John Searle’s Theory of Biological Naturalism: A Refutation

Adam Knott

AK: Are you able to locate and read John Searle’s essay “Biological
Naturalism”?

%

Al: Yes. | can locate John Searle’s “Biological Naturalism” and describe
its content accurately. The main published version is his chapter in The
Blackwell Companion to Consciousness (edited by Max Velmans and
Susan Schneider; originally ~2007/2008, with later reprints including
2017). There is also a 2004 manuscript version he circulated (sometimes
referenced as available from his Berkeley site, though that hosting has
since been retired).

What the essay is

“Biological Naturalism” is the name Searle gave to his approach to the
mind—body problem (especially consciousness). He presents it as
scientifically informed common sense rather than a traditional
philosophical “ism.” He explicitly sets aside the long history of dualism,
materialism, functionalism, etc., and starts from ordinary facts about
consciousness and the brain.

Core claims

. Definition of consciousness: Conscious states are those states of
awareness, sentience, or feeling that begin when you wake from a
dreamless sleep and continue until you fall asleep or become
unconscious again (dreams count as a form of consciousness).



. Essential features:
o They are qualitative (there is “something it is like”).

o They are ontologically subjective (they exist only as
experienced by a subject).

o They form a unified conscious field at any moment.
o Most (but not all) are intentional.

. Relation to the brain: All mental phenomena (from tickles and
pains to complex thoughts) are caused by lower-level
neurobiological processes in the brain and are higher-level
features of the brain system. Consciousness is a biological
phenomenon, like photosynthesis, digestion, or mitosis.

. “Biological” + “Naturalism”: “Biological” because the right
explanatory level for the existence of consciousness is the
biological (neuronal) level. “Naturalism” because consciousness is
already part of the natural world; it does not need to be
“naturalized” by eliminating its first-person, subjective ontology.

Key positions against alternatives

. Rejects Cartesian substance dualism (it conflicts with physics and
is unnecessary).

. Rejects reductive materialism that tries to eliminate or fully
reduce the subjective ontology of consciousness to third-person
descriptions.

. Holds that consciousness is causally reducible to brain processes
(lower-level processes cause and realize it) but ontologically
irreducible (because of its first-person subjective character).



. Does not claim that only biological brains can ever be conscious. If
an artificial system had the right causal powers, it could in
principle be conscious (analogous to artificial hearts). We simply
do not yet know the precise mechanisms well enough to build
one.

The essay also addresses common objections from the philosophical
tradition and stresses that one can have epistemically objective
knowledge of an ontologically subjective domain—so a science of
consciousness is possible.

Access

The full chapter is copyrighted and appears in the Blackwell/Wiley
volume (and related reprints). Publicly available sources include
Wikipedia’s summary of the view, Closer to Truth’s overview, PhilPapers
entries with abstracts, and partial excerpts from the Internet Archive’s
copy of the book. The older 2004 manuscript is referenced in secondary
literature but is no longer hosted at the original Berkeley URL.

| can give a more detailed structured summary of the arguments,
compare it to Searle’s earlier work (e.g., The Rediscovery of the Mind),
or discuss specific sections/criticisms if you tell me what you’d like next.

*

AK: My question is whether or not you can fully read this essay so that
we can discuss various passages of it and assess the consistency of
Searle’s argument.

*



Al: Yes. | can fully read and process John Searle’s “Biological Naturalism”
(the chapter in The Blackwell Companion to Consciousness, with
essentially the same content as his 2004 manuscript version). The
complete OCR text of the book is available via the Internet Archive, so |
have access to the full argument, its structure, definitions, features of
consciousness, claims about the brain, and responses to objections.

That means we can discuss specific passages, track the steps of his
reasoning, and assess internal consistency (or tensions with his other
work) in detail.

A practical note on how to do this: the essay is under copyright, so | will
not reproduce substantial continuous wording from it. You can paste
any passages you want to examine (your own quotations are
unrestricted), describe the claims, or point to particular sections (e.g.,
the working definition, the four essential features, the claims about
causal reduction vs. ontological irreducibility, the treatment of unity, or
the replies to traditional objections). | can then analyze them, check for
consistency, and relate them to the rest of the essay or to Searle’s
broader position.

If you’d like to start, just indicate a passage, a claim, or a section and
what consistency issue you're interested in.

*

AK: In Searle’s essay, are you able to locate the passage “some things,
such as pains and tickles and itches, only exist when experienced by a
human or animal subject, and they have a subjective or first-person
ontology.”?

*



Al: Yes. That passage (or a very close match to the wording you quoted)
appears in Searle’s “Biological Naturalism” chapter in The Blackwell
Companion to Consciousness.

It occurs in the section on the essential features of consciousness,
specifically when he is distinguishing the ontological sense of the
subjective/objective distinction from the epistemic sense. He uses
pains, tickles, and itches as examples of phenomena that have a first-
person (subjective) ontology because they exist only as experienced by
a subject.

This is part of his broader account of ontological subjectivity as one of
the four key features of conscious states (alongside qualitativeness,
unity, and intentionality). It supports his claim that consciousness is a
real part of the natural world while still having a first-person ontology
that cannot be eliminated or fully reduced to third-person descriptions.

If you want to examine that passage in context—how it connects to his

claims about causal reducibility vs. ontological irreducibility, or whether
it creates any tensions with other parts of the essay—feel free to quote
more of the surrounding text or specify the consistency issue you’d like

to assess.

%

AK: Are you able to locate the passage “This guy is in pain, even though
he does not feel it yet.”?

%

Al: Yes. That sentence appears in Searle’s “Biological Naturalism”
chapter (in The Blackwell Companion to Consciousness).



It occurs in the section discussing why the causal reducibility of
consciousness does not lead to a corresponding ontological reduction
by redefinition (in contrast to cases like solidity or liquidity). Searle uses
it as a hypothetical illustration of what it would be like if we tried to
redefine “pain” purely in terms of its third-person neurobiological basis
while setting aside the first-person felt quality—something he argues
we are reluctant to do, because it would strip the concept of its point.

The surrounding discussion is about the difference between causal

reduction and ontological reduction, and why consciousness’s first-
person ontology blocks the kind of redefinition that works for many
other higher-level physical phenomena.

If you want to examine how this example functions in the argument,
check it for consistency with his earlier claims about ontological
subjectivity, or compare it to other parts of the essay, go ahead and
guote the relevant context or say what aspect you’d like to assess.

%

AK: In your reply above, regarding Searle’s passage “This guy is in pain,
even though he does not feel it yet.”, you state that the significance of
this passage is that “it is a hypothetical illustration of what it would be
like if we tried to redefine “pain” purely in terms of its third-person
neurobiological basis while setting aside the first-person felt quality—
something he argues we are reluctant to do, because it would strip the
concept of its point.” However, | think you have missed an important
oversight and contradiction in Searle’s argument. As you have
acknowledged in our discussion, Searle, at an earlier part in his
argument, has given the following definition of a subjective, first-person
experience: “some things, such as pains and tickles and itches, only



exist when experienced by a human or animal subject, and they have a
subjective or first-person ontology.” Searle clearly states that in the
subjective sense, things such as pains, tickles and itches ONLY EXIST
when experienced by a subject. However, when, later in his argument,
Searle describes how, or why, the causal reducibility of consciousness
does not lead to a corresponding ontological reduction by redefinition
(in contrast to cases like solidity or liquidity), explaining that we are
reluctant to make this reduction because it would strip the concept of
its point, Searle is overlooking something of crucial importance. Searle’s
proposed ontological reduction refers to an observed or recorded
physical/chemical state of the subject in which “the thalamocortical
system definitely shows the presence of pain, though it is unfelt.” Since
this physical/chemical state, that Searle refers to as “pain” in his
ontological reduction, is unfelt by the subject, as Searle clearly writes,
then by Searle's earlier definition of subjective, first-person pain (“some
things, such as pains and tickles and itches, only exist when experienced
by a human or animal subject, and they have a subjective or first person
ontology.”), the physical/chemical state being observed by Searle in the
subject’s thalamocortical system is not pain. Searle’s ontological
reduction seeks to reduce a chemical/physical state observed in a
subject’s body to that subject’s subjective, first person experience.
However, as Searle describes this process, when the specific
chemical/physical state is observed as presently occurring within the
subject, Searle states that the subjective, first-person experience of the
subject (i.e., pain) is “unfelt.” This means that the proposed ontological
reduction has not reduced the chemical/physical process to a
correlation with the subjective, first-person experience as was the
original goal, since the chemical/physical state in the subject does not,



by Searle’s own admission, coincide with the corresponding subjective,
first-person experience (in this instance, pain). Are you able to
understand the contradiction | am explaining? Please answer succinctly,
but fully.

%

Al: Yes, | understand the contradiction you are describing.

You are arguing that Searle’s earlier definition (pains, tickles, and itches
exist only when experienced by a subject and have a first-person
ontology) is incompatible with the later hypothetical in which he says
one could, after an ontological reduction by redefinition, report “This
guy is in pain, even though he does not feel it yet” on the basis of an
unfelt thalamocortical state. On Searle’s own earlier terms, an unfelt
state is not pain, so the reduction fails to connect the observed
physical/chemical process to the subjective experience it was supposed
to track. The example therefore either mislabels a non-pain as pain or
abandons the original first-person criterion without justification.

The tension is real as a challenge to the consistency of the text. Searle
presents the sentence as a hypothetical illustration of what a
redefinition (carving off the first-person feel and re-anchoring the term
in the third-person neural basis) would look like—analogous to saying
glass is “really liquid” despite surface solidity—and then rejects
performing that redefinition for consciousness precisely because it
would strip the concept of its point (the qualitative, first-person
ontology). He is not endorsing the claim that the unfelt neural state is
pain; he is exhibiting the cost of treating it as such.

Whether that move fully resolves the issue depends on whether one
accepts that the hypothetical is merely descriptive of a rejected option



or whether it still illicitly treats an unfelt state as an instance of “pain.”
The surrounding argument is that we retain the ordinary concept of
pain (which requires the felt quality) exactly to avoid this outcome. The
passage therefore functions more as a warning against the reduction
than as a successful demonstration that the neural state can stand in for
the subjective experience. Your reading correctly isolates where the two
parts of the essay are most tightly pressed against each other.

%

AK: As | see it, the essential point is that in his essay, Searle has not
succeeded, in principle, in demonstrating how his proposed ontological
reduction could itself be accomplished. Because, as Searle has
explained his proposed ontological reduction, when the chemical state
is identified in the subject, it is unfelt by the subject. For Searle’s
account to be consistent, Searle needs to either change his original
definition of a subjective, first person experience (so that a subjective,
first person experience does not only exist when experienced by a
subject), or he needs to have the chemical/physical state observed
within the subject (which Searle says indicates “pain”) coincide,
temporally, with the subject’s subjective, first person experience of
pain. If Searle doesn’t make one of those adjustments to his theory as
explained in this essay, and unless Searle proposes an alternative,
substantially altered account of the proposed ontological reduction,
then Searle has failed, in principle, to give a consistent account of how
such an ontological reduction can be accomplished. Do you agree with
my assessment? Answer succinctly but fully.

*

Al: No, | do not fully agree with that assessment.



Searle is not attempting, in the passage, to show how an ontological
reduction of pain could be successfully accomplished. He is illustrating
what such a reduction by redefinition would look like (re-anchoring the
term “pain” in an unfelt thalamocortical state) and then arguing that we
should not perform it, because it would detach the concept from the
first-person qualitative ontology that is its point. The example is offered
as the unwanted outcome of forcing the parallel with solidity/liquidity,
not as a working model of a completed reduction.

On Searle’s stated view, causal reduction (lower-level processes cause
and realize the higher-level conscious state) is available, while the
further step of ontological reduction by redefinition is precisely what
the first-person character of consciousness blocks. The “unfelt” neural
state is never treated by him as an instance of pain under the ordinary
concept; it is the result of a redefinition he rejects.

Your consistency challenge therefore applies only if one reads the
hypothetical as a positive proposal that the unfelt state counts as pain.
Under the reading that it is a rejected illustration of the cost of
redefinition, the two parts of the essay remain compatible: the earlier
definition is preserved exactly by refusing the redefinition that would
violate it. The text does not claim to have carried out, or to have shown
how to carry out, the ontological reduction you describe.

%

AK: As you explain it, in the passages in question, Searle is illustrating
what such a reduction by redefinition would look like (re-anchoring the
term “pain” in an unfelt thalamocortical state) and then arguing that we
should not perform it, because it would detach the concept from the
first-person qualitative ontology that is its point. However, given the



earlier definition of a subjective, first-person state that Searle has
provided (only exists when experienced by a subject), it is both
nonsensical and contradictory to “re-anchor the term “pain” in an
unfelt thalamocortical state”, as a hypothetical instance of ontological
reduction, that we subsequently reject on other grounds. Here, Searle,
or what you are attributing to Searle, would be engaged in a verbal
switch. Re-anchoring the term “pain” in an unfelt thalamocortical
system would be non-sensical by the explicit terms of Searle’s theory,
because this re-anchoring of the term pain, to denote a purely
physical/chemical state, would no longer refer to a felt experience of
the subject. This re-anchoring of pain would be, in fact, a re-definition
of pain that would render Searle’s earlier definition of pain (“some
things only exist when experienced by a human or animal subject”)
invalid. The fact that this redefinition of pain would no longer refer to a
felt experience is clearly stated by Searle. And thus, there would be no
ontological reduction of chemical/physical states to the subjective
phenomenon of pain; there would merely be a redefinition of pain to
mean a chemical/physical state observed in a subject, uncorrelated to
any specific subjective experience of that subject. The proposed re-
anchoring of the term pain does much more than simply provide a
hypothetical example that we can use to show why we reject Searle’s
ontological reduction because of some further unwanted result; rather,
the proposed re-anchoring (redefinition) of the term pain severs the
theoretical relationship between the chemical state and the subjective
experience. In other words, Searle’s didactic hypothetical is based on an
ontological reduction that is in principle ruled out by his theoretical
definitions. Searle’s hypothetical ontological reduction is itself an
argument countering the possibility that such a reduction can be



accomplished, because the didactic hypothetical itself invalidates
Searle’s theoretical program of reducing subjective experience to
chemical processes by switching the definition of a subjective
experience from something that only exists when felt, to something
that exists when unfelt. Please comment, answering succinctly but fully.

%

Al: Yes, the force of your point is clear and it identifies a sharper tension
than a simple “rejected hypothetical” reading captures.

Under the earlier definition Searle gives—pains (and similar states) exist
only when experienced by a subject and therefore have a first-person
ontology—an unfelt thalamocortical state fails the existence condition
for being pain. Re-anchoring the term “pain” to that unfelt state is not
an ontological reduction of pain; it is a redefinition that abandons the
condition Searle himself treated as essential. The move does not show a
physical/chemical process standing in for, or being identified with, the
subjective phenomenon; it severs the link by changing what the word
picks out so that the first-person requirement no longer applies.

Searle’s surrounding argument treats the example as something we
could do by redefinition (parallel to redefining solidity in micro-
structural terms) and then chooses not to, because it would strip the
concept of its point. Your reading shows that, given the earlier existence
condition, the example is not coherently available even as a didactic
option for reducing the subjective phenomenon. It is available only by
first dropping or suspending the claim that pain exists only when felt.
That is a verbal switch rather than a reduction that preserves the
phenomenon while relocating its criteria.



The passage therefore does more than illustrate an unwanted further
consequence of reduction; the hypothetical itself is already ruled out by
the definition Searle has placed on the table. This leaves the text
without a consistent, in-principle account of how an ontological
reduction of the subjective state could proceed without contradicting
its own existence condition. The causal-reduction claim remains
untouched, but the specific didactic use of the unfelt neural state as a
candidate for re-anchored “pain” is undercut by the earlier definition.

%

AK: Now, specifically regarding the causal-reduction claim, does John
Searle provide a consistent, in-principle account of how a causal-
reduction could be accomplished; an in-principle account of how lower-
level brain processes cause subjective, first-person states?

*

Al: No.

Searle asserts that lower-level brain processes cause and realize
conscious states (as higher-level features of the brain), treating this as
an established empirical fact supported by neuroscience and by analogy
with other biological phenomena. He does not, however, supply a
consistent in-principle account of how those processes produce the
first-person qualitative states. He explicitly notes that the precise
mechanisms remain unknown and treats the “how” as an open
scientific question rather than a question he has answered. The causal-
reduction claim therefore remains an assertion that the causation
occurs, not an explanation of the manner in which it occurs.

*



AK: Is it, in fact, an established empirical fact supported by
neuroscience that lower-level brain processes cause and realize
conscious states (as higher-level features of the brain)?

%

Al: Not in the strong sense Searle claims.

Neuroscience has established robust correlations between certain
patterns of brain activity and conscious states, and it has shown that
disrupting those patterns typically disrupts or abolishes the
corresponding conscious experiences. These findings support the view
that the relevant neurobiological processes are necessary for
consciousness in humans and other animals.

They do not, however, establish as an empirical fact that those
processes cause and realize conscious states as higher-level system
features in the precise ontological sense Searle asserts. The detailed
causal mechanisms remain unknown, the hard problem is unsolved, and
the interpretation of the correlations as bottom-up causation plus
realization is a theoretical posit rather than a completed empirical
demonstration. Searle’s stronger claim therefore rests on a
philosophical reading of the available evidence, not on a fully settled
scientific result.

%

AK: Thus, is it fair to say that Searle’s assertion that lower-level brain
processes cause and realize conscious states (as higher-level features of
the brain) is, strictly speaking, a theoretical posit, not an established
empirical fact?

%



Al: Yes.

AK: In John Searle’s essay Biological Naturalism, is it generally accurate
to say that the two most important components of Searle’s theory are
the causal reduction and the ontological reduction?

*

Al: Yes, generally accurate.

The essay’s central theoretical claims are (1) the causal reducibility of
conscious states to lower-level brain processes (they are caused by and
realized in those processes as higher-level features) and (2) the
ontological irreducibility of those states (their first-person qualitative
ontology cannot be eliminated or redefined away). The discussion of
ontological reduction appears largely in order to explain why the causal
reduction does not, and should not, yield the further step of ontological
reduction by redefinition.

%

AK: To recap and summarize what we have been discussing: Searle’s
claim of the causal reducibility of consciousness is a theoretical posit
and not an established empirical fact. And Searle’s hypothetical
ontological reduction is ruled out by the definitions Searle has placed
on the table, leaving the text without a consistent, in-principle account
of how an ontological reduction of the subjective state could proceed
without contradicting its own existence condition?

%

Al: Yes.



AK: Would it be fair to say, given what we have established, that since
Searle’s claim of causal reduction is a theoretical posit and not an
empirical fact, and since his hypothetical ontological reduction is invalid
in its current form, that we are therefore left only with Searle’s primary
thesis itself, that all mental phenomena are caused by lower-level
neurobiological processes in the brain and are higher-level features of
the brain system?

%

Al: No.

The statement you call the “primary thesis” is the causal-reduction
claim (mental phenomena are caused by lower-level neurobiological
processes and are higher-level features of the brain). That claim has
already been identified as a theoretical posit rather than an established
empirical fact, and the essay supplies no consistent in-principle account
of how the causation and realization occur. The difficulties with the
ontological-reduction discussion do not leave that posit standing as an
unproblematic residue; they leave the essay’s central positive assertion
still unsupported by either a completed empirical demonstration or a
coherent explanatory account of the mechanism.

%

AK: | think you misunderstood my meaning. | meant, since neither the
causal nor ontological reduction claims are validly substantiated, and
since the ontology hypothetical has been determined to be, in a sense,
positively eliminated (the hypothetical cannot stand under Searle’s
stated definitions), that regarding Searle’s positive assertions that



remain, this leaves us only with the singular claim, unsubstantiated,
that all mental phenomena (from tickles and pains to complex
thoughts) are caused by lower-level neurobiological processes in the
brain and are higher-level features of the brain system. Do you
understand what | am trying to say?

%

Al: Yes, | understand.

You are saying that once the causal-reduction claim is recognized as an
unsubstantiated theoretical posit (lacking both empirical establishment
and an in-principle account of the mechanism) and the ontological-
reduction hypothetical is set aside as inconsistent with Searle’s own
existence condition, the only positive assertion that remains standing in
the essay is the bare claim that mental phenomena are caused by
lower-level neurobiological processes and are higher-level features of
the brain system—and that this claim itself is left unsubstantiated.

%

AK: Is it fair to summarize Searle’s paper in this way?

*

Al: Partially fair, with an important qualification.

It is fair as a summary of the status of the central theoretical claims
about reduction after the difficulties we have identified: the causal
claim remains an unsubstantiated posit, the ontological-reduction
illustration is inconsistent with the earlier existence condition, and what
is left of that specific argumentative core is the bare assertion that



mental phenomena are caused by lower-level brain processes and are
higher-level features of the brain.

It is not fair as a summary of the essay as a whole. The paper also
contains a working definition of consciousness, an account of its
essential features (qualitativeness, ontological subjectivity, unity,
intentionality), arguments against dualism and certain forms of
materialism, and the claim that an epistemically objective science of an
ontologically subjective domain is possible. Those elements remain
even after the reduction-related tensions are noted. The reduction
discussion is central, but it is not the entirety of the text.

%

AK: So, regarding Searle’s two central theoretical claims of causal and
ontological reduction, it is fair to say that after the difficulties we have
identified: the causal claim remains an unsubstantiated posit, the
ontological-reduction illustration is inconsistent with the earlier
existence condition, and what is left of that specific argumentative core
is the bare assertion that mental phenomena are caused by lower-level
brain processes and are higher-level features of the brain?

%

Al: Yes.
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