusion crisis. It is the consequence of a civilisa6on that has been systema6cally 
starving the very faculty through which genuine mo6va6on arises, while wondering why its most 
commiEed people are burning out and its most urgent challenges are not being addressed. 

The prac6cal implica6on is direct and important. The metacrisis will not be addressed by beEer knowledge, 
beEer communica6ons, beEer strategy, or beEer psychological support for burned-out prac66oners. It will 
be addressed when the cultural grammar that is producing the occlusion is recalibrated: when the implicit 
mo6va6onal grammar of the ins6tu6ons, communi6es, and cultural systems through which human beings 
live and work is shibed from an extrinsic VMP configura6on to one that is genuinely hospitable to genuine 
value-encounter and genuine telic resonance. 



 

 

This recalibra6on is not a project that can be completed in a single cycle or achieved through any single 
interven6on. It is a genera6onal work of the kind that the wisdom tradi6ons have always recognised as 
requiring sustained prac6ce, genuine community, and the pa6ent development of the specific human 
capaci6es that genuine cultural transforma6on requires. But it is a work that can begin anywhere, with any 
individual or community willing to take seriously the ques6on of what their cultural grammar is actually 
running and what genuine recalibra6on would require. 

6.6 The Master Storytelling Praxis 

The philosophical account developed in the preceding five chapters is not a contribu6on that awaits 
prac6cal applica6on. The praxis has been developing in parallel with the theory, tested against real 
communi6es, real organisa6ons, and real prac66oners working in real contexts. The theory has been 
refined through that engagement, and the praxis has been deepened by the philosophical development the 
theory has undergone. 

The praxis rests on three integrated dimensions that correspond to the three prac6cal requirements of 
genuine cultural recalibra6on: making the implicit grammar visible, developing the perceptual capacity 
required to engage with it genuinely, and removing the obstacles to genuine telic resonance rather than 
aEemp6ng to install it from outside. 

The first dimension is diagnos6c. The VMP diagnos6c, described in the preceding sec6on, provides the 
prac6cal vocabulary for reading the implicit mo6va6onal grammar of any cultural system with the precision 
required to iden6fy specifically where the extrinsic capture has occurred and what genuine recalibra6on 
would require. The diagnos6c is not an assessment tool for judging whether a system is good or bad. It is a 
perceptual tool for making visible what is actually running beneath the surface of explicit commitments, so 
that the gap between stated values and actual mo6va6onal grammar can be named, held honestly, and 
addressed from the level at which it is being produced. 

The second dimension is forma6onal. The Synaxis training, developed through the contempla6ve tradi6ons 
and grounded in the phenomenology of genuine value-encounter, cul6vates the specific human capacity 
for direct percep6on of genuine worth. This is not a medita6on prac6ce imported from a specific religious 
tradi6on, though it draws on the wisdom of mul6ple contempla6ve tradi6ons. It is a set of rigorous, 
prac6cally accessible exercises for developing and calibra6ng the perceptual faculty through which genuine 
telic resonance becomes available: the faculty that axiological primi6vism iden6fies as consciousness 
opera6ng at its most fully realised form, the mode of awareness in which value encounters itself at the 
greatest depth and with the greatest clarity currently available to the human being engaging in the 
prac6ce. 

The Synac6c Council, the primary community structure of the praxis, is the space in which the Synaxis is 
exercised collec6vely, calibrated against shared percep6on, and protected from the extrinsic capture that 
would otherwise reassert itself. The Synac6c Council is not a therapy group, a consensus-building exercise, 
or a collec6ve decision-making process. It is a structured prac6ce of shared aEen6on to the VMP grammar 
that a community is actually running: a space in which the ques6on of what the community is genuinely 
oriented toward, what is genuinely mo6va6ng its members, and what it is actually trea6ng as genuinely 
worth caring for can be asked honestly, held without premature resolu6on, and worked with prac6cally. 



 

 

The third dimension is recalibra6ng. The libera6on model, the insight that the work of genuine cultural 
change is not to install intrinsic mo6va6on from outside but to remove the obstacles that are preven6ng it 
from func6oning as the mo6va6onal ground it is cons6tuted to be, provides the prac6cal framework for the 
recalibra6on work. The obstacles are iden6fied through the VMP diagnos6c. The condi6ons for their 
removal are created through Synaxis training and Synac6c Council prac6ce. And the evidence of genuine 
recalibra6on is assessed through the fruihulness criteria: the longitudinal evidence of whether genuine 
alignment with intrinsic value is producing genuine flourishing over 6me, rather than the narrow metrics of 
short-term output that the extrinsic grammar would select as the measure of success. 

The libera6on model's founda6onal insight is that genuine telic resonance is not a mo6va6onal state to be 
achieved through the right combina6on of psychological condi6ons. It is the natural opera6on of 
consciousness when the condi6ons for genuine value-encounter are present and the obstacles to that 
encounter, principally the extrinsic VMP configura6on of the cultural grammar, have been sufficiently 
removed. The work is not installa6on but restora6on: the recovery of the mo6va6onal ground that 
consciousness is cons6tuted to operate from, which has been suppressed by the cultural grammar of the 
value-neutral assump6on and its ins6tu6onal expressions. 

This has a specific and important implica6on for how the praxis scales. The praxis is designed to operate at 
three levels simultaneously, and the rela6onship between these levels is one of mutual reinforcement 
rather than sequen6al dependency. 

At the individual level, the praxis develops genuine Synac6c capacity and genuine mo6va6onal depth in the 
prac66oners who engage with it. The individual who has developed genuine Synac6c capacity can perceive 
the VMP grammar of cultural systems directly, can dis6nguish genuine telic resonance from its func6onal 
equivalents, and has the mo6va6onal depth to sustain genuine commitment through the difficulty and the 
unrewardedness that genuine cultural change consistently involves. 

At the organisa6onal level, the praxis provides the diagnos6c and recalibra6on tools that allow purpose-
driven organisa6ons to iden6fy the specific VMP configura6on their actual opera6ons are running, to name 
the gap between their stated values and their actual mo6va6onal grammar, and to begin the work of 
genuine recalibra6on. This does not require everyone in the organisa6on to aEend a workshop or to have 
read the philosophical founda6ons of the framework. The VMP diagnos6c can be applied to the 
ins6tu6on's actual opera6ons through the analysis of its incen6ve structures, its mee6ng culture, its 
decision-making paEerns, and its responses to the trade-offs that genuine purpose conflicts with 
ins6tu6onal survival. The recalibra6on work is architectural as much as it is developmental: changing what 
the ins6tu6on rewards, what it measures, what it genuinely orients toward, and what it communicates 
through its actual prac6ces rather than its stated values. 

At the cultural level, the praxis provides the methodology for the larger project of recalibra6ng the 
metanarra6ve: the implicit civilisa6onal account of what is most fundamentally real, from the value-neutral 
assump6on toward the axiological primi6vist account that the evidence, taken seriously, actually supports. 
This is the most ambi6ous and the most genera6onal dimension of the work. It operates through the 
cumula6ve effect of individual and organisa6onal recalibra6ons producing communi6es, ins6tu6ons, and 
cultural prac6ces that are genuinely hospitable to genuine value-encounter, gradually shibing the cultural 
grammar of what is treated as real, what is treated as mo6va6onally serious, and what is treated as 
genuinely worth orien6ng human life and effort toward. 



 

 

6.7 The Fruitfulness Criteria and Its Relationship to the Ontological Claim 

The preceding chapters have developed a philosophical argument for axiological primi6vism that rests 
primarily on phenomenological evidence and the explanatory advantages of the account over its 
alterna6ves. The Master Storytelling framework also employs a complementary epistemological standard 
that is worth examining explicitly, both for its genuine contribu6on and for its rela6onship to the stronger 
ontological claim. 

The fruihulness criteria holds that a claim is, in the fullest sense, true if living as if it were true leads to 
genuine human and ecological flourishing. This is not a pragma6st claim that truth reduces to what works. 
It is an axiological and phenomenological claim: if value is the ontological primi6ve and the telic grain of 
reality is oriented toward genuine flourishing, then claims that genuinely align with the nature of value will 
produce evidence of their alignment through the condi6ons for flourishing that living by them generates, 
and claims that misalign with the nature of value will produce evidence of their misalignment through the 
condi6ons for deple6on and harm that living by them produces. 

The fruihulness criteria is therefore not an alterna6ve to the ontological argument for axiological 
primi6vism. It is a prac6cal epistemological tool grounded in the ontological claim. If value is real and the 
telic grain is genuinely oriented toward flourishing, then genuine alignment with value will be evidenced, 
over 6me, in the specific condi6ons for genuine flourishing that it produces. The fruihulness criteria is the 
observable expression of the ontological claim at the level of prac6cal evidence. 

This rela6onship between the fruihulness criteria and the ontological claim has an important implica6on 
for how the framework's own claims are assessed. The framework does not ask to be accepted on the basis 
of the philosophical argument alone, however carefully that argument has been developed. It asks to be 
tested by its fruits: does the VMP diagnos6c reveal something genuinely true about the mo6va6onal 
grammar of cultural systems? Does the Synaxis training produce genuine development of the perceptual 
faculty it claims to develop? Does the recalibra6on work of the Synac6c Council produce genuine shibs in 
the mo6va6onal grammar of the communi6es and organisa6ons that engage with it? Does the libera6on 
model produce genuine libera6on, evidenced in the recovery of genuine telic resonance and the recovery 
of mo6va6onal sustainability in people and communi6es that have been running on extrinsic fuel? 

These are testable ques6ons. They are being tested in the real-world engagement of the framework with 
real communi6es, real organisa6ons, and real prac66oners. And the framework is commiEed to revising its 
claims when the evidence does not support them, because the fruihulness criteria applies to the 
framework itself as much as it applies to the claims it is assessing. 

The honest acknowledgement about the fruihulness criteria that the argument requires is this: the 
fruihulness criteria is a necessary but not sufficient ground for the full ontological claim of axiological 
primi6vism. Many claims that are false can produce genuine short-term flourishing in specific popula6ons. 
The fruihulness criteria needs to be applied longitudinally, across popula6ons, and in rela6on to what the 
framework means by genuine flourishing: not preference sa6sfac6on or the metrics of short-term 
wellbeing, but the specific condi6ons for the full development of the human being's capacity for genuine 
value-encounter, genuine telic resonance, and genuine par6cipa6on in the loving purpose at the ground of 
being. 



 

 

The full ontological claim of axiological primi6vism requires both the philosophical argument developed in 
the preceding chapters and the fruihulness evidence produced by living as if the claim were true. Neither is 
sufficient alone. Together, they cons6tute the most adequate epistemological founda6on currently 
available for the framework's most fundamental claims. 

6.8 The Work That Remains 

The preceding six chapters have developed a philosophical posi6on with significant implica6ons across 
mul6ple domains: consciousness science, mo6va6onal theory, cultural change, ethics, ecological thinking, 
and the philosophy of religion. The posi6on is ambi6ous in its scope, and intellectual honesty requires 
acknowledging that the argument, however carefully developed, remains a beginning rather than a 
conclusion. 

Several specific areas of further work are required. 

The empirical research programme that the axiological primi6vist account of consciousness and mo6va6on 
makes possible has not yet been developed. The specific claims about the qualita6ve difference between 
genuine telic resonance and its func6onal equivalent under extrinsic condi6ons, about the specific paEern 
of neuroplas6c response to genuine value-encounter as dis6nguished from its func6onal equivalents, and 
about the specific developmental trajectory of Synac6c capacity through sustained prac6ce, all require the 
development of research methodologies adequate to their phenomenological complexity. These 
methodologies cannot be the standard tools of empirical psychology, because those tools were designed 
within the value-neutral assump6on and cannot adequately capture the phenomena that axiological 
primi6vism iden6fies as most important. New methodologies, drawing on the tradi6ons of 
phenomenological research, contempla6ve science, and the emerging field of axiological psychology, will 
need to be developed. 

The rela6onship between axiological primi6vism and the specific theological tradi6ons that the argument 
has brought into conversa6on requires further development. The framework's genuine agnos6cism about 
which specific tradi6on's formula6on of the other term of the telic rela6on is most adequate means that 
the conversa6on with theology has been opened but not completed. Ongoing engagement with specific 
theological tradi6ons, including the Chris6an mys6cal tradi6on most directly, but also the Buddhist, Sufi, 
and Jewish contempla6ve tradi6ons, is required to test the framework's claim that it provides the 
philosophical vocabulary for what those tradi6ons have been poin6ng toward, rather than a reduc6on or a 
misappropria6on of their specific insights. 

The account of structural evil and the poli6cal dimension of the framework's recalibra6on project requires 
further development in rela6on to the specific poli6cal and economic condi6ons of the current historical 
moment. The framework's account of the metacrisis as a value-occlusion crisis generated by the 
ins6tu6onal expression of the value-neutral assump6on provides the diagnos6c. The specific interven6ons 
required at the level of economic ins6tu6ons, poli6cal structures, and educa6onal systems need to be 
developed with the precision that genuine prac6cal applica6on requires. 

And the praxis itself, including the Synaxis training, the Synac6c Council methodology, and the libera6on 
model, requires the ongoing refinement that only sustained engagement with real communi6es and real 
organisa6ons can produce. The framework is commiEed to this engagement, and the philosophical 



 

 

founda6ons developed in this paper are offered not as the final word but as the most adequate current 
statement of what the framework requires as its ontological grounding. 

6.9 Conclusion: The Ground of the Work 

The argument of this paper can be stated in its most concentrated form as follows. 

The universe is not value-neutral. Value is the ontological primi6ve, the founda6onal reality from which 
maEer, life, and consciousness derive as expressions of the telic grain of value's opera6on at different levels 
of complexity. Consciousness is what it feels like for value to encounter itself through a sufficiently 
recep6ve and calibrated system, and the specific phenomenological character of consciousness, its 
cons6tu6ve orienta6on toward genuine worth, its experience of telic resonance as genuine pull rather than 
need-sa6sfac6on, its consistent report of being found by something that genuinely exceeds the self, is 
explained directly by the axiological primi6vist account and leb unexplained, or explained away at the cost 
of intellectual honesty, by every available alterna6ve. 

The mo6va6onal failure that ini6ated the framework's development, the persistent, recurrent failure of 
genuine values to generate and sustain the genuine commitment required to act adequately on what those 
values demand, is most precisely understood as the consequence of a cultural grammar that has been 
systema6cally occluding the very faculty through which genuine mo6va6on arises. The faculty is the 
Synaxis: consciousness opera6ng at its most fully realised depth, the mode through which value encounters 
itself most completely in a human being. The occlusion is the value-neutral assump6on ins6tu6onalised at 
every level of cultural life, declaring the domain of genuine value-encounter to be non-existent and 
producing, predictably and structurally, the mo6va6onal failure, the meaning crisis, the poli6cal 
fragmenta6on, and the ecological emergency that together cons6tute the metacrisis. 

The work of genuine cultural recalibra6on is not the installa6on of beEer mo6va6on, beEer values, or 
beEer strategies. It is the removal of what is blocking genuine value-encounter, and the development of the 
individual and collec6ve perceptual capacity through which genuine telic resonance can func6on as the 
mo6va6onal ground it is cons6tuted to be. This work is demanding, it is slow, and it is never finally 
completed. But it is the work that the moment requires, and it is the work toward which the loving purpose 
at the ground of being is genuinely drawing those conscious beings who have developed enough Synac6c 
depth to hear the call. 

The seeds are not absent. The ground of being is oriented toward their flourishing. The ques6on is whether 
the condi6ons for their germina6on can be recovered from the compacted soil of a culture that has been 
running the wrong grammar for long enough to have forgoEen there was ever another kind. 

This paper is an aEempt to help remember. The work of recalibra6on begins with the recovery of what we 
most fundamentally are, and what reality most fundamentally is. The philosophical account developed here 
is offered as the most adequate currently available statement of both. 

 

Conclusion: The Recovery of What Was Always There 

The Argument in Retrospect 



 

 

This paper set out to develop the philosophical founda6ons for a claim that arrived not through specula6on 
but through the pressure of a persistent prac6cal anomaly: the recurrent failure of genuine values to 
generate and sustain the genuine commitment required to act adequately on what those values demand. 
The anomaly could not be resolved at the level at which exis6ng frameworks addressed it. It pressed 
toward a different and more fundamental ques6on: not how mo6va6on can be beEer generated or 
sustained, but what mo6va6on most fundamentally is and what its rela6onship to what is most 
fundamentally real turns out to be. 

The answer the paper has developed is axiological primi6vism: the philosophical posi6on that value is the 
ontological primi6ve, irreducible, founda6onal, and prior to consciousness rather than produced by it. The 
universe is not value-neutral. The telic grain of value operates through physical and biological reality from 
the beginning of the evolu6onary process, expressing itself at different levels of complexity and in different 
modes as the process develops. Consciousness is the mode through which value encounters itself in 
sufficiently recep6ve and calibrated systems, and the specific phenomenological character of conscious 
experience, its cons6tu6ve orienta6on toward genuine worth, its experience of telic resonance as genuine 
pull rather than need-sa6sfac6on, its consistent report of being found by something that genuinely exceeds 
the self, is explained by this account and leb unexplained, or explained away at the cost of intellectual 
honesty, by every available alterna6ve. 

The argument has moved through six dis6nct but connected movements. Chapter One established the 
problem and named the value-neutral assump6on as its founda6onal source. Chapter Two developed the 
phenomenological case for value as genuinely given, drawing on the tradi6on of careful aEen6on to what 
genuine value-encounter actually shows and responding to the most serious challenges to the 
phenomenological evidence. Chapter Three derived the account of consciousness as value-self-encounter, 
dissolved the hard problem of consciousness by reloca6ng the explanatory founda6on, and showed what 
this account explains that exis6ng frameworks cannot. Chapter Four developed the gradient account of 
value-responsiveness that dis6nguishes the claim from panpsychism and addresses the threshold ques6on 
with principled rather than arbitrary answers. Chapter Five followed the rela6onal demand to its honest 
conclusion, acknowledging that the other term of the telic rela6on has the character of genuine otherness, 
genuine address, and genuine orienta6on toward flourishing, and naming this reality as what the wisdom 
tradi6ons have consistently been poin6ng toward in their specific theological and contempla6ve 
vocabularies. Chapter Six returned to the prac6cal domain from which the argument began and showed 
what the full axiological primi6vist account makes possible for mo6va6onal theory, cultural diagnosis, and 
the specific praxis of the Master Storytelling framework. 

The paper does not claim to have resolved every ques6on its argument generates. Several areas requiring 
further work have been iden6fied, including the development of research methodologies adequate to the 
phenomenological complexity of the claims about telic resonance, the ongoing engagement with specific 
theological tradi6ons that the argument has brought into conversa6on, and the refinement of the praxis 
through sustained engagement with real communi6es and real organisa6ons. The paper offers these 
founda6ons as the most adequate currently available statement of what the framework requires, not as a 
final word. 

What Has Been Established 



 

 

Against the value-neutral assump6on that has dominated the intellectual culture of Western modernity, 
the paper has established the following claims with arguments that deserve serious philosophical 
engagement. 

First, the value-neutral assump6on is not a scien6fic finding but a philosophical choice, made at the level of 
methodological commitment and subsequently mistaken for an ontological discovery. The migra6on from 
methodological assump6on to comprehensive metaphysics, which Whitehead called the fallacy of 
misplaced concreteness, has had consequences at every level of cultural life that are now visible in the 
specific forms of the metacrisis. Reversing the assump6on does not require abandoning the genuine 
findings of empirical science. It requires restoring those findings to their proper scope within an integra6ve 
epistemological framework that takes phenomenological, norma6ve-interpre6ve, and rela6onal-ecological 
modes of knowing with the same seriousness it extends to the empirical-analy6c mode. 

Second, the phenomenological evidence of genuine value-encounter, taken seriously and without the 
prejudgement of the value-neutral assump6on, consistently shows the character of genuine givenness: 
something encountered rather than constructed, received rather than generated, genuinely other rather 
than projected. This evidence is convergent across cultures, centuries, and the full spectrum of intellectual 
sophis6ca6on. The most honest response to this convergence is not to explain it away as independent 
illusion produc6on but to treat it as evidence about the structure of reality. The alterna6ve explana6ons, 
including evolu6onary debunking and the transcendental account, fail to explain the specific 
phenomenological character of genuine value-encounter in ways that axiological primi6vism explains 
directly. 

Third, consciousness as value-self-encounter provides a more adequate account of consciousness than any 
available alterna6ve. It dissolves the hard problem by replacing the framework within which the problem 
arises. It explains the cons6tu6ve orienta6on of consciousness toward genuine worth, the qualita6ve 
difference between genuine telic resonance and its func6onal equivalents, and the specific phenomenology 
of self-transcending experience, all of which exis6ng accounts, including panpsychism, leave unexplained. It 
provides a principled gradient account of value-responsiveness that avoids the combina6on problem that 
panpsychism faces and does not aEribute consciousness to systems for which there is no compelling 
evidence of genuine interiority. 

Fourth, the rela6onal demand, followed honestly to its conclusion, points toward a reality that has the 
character of genuine address, genuine otherness, genuine orienta6on toward flourishing, and 
inexhaus6bility. The convergent tes6mony of the wisdom tradi6ons across every culture and every century 
describes exactly this reality. The framework's genuine agnos6cism about which specific tradi6on's 
formula6on of this reality is most adequate does not preclude the honest acknowledgement that 
something genuinely real with these proper6es is the other term of the telic rela6on. The loving purpose at 
the ground of being is the most precise philosophical descrip6on currently available of what the 
phenomenological evidence, taken seriously, points toward. 

Fibh, the prac6cal implica6ons of the axiological primi6vist account are not peripheral to its philosophical 
significance. They are the domain in which its explanatory power is most directly visible and most urgently 
needed. The metacrisis is most precisely understood as a value-occlusion crisis: the systema6c suppression, 
by a cultural grammar running the value-neutral assump6on at every ins6tu6onal level, of the specific 
human faculty through which genuine value can be perceived and genuine telic resonance can func6on as 



 

 

the mo6va6onal ground of genuine commitment. The recovery of genuine human flourishing at the 
civilisa6onal scale requires not beEer knowledge, beEer communica6ons, or beEer psychological support 
for burned-out prac66oners. It requires genuine cultural recalibra6on: the reconfigura6on of the implicit 
VMP grammar of ins6tu6ons, communi6es, and cultural systems from the extrinsic configura6on that the 
value-neutral assump6on generates toward an intrinsic configura6on that is genuinely hospitable to 
genuine value-encounter and genuine telic resonance. 

The Stakes of the Argument 

The philosophical claims developed in this paper are not merely academic. They bear on some of the most 
urgent prac6cal ques6ons of the present historical moment. 

A civilisa6on that has built its mo6va6onal architecture on the premise that genuine value is a projec6on 
rather than a percep6on will produce, systema6cally and structurally, exactly the condi6ons that 
characterise the metacrisis. It will produce people who genuinely care and cannot sustain their caring. 
Communi6es whose genuine values remain aspira6onal rather than mo6va6onally opera6ve. Ins6tu6ons 
whose explicit commitments are progressively undermined by the extrinsic grammar of their actual 
opera6ons. Poli6cal systems incapable of genuine collec6ve moral response to genuine collec6ve 
challenges. An ecological rela6onship characterised by the inability to be genuinely moved by what is 
genuinely being destroyed. 

These are not accidental features of the current situa6on. They are the predictable and structural 
consequences of a founda6onal philosophical commitment that has been ins6tu6onalised throughout the 
cultural life of modernity. And they will not be addressed by any interven6on that leaves that founda6onal 
commitment intact, however sophis6cated the interven6on and however genuine the care of those 
implemen6ng it. 

The claim of axiological primi6vism is that the founda6onal commitment is wrong, that it was never a 
scien6fic finding but a philosophical choice, and that the evidence, examined honestly and without the 
prejudgement of either the value-neutral assump6on or prior theological commitment, points toward a 
different account of what is most fundamentally real. If the claim is right, the implica6ons extend far 
beyond the domain of mo6va6onal theory or cultural change methodology. They extend to the ques6on of 
what kind of beings we most fundamentally are, what kind of universe we most fundamentally inhabit, and 
what kind of work the present moment is actually asking of us. 

The present moment is asking for the recovery of the faculty through which genuine value can be perceived 
directly. It is asking for the development of communi6es of prac6ce in which that faculty is exercised 
collec6vely and protected from the extrinsic capture that the surrounding cultural grammar will otherwise 
reassert. It is asking for the pa6ent, sustained, genuinely costly work of recalibra6ng the implicit 
mo6va6onal grammar of the ins6tu6ons and cultural systems through which human life is organised, from 
the extrinsic configura6on that has been systema6cally producing the metacrisis toward an intrinsic 
configura6on that is genuinely aligned with the telic grain of a reality that is not indifferent to the outcome. 

This is ambi6ous. It is also, on the axiological primi6vist account, not a project that conscious beings 
undertake alone or against the grain of what is most fundamentally real. The telic grain of value is oriented 
toward genuine flourishing. The loving purpose at the ground of being is genuinely drawing toward its own 



 

 

fuller self-encounter through the conscious beings who have developed enough Synac6c depth to hear the 
call and enough mo6va6onal depth to sustain the response. 

The work is the recovery of what was always there. Not the construc6on of something new, not the 
installa6on of a vision from outside, not the achievement of a target that the cultural grammar has defined 
as the des6na6on. The recovery of the cons6tu6ve orienta6on of consciousness toward what is most real, 
which the dominant cultural grammar has been occluding and which the present moment is urgently 
requiring to func6on again at its fullest available depth. 

A Final Word on Method 

The paper concludes with a word on the philosophical method it has employed, because the method is as 
important as the conclusions and because it models the epistemological approach that axiological 
primi6vism requires. 

The argument has been developed through what the framework calls integra6ve epistemology: the aEempt 
to take seriously the full range of available evidence, including empirical observa6on, phenomenological 
tes6mony, norma6ve-interpre6ve analysis, and the rela6onal-ecological evidence of what specific ways of 
being in the world actually produce over 6me, rather than selec6ng in advance which modes of evidence 
count and excluding from serious considera6on the evidence that the selected mode was not designed to 
detect. 

The argument has followed its own logic wherever that logic led, even when the conclusions were 
philosophically demanding. The rela6onal demand was not evaded. The honest acknowledgement of what 
the phenomenological evidence points toward was not sobened to make it more palatable to a secular 
philosophical audience. The convergent tes6mony of the wisdom tradi6ons was not dismissed as irrelevant 
but treated as the phenomenological evidence it most honestly is. 

And the argument has been offered not as the final word but as a contribu6on to a conversa6on that the 
evidence requires and that the present moment urgently needs. It has been offered with the specific 
epistemological humility that axiological primi6vism requires: the acknowledgement that the fruihulness 
criteria applies to the framework itself, that the claims developed here are to be tested by their fruits, and 
that the willingness to revise when the evidence does not support the claims is not a weakness of the 
posi6on but a requirement of the intellectual honesty that the framework takes as one of its most 
fundamental commitments. 

The universe is not value-neutral. Consciousness is what it feels like for value to encounter itself. The 
ground of being is oriented toward genuine flourishing with a care that can only be called loving. These are 
the most honest conclusions currently available from the most serious examina6on of the most 
comprehensive evidence. 

The rest is prac6ce. 

 

 

 




