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This article explores Daniel Dennett’s commitment to methodological naturalism in his theory of
consciousness. As one of the most complex philosophical and scientific puzzles, consciousness has

Consciousness long been a point of contention between naturalist and non-naturalist perspectives. Through his
Methodological naturalism “Multiple Drafts” model, Dennett critiques views that regard consciousness as a unified, central-
Qualia ized experience. By rejecting the “Cartesian Theater” metaphor, Dennett sees consciousness as the
Multiple drafts theory

result of parallel and multiple processes in the brain that are continuously revised without a central

. processor. Furthermore, Dennett seeks to present an entirely naturalistic theory of consciousness
Corresponding author

Javad Darvish Aghajani, Assistant
Professor, Institute for Science
and Technology Studies (ISTS),
Shahid Beheshti University, Teh-
ran, Iran

by denying the phenomenological aspect of consciousness and emphasizing the illusory nature of
these experiences. This article first reviews the background and precise definitions of methodolog-
ical and metaphysical naturalism to evaluate Dennett’s position. Methodological naturalism posits
that the only valid method for acquiring knowledge is through the natural sciences. In contrast,
metaphysical naturalism asserts that only entities within the realm of natural phenomena are real.
A key point is that naturalism, in contrast to positivism, does not impose a priori limitations or
Email: J_darvishaghajani@sbu.ac.ir criteria on science. Instead, naturalism adapts to scientific discoveries, expanding or narrowing
metaphysical scope based on these findings. Thus, methodological naturalism takes precedence
over metaphysical naturalism, and one could argue that the core of naturalism is its methodological
aspect. In light of this, Dennett’s explanation of consciousness preemptively rejects the existence
of Qualia to align with metaphysical naturalism, considering them an illusion. In other words,
Dennett adopts an a priori metaphysical criterion, which contrasts with the fundamental premise
of methodological naturalism. Methodological naturalism requires the scientific investigation of
all phenomena, including consciousness. This article argues that Dennett’s approach does not fully

adhere to the core principles of naturalism, which are grounded in scientific methods, and that his

d | doiorg/10.30514/icss.26.4.76 theory ultimately aligns more closely with a positivist stance than a truly naturalistic one.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Consciousness is one of the most profound and complex is something humanity does not even know how to think
mysteries of existence. Despite being a naturalist phi- about”. While Dennett claims to have addressed this is-
losopher, Daniel Dennett acknowledges this complexity, sue (a point that will be discussed later), he emphasizes

stating, “Consciousness is the last remaining mystery. It the lack of consensus on a definition of consciousness.
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The key step in resolving the problem is first to agree
on what exactly needs to be defined. A notable attempt
at this is Thomas Nagel’s 1974 (2) “What Is It Like to
Be a Bat?” Nagel argues that consciousness (specifical-
ly phenomenal consciousness) is tied to the first-person
perspective, whereas science, rooted in physicalism,
explains phenomena from a third-person perspective.
As a result, Nagel claims that explaining the subjective
quality of consciousness through science is inherently
impossible.

However, many philosophers and scientists, particularly
in cognitive science and neuroscience—such as Dennett,
Bernard Baars, Francis Crick, and Gerald Edelman—be-
lieve that consciousness can be explained while main-
taining a naturalistic framework. Dennett’s perspective
will be explored in detail.

The Multiple Drafts Model of Consciousness

Daniel Dennett’s approach (1), blending neuroscience
and philosophy, rejects the view of consciousness as a
unified, centralized experience in the brain, a notion he
refers to as the “Cartesian theater”. This metaphor, drawn
from Descartes’ philosophy, suggests a specific location
in the brain where unconscious experiences become con-
scious, with a “self” acting as a spectator. Dennett argues
this concept is flawed and misleading, affecting not only
dualists but also some materialists.

Based on neurological data, Dennett contends that the
brain does not operate like a computer’s CPU with a cen-
tral processor. Despite different sensory inputs—such as
sound and image—reaching the brain simultaneously, we
still perceive them as a unified experience. If the Carte-
sian theater existed, we would experience sensory inputs
as fragmented based on their arrival times, but this is not
how consciousness works.

Dennett proposes the “multiple drafts” model of con-
sciousness to counter the Cartesian theater metaphor. In

this view, consciousness is not a centralized process but

a dynamic and distributed one. He argues that sensory in-
puts, which he calls “informational states”, are processed
in parallel by different brain parts. The brain actively ed-
its and revises these inputs, which leads to the perception
of a cohesive experience. Many cognitive experiments
that reveal perceptual delays or errors in humans are, ac-
cording to Dennett, the result of these ongoing revisions.
In essence, Dennett’s model portrays consciousness as an
ongoing, flexible process rather than a fixed, centralized
event in the brain.

Dennett argues that the brain’s processes of editing and
revising experiences occur without external agents, as
physicalism denies anything outside the brain performing
these functions. Different versions of experiences com-
pete, and the dominant one becomes available for con-
scious behavior, similar to how a person gains fame by
standing out.

A significant critique of Dennett’s “multiple drafts” mod-
el is its failure to explain qualia—the subjective, qualita-
tive aspect of consciousness. While the model accounts
for “access consciousness” (the ability to report mental
states), it does not address phenomenal consciousness, as
David Chalmers points out.

Dennett acknowledges this limitation but sees it as a
strength of his theory’s naturalistic rigor. He argues that
qualia, the self, and first-person experiences are illusions
and dedicates much of consciousness explained to dis-
missing them. He elaborates on this in his essay Quining

Qualia.

Methods

This article begins by delineating the distinctions be-
tween methodological and metaphysical naturalism to
assess Dennett’s position.

Naturalism has gained prominence across various
branches of philosophy, including the philosophy of re-

ligion, ethics, mind, and language, becoming a dominant
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approach. However, as Papineau notes, there is no uni-
versally agreed-upon definition of naturalism. Despite
this, early proponents of naturalism had a relatively clear
understanding of how their ideas differed from positiv-
ism, and their concerns remain influential.

Two key forms of naturalism are often distinguished:
Methodological Naturalism: The view that the only val-
id way to acquire knowledge in all fields is through the
methods of the natural sciences.

Metaphysical naturalism: The belief that only entities
within the spatiotemporal realm are real.

Naturalism emerged as a response to positivism and is
primarily an epistemological theory. Early naturalists like
Wilfrid Sellars and W.V.O. Quine sought to apply scien-
tific methods universally, including in philosophy. Un-
like positivism, which imposed pre-established criteria
on science, naturalism allows science complete freedom,
adjusting its scope according to scientific discoveries.
Naturalism’s boundaries expand or contract in accor-
dance with scientific advancements rather than dictating
terms to science.

If naturalism relies on scientific methodology, then a key
question for naturalism is defining the scientific meth-
od. Philosophers such as the Vienna Circle, Karl Popper,
Thomas Kuhn, and Imre Lakatos have explored this is-
sue, but none fully aligned their theories with the diverse
range of scientific fields, from physics to neuroscience.
Consequently, many contemporary philosophers favor a
pragmatic approach, defining the scientific method as the
common practice of scientists. Kim adds that the method

must be “lawful” and “objective” to be valid.

Results

Dennett critiques both dualist and materialist views
that accept the Cartesian theater metaphor, arguing that
current scientific methods are inadequate for explain-

ing consciousness. In the opening of consciousness ex-

plained, he states that science cannot yet provide a theory
of consciousness—not because of missing assumptions
or the need for expanded metaphysics, but because the
mystery of consciousness engulfs neuroscience itself.
Although grounded in physicalism, neuroscience alone
cannot explain consciousness. According to Dennett, we
need a shift in thinking to approach consciousness sci-
entifically.

Dennett argues that explaining consciousness scientifi-
cally requires not only relying on data but also adhering
to naturalistic metaphysics, rejecting vague or unachiev-
able entities. In line with metaphysical naturalism, only
aspects of consciousness compatible with this view are
scientifically explainable. At the same time, those that
fall outside spatiotemporal reality are regarded as illu-
sions and should be dismissed.

Dennett’s theory, as outlined above, seems more aligned
with positivism than naturalism. Logical positivists
sought to purify language from concepts that were not
empirically testable, imposing philosophical-logical
constraints on science. In contrast, naturalists adopt a
pragmatic, a posteriori approach to entities, accepting
scientific assumptions such as numbers and sets without
discarding them.

While Dennett aims to align his theory with metaphysi-
cal naturalism by going beyond the methods used by sci-
entists, he ends up opposing methodological naturalism.
Most philosophers and scientists believe that scientific
work must adhere to methodological naturalism but not
necessarily to metaphysical naturalism. In other words,
a scientist may personally believe in supernatural enti-
ties but remain bound by scientific methods and meth-
odological naturalism in their work. This allows them
to study phenomena like consciousness and qualia from
a third-person perspective. Most neuroscientists follow
this approach, maintaining methodological naturalism in

their research while not denying the existence of qualia at
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an ontological level or attempting to explain it.

A potential critique arises concerning how qualia, as
a first-person phenomena, can be explained from a
third-person perspective. Dennett’s use of third-person
language in describing scientific methods may address
this issue. Similarly, when Kim emphasizes objectivity
as a criterion for scientific methods, he touches on the
same problem.

John Searle’s fourfold distinction helps clarify this cri-
tique. Searle argues that something ontologically subjec-
tive can still be examined epistemologically in an objec-
tive manner. For instance, ontologically objective things
like mountains and trees are typically examined objec-
tively (by measuring size or weight) but can also be eval-
uated subjectively (when discussing their beauty). Onto-
logically subjective phenomena, such as consciousness,
can similarly be studied both subjectively (e.g., self-re-
porting pain) and objectively (e.g., through psychological
interviews, neural signals, or brain structures analyzed by

neuroscientists and archaeologists).

Conclusion

While seen as a key naturalistic approach to conscious-
ness, Dennett’s theory deviates from methodological
naturalism by prioritizing ontological naturalism and by-
passing the scientific method. This undermines the core
principles of naturalism, as methodological naturalism,
rooted in scientific inquiry, should logically precede on-
tological claims. Dennett’s stance thus fails to fully align

with the foundational tenets of naturalism.
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