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“Consciousness” is not a label for something
that we directly perceive in the world.
It is an interpretation of our naive perception of
the world, which emerged in response to 17th
Century scientific theories.
Linguistic evidence from Wilkes (1988) supports
this account.
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Naive Realism





NAIVE Realism

Naive Realism

Simple realistic approach to the properties of
the world.
Believe that the colour, sound, taste and smell
of objects is present in the objects.
Red is a property of the flower.
The sound, smell and taste of the bee is a
property of the bee.
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Naive Realists



Naive realists accept the world as it appears to
them.
Some naive realists:





Most adults most of the time as they go about day to
day life
Children
Anyone from a time, place or culture without a
sophisticated conception of the physical world.

Consciousness is Not Present in the
Naively Perceived World






The Naively Perceived World Without
Consciousness

In the naively perceived world we see coloured
objects, hear sounds, taste food, etc.
Consciousness is not perceived.
Distinction between awake, asleep etc., but
modern concept of consciousness is not
synonymous with “wakefulness” or “perceiving
the world”.
Introspection does not reveal consciousness
either - although we might have self-knowledge,
thoughts about thoughts, etc.

Consciousness is an Interpretation of
the Naively Perceived World





While we have words for red, birdsong, and so
on, there is no need for a concept or word for
consciousness in the naively perceived world.
“Consciousness” is not a label for something
that we see in the world around us.
I will argue that consciousness is a way of
interpreting the naively perceived world.

Ancient Science Without the Concept
of Consciousness


Wilkes (1988):




ANCIENT Science



No word for consciousness in the English language
prior to the 17th Century.
No word for consciousness in Ancient Greek or
Chinese.

Why was the concept of consciousness absent
before the 17th Century?
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Early Theories about the World




Invisible Explanations

The naively perceived world has regularities.
Some are explained using invisible entities
For example:




Gods.
Elements: earth, air fire and water.
Concentric spheres (explain movements of sun,
planets and stars).

Invisible Explanations

Invisible Explanations

Invisible Explanations

Early Invisible Entities





Many invisible entities were only contingently
invisible, not invisible in principle.
In theory one could touch the heavenly spheres,
go up Mount Olympus and meet the gods, or
separate a given piece of matter into earth, air,
fire and water.
These invisible entities are invisible in the same
way that a cat inside a box is invisible.
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Early Invisible Explanations






Did not lead to a concept of consciousness
because they had little or no impact on naive
realism.
Did not account for perception in a systematic
way.
Did not alter most people’s opinion that red was
a property of objects in the world.
Ancient Greek atomism is a possible exception
– will cover this later.

Rise of Science in the 17th Century






Atoms and forces become the primary reality.
Development of mathematical descriptions of
the physical world.
Systematic testing of scientific theories.
Development of technological apparatus –
microscope, telescope, air pump, etc.
Sophisticated accounts of perception based on
particle and wave theories of light.

Primary and Secondary Qualities





The S CIENTIFIC
Revolution

Primary and Secondary Qualities





Distinction popularized by Locke (1690) in
response to the new scientific theories about
the world.
Primary qualities: motion, shape, solidity,
number, extension.
Secondary qualities: power of objects to
produce sensations in us, such as colour, smell,
taste etc.

Primary and Secondary Qualities

The physical world consists of atoms and the
void (and possibly forces, such as gravity and
magnetism).
Primary qualities are properties of the physical
world.
Sensations are produced in us by the actions of
the physical world on our bodies (secondary
qualities).
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Emergence of the Concept of
Consciousness





The colourful sensations had to go somewhere!
They became ideas, properties of the mind.
Descartes – thinking substance.
Locke: “Consciousness is the perception of
what passes in a man’s own mind. ” (Locke
(1690/1997), p. 118)

Now I say that whenever I conceive any material or corporeal
substance, I immediately feel the need to think of it as bounded,
and as having this or that shape; as being large or small in relation
to other things, and in some specific place at any given time; as
being in motion or at rest; as touching or not touching some other
body; and as being one in number, or few, or many. From these
conditions I cannot separate such a substance by any stretch of my
imagination. But that it must be white or red, bitter or sweet, noisy
or silent, and of sweet or foul odour, my mind does not feel
compelled to bring in as necessary accompaniments. Without the
senses as our guides, reason or imagination unaided would
probably never arrive at qualities like these. Hence I think that
tastes, odours, colors, and so on are no more than mere names so
far as the object in which we place them is concerned, and that
they reside only in the consciousness. Hence if the living creature
were removed, all these qualities would be wiped away and
annihilated. But since we have imposed on them special names,
distinct from those of the other and real qualities mentioned
previously, we wish to believe that they really exist as different from
those.
Galilei (1623/1957), p. 274
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Further Developments in Physics






Over the last 300 years, we have developed
theories about wave-particles, multidimensional
superstrings, etc.
Primary qualities, such as movement and
shape, cannot be attributed to the fundamental
constituents of the physical world.
The physical world is a source of signals – not
something that has primary qualities (Russell
1927).

17th Century Science

Development of our Understanding
of the Brain




Over the last 70 years we have greatly
increased our understanding of the brain.
Signals from the physical world are processed
by the senses into spiking patterns in the brain.
These spiking patterns are thought to be
correlated with consciousness.

Modern Physics
The physical
world is a source
of signals that
cannot be directly
perceived.

Science of Consciousness

Modern Neuroscience
The body is a
source of signals
that cannot be
directly perceived.

The brain is a
source of signals
that cannot be
directly perceived
and is correlated
with consciousness.
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Evidence from Wilkes


Wilkes (1988):







No word for consciousness in the English language
prior to the 17th Century.
No word for consciousness in Ancient Greek or
Chinese.

Ancient Greek Atomism





A NCIENT Greek
Atomism

Wilkes takes this as evidence that
consciousness is not a natural kind.
This linguistic evidence is also consistent with
the view that the naively perceived world is a
natural kind, which has been reinterpreted as
consciousness in response to the rise of
science.

Possible counterexample is Ancient Greek
Atomism – Democritus, Leucippus, Epicurus,
Lucretius.
The physical world consists of atoms and the
void.
Perceived qualities (red, bitterness, etc.) are
attributed to interactions between atoms and the
body.

Ancient Greek Atomism





Democritus: “By convention sweet and by
convention bitter, by convention hot, by
convention cold, by convention colour; but in
reality atoms and void.” (Taylor 1999, p. 9)
Similar to the atomism of the 17th Century
But Wilkes (1988) argues that there is no word
for consciousness in Ancient Greek.

Ancient Greek Atomism


Number of possible reasons why Ancient Greek
atomism did not lead to the emergence of a
theory of consciousness:







Minor theory with many complications.
Better theories around (Plato, Aristotle).
Could not be experimentally tested.
Lacked technological developments, such as the
microscope.
Failure of Aristotelianism led people to become
interested in atomism (Henry 2008).

C ONCLUSIONS
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Emergence of the Concept of
Consciousness





Naive Realism

“Consciousness” is not a label for something
that we directly perceive in the world.
It is a reinterpretation of our naive perception of
the world, which emerged in response to 17th
Century scientific theories.
Linguistic evidence from Wilkes (1988) supports
this account.

Consciousness and the Physical
World

Open Questions
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Whether other traditions have developed a
similar concept of consciousness without a
scientific interpretation of the physical world.
Whether other traditions have developed a
sophisticated conception of the physical world
without a corresponding concept of
consciousness.
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More Information






Slides:
www.davidgamez.eu/talks/
Papers related to this material:
www.davidgamez.eu/publications/
Feel free to contact me if you have any questions:
david@davidgamez.eu.
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