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Richard Bright: In the light of recent discoveries in neuroscience, does the concept of consciousness 

need revising?  

John R Searle:  We need to know more about the neurobiology of consciousness, and whether we 

need to revise the concept.  For example, we have enriched our concept of memory in light of 

research on memory, and we might do the same with consciousness if, for example, neuroscience 

gives us different forms of consciousness with different neurobiological bases.  But the basic idea 

has to remain the same, namely the essence of consciousness is that for any conscious state, there is 

something that it feels like to be in that conscious state.  Drinking beer is different from thinking 

about arithmetic because it has a different feeling and a different qualitative character. 

RB: You have stated that ‘Consciousness is a biological phenomenon like any other’. Can you 

summarise what you mean by this and how the brain maintains consciousness? 

JS:  Part of the curse of our tradition is that we have been led to think of consciousness as not an 

ordinary part of the “physical world”, but obviously it is as much a part of biology as digestion, 

photosynthesis, or growth.  Brain processes cause consciousness, and consciousness exists in brain 

processes as higher-level or system features.  These points are just obvious, but the philosophical 

tradition makes it hard to accept them because people think that if there is a causal relation 

between brain processes and consciousness, then you would be forced to some kind of dualism.  But 

nothing of the sort occurs.  Lower-level neuronal processes cause the higher-level feature of 

consciousness, even though the feature is a feature of the system made of those lower-level 

elements.   

RB: Is there a ‘Hard Problem’? 

JS:  The expression “hard problem” was originally, as far as I know, used by Galen Strawson, but it is 

often mistakenly attributed to Dave Chalmers.  The hard problem is to figure out how exactly does 

the brain cause consciousness, and that is indeed a hard problem.  We do not know, so far, the 

answer to it.   

RB: In your book ‘Seeing Things as They Are’, you talk about the ‘Bad Argument’. What is the ‘Bad 

Argument’? 

JS:  The Bad Argument is in supposing that because there is something in common between a 

veridical experience and the corresponding hallucination, then what is perceived in the two cases 

must be exactly the same.  If you have a hallucination of the tree in front of you, and you see the 

tree in front of you, and the two experiences are indistinguishable, then what you see in both cases 

would be the same.  It would be a private experience or a sense datum.  That is the Bad Argument, 

and it has led to literally centuries of bad philosophy about perception. 

RB: Are there different levels of perception, and how are they distinct? 

JS:  Yes, there are different levels.  So, for example, in order to see the table in front of me, I have to 

see colors and shapes, but I do not just see colors and shapes, I see that it is a table.  Furthermore, 

there is an even higher level.  I do not just see that it is just any old table, but it is my table which I 

have had in my office for many decades.  So you have a hierarchy where the top level is a matter of 
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the cognitive resources you bring to bear on the perception – I do not just see a car, I see, for 

example, my car – but the bottom level is fixed by the limitations of your physiology and the 

perceptual situation.  At the bottom level, the basic perceptual features are those you can see 

without seeing anything else by means of which you see them. 

RB: How would you summarise the Disjunctivist view? 

JS:  Disjunctivism comes in very many different forms, and they are not always consistent.  

Disjunctivists, being philosophers, do not always agree with each other.  The important common 

feature though is the idea that there is nothing importantly in common between the veridical 

perception and the corresponding hallucination.  The idea is that perception is necessarily 

disjunctive in that there is a disjunct between the veridical perception and the hallucination.  I 

believe that in the form I have just stated it, which is the most common form of defending 

Disjunctivism, which is the Bad Argument in a nutshell.   

RB: What is ‘naïve realism’, or ‘direct realism’? 

JS:  ‘Naïve realism’ or ‘Direct realism’ is the view that, as I use it, we perceive objects without 

perceiving something else by way of which we perceive the object.  So when I see the red 

handkerchief in front of me, I do not have to see any sense datum or anything else by way of which I 

see it.  I just see it.  In seeing it, I have a visual experience, but I do not see the visual experience.  

That is how I interpret these expressions, but there is a use of the expression “Naïve realism” where 

it is sometimes said that on the Naïve realist view, the object itself is literally a part of the perceptual 

experience.  Not surprisingly, I reject this view because it makes no sense.  The perceptual 

experience is a “private”, in the sense of being ontologically subjective, phenomenon that goes on in 

my brain, and I do not see the visual experience, and the object is not part of the visual experience.  

The existence and features of the object are part of the conditions of satisfaction of the visual 

experience because they are what determines whether or not the visual experience is, in fact, 

veridical or an hallucination. 

RB: What are currently the most important questions, problems, or challenges confronting the 

understanding of consciousness, and what are the prospects for progress? 

JS:  The single most important question is the one I mentioned earlier, namely, how exactly do brain 

processes cause consciousness?  And how does consciousness function and realized in the brain?  

And what are its causal relations in the brain?  We are making a lot of progress with that, but we still 

do not know the answers.  

RB: William James proposed that the mind should be studied not only by way of behaviour and brain 

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

have been reluctant to take up the method of introspection. Recently, the practice of what is called 

‘contemplative science’ has been called for, a coming together of ‘contemplative’ and ‘scientific’ 

methods of inquiry.  How might science and contemplative practice collaborate in the study of 

consciousness and what, if any, do you see as the benefits of such a collaboration? 

JS:  The secret of science and philosophy, and indeed intellectual life in general, is to use any weapon 

you can lay your hands on, and use any weapon that works.  Introspection is one way of trying to 

find out about consciousness, and if it is useful, let’s continue to use it.  It underwent a period of 

being discredited because it looks like you could not get epistemically-objective results from 

introspection, but if carefully done with appropriate constraints, you can get epistemically-objective 

results from the ontologically-subjective experiences accessed by introspection. 
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RB: What are you currently working on? 

JS:  I am currently working on a number of books.  The most immediate is a book on the Philosophy 

of Language. 

 

 

 


