
Dfáfogos 76 (2000), pp. 65-83. 

NATURALIZING QUALJA, DESTROYING QUALIA. 

D lANA I. PÉREZ 

In recent years a host of philosophers have been engaged in giving a 
naturalized account of almost everything: epistemology justification, 

1 

reason, moral properties, meaning, mental content, propositional atti
tudes, phenomenal properties of experience (i.e. qualia), etc. However, 
it is not quite clear what a naturalized explanation of something has to 
look like. Thirty years ago Quine introduced the expression "Naturalized , 
Epistemology as the title of a paper that produced a great change in the 
way that certain philosophical problems were to be .thought about. He 
was worried about the stagnation of the discipline concerned with the 
foundations of scientific knowledge, and urged us to "naturalize" it. His 
proposal consisted of rethinking epistemology as a chapter of psychol
ogy. He said: 

Epistemology, or something like it, simply falls into place as a chapter 
of psychology and hence of natural science. It studies a natural phe
nomenon, viz., a physical human subject1 ... Epistemology in its new 
setting ... is contained in natural science, as a chapter of psychology. But 
the old containment remains valid too, in its way .... There is thus a re
ciproca! containment. .. : epistemology in natural science and natural sci
ence in epistemology. 2 

In my opinion, one of the main claims of Quine's attempt to natural
ize epistemology is the idea that knowledge constitutes a corpus where 
we have to include both empirical knowledge and philosophical knowl-

1 Quine (1969) p . 82. In p. 26 be adds: "Knowledge, mind and m~aning are part 
of the same world that they have to do with, and ... they are to be studied in the same 
empirical spirit that animares natural science. There is no place for a prior philoso
phy." 

2 Quine (1969), p. 83. 
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edge side by side. The thesis is that these two kinds of knowledge are 
not different in na tu re. From this fact follows, according to Quine, a the
sis about the relationship between two disciplines, an empirical o ne, -
psycho logy -, and a philosophical one, -epistemology. It affirms that 
both disciplines deal with the same entity: our human knowledge. The 
consequence that was drawn beyond Quine was that philosophical con
cepts such as justification and in general all no rmative notions have to be 
eliminated -i.e. that the ir existence has to be denied- or reduced to the 
language of empirical sciences. Such a reduction could be achieved by 
means of a defmition of normative terms appealing only to descriptive 
terms, or by means of an intertheoretic reductio n between two theo-
ries, the no rmative one and the descriptive o ne .3 · 

This naturalizing spirit has been generalized and applied to different 
areas: the philosophy of mind, semantics, ethics, etc. The commo n fea
ture that underlined the diverse attempts to naturalize different subjec ts 
was the assumption of the existence of a continuity between scientific 
knowledge and philosophical knowledge.4 But when the time comes to 
unaturalize" a given item, what many philosophers usually do is develop a 
philóso phical theo ry, containing substantive philosophical theses, de
fended with typical philosophical arguments, with the addition of sorne 
info rmation coming from different sciences. The following examples are 
cases of this strategy concerning recent naturalizing attempts in different 
areas. 

David Papineau, in his Philosopbical Naturalt'sm, tries to defend a 
naturalist point of view about different philosophical subjects. Although 
he recognizes that there is no consensus about the meaning of the word 
unaturalism", he develops a naturalist position build upon three different 
philosophical theses: (1) physicalism; (2) the rejection of dualism as an 
answer to the mind-body problem; and (3) an externa list approach to 
epistemology. ]erry Fodor unfolds his "naturalized semantics" as "a the
ory of content that is both physicalistic and a tomistic". s The key to his 
naturalized semantics consists in finding a natural link in order to relate 
each representation with its reference: the causal re lation. Finally, Dret-

3 This conclusion is drawn by the majority of Quine's commentators. See, for ex
ample, Almeder (1990); Maffie (1990) and Siegel 0997). 

4 See, for example, Maffie (1990); Papineau (1993). 

S Fodor (1990), p. 82. 
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ske, in his recent book Naturaliz ing the Mind,6 defends a naturalistic 
approach to the mental by developing the "Representational Thesis", 
which has two parts. The first one affirms that all mental facts are repre
sentational facts, and the second one states that all representational facts 
are facts about informational functions. In the rest of the book, he de
velops these two theses drawing consequences about sorne classical 
philosophical issues such as consciousness, introspection and qualia, 
and neglects the expression "to naturalize". 

As we can see, it is not quite clear what the connection between all 
these naturalized accounts of different things is, nor even what the 
shared features that make all of them cases of naturalized theories are. 
The situation among all these naturalizing attempts is even worse be
cause not only is it ill-defined what it means to naturalize something but 
because there is a confusion also as to what kind of items are those that 
are waiting for a naturalization . As I have said above, the naturalizing 
program proposed by Quine had two parts: in the first place, it seems 
that the ite ms that we have to naturalize are disciplines, like epistemol
ogy; but, in the second place, there are sorne items that are to be con
sidered as part of the natural order, like knowledge, meaning and mind, 
and that is the reason why the disciplines that deal with them are to be 
naturalized; hence , to naturalize epistemology is simply to give a natural
istic account of knowledge. Therefore, it seems that what we can do with 
a naturalistic spirit is either to naturalize a given discipline or to give a 
naturalistic account of certain objects that surround us. But what about 
o ther kinds of items such as intentionality, propositional attitudes con
tent, qualia, justification? These are philosophical concepts and it is far 
from obvious that we have to treat them as natural objects. What are we 
supposed to do in order to naturalize a philosophical notion?' I think 
that an answer to this question is not quite clear in the majority of the re
cent naturalizing attempts. And this ambiguity is a source of confusions. 
1 will try to clarify this question for the case of qualia. 

If we consider the qualia naturalizing attempts, we can raise the fol
lowing question: What, exactly, is the thing that is going to be natural
ized? 1 think there are two different answers to this question. First, by 

6 Dretske (1995). 
7 Note that we could also include in the list of "philosophical notio ns" concepts 

like k.nowledge and mind when v.-e consider them within the framework of a philo
sophical theory (1 owe this point to Eduardo Rabossi). 
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the word "qua/id' we can refer to a certain kind of properties possess
ing those specific characteristics that philosoph.ers have postulated. 
Qualia, following the standard philosophical conceptions, are second 
order properties of mental states, that are intrinsic, non-relational, inef
fable, subjective, prívate, etc. In the next section 1 shall explain each of 
these clusters of features. Secondly, we can sustain that "qua/id' refers to 
a particular kind of phenomena in the world, to certain data of our own 
experience, certain states that everyone is aware of, no matter what our 
profession is. All of us, philosophers or not, know that we have certain 
experiences, that we have pains, that we are thirsty, etc.s 1 believe that it 
is not quite clear which of these two kinds of things have to be natural
ized. 

In this paper 1 will examine three different naturalistic accounts of 
qualia: namely Churchland's, Dennetrs and Dretske's. 1 shall try to show 
that these quite different ways of naturalizing qualia consist in giving a 
scientifically adequate explanation of the many different phenomena that 
constitute our common sense mental life: our visual experiences, sensa
tions, itchings, smells, tastes, e tc. As a result of constructing such expla
nations, they destroy the first kind of entities 1 have mentioned above, 
the philosophical conception of qualia. But this is exactly what a natu
ralizing program was expected to do. What we have to do, within this 
framework, is to give rise to scientific explanations of the many phenom 
ena that usually appear in the discussions about qualia, like color sensa
tions, tastes, smells, pains, etc. and, in so doing, thereby eliminating the 
philosophers construction that the tradition has labeled with the word 
"qualia ~~. In what follows I shall examine three different attempts to 
"naturalize qualia'~ and 1 will show that each of them, in one way or an
other, destroy qualia by trying to naturalize them. But before proceed-

8 Keeping this distinction in mind, we can interpret an elirninativist pos itio n 
about qua/ia as the thes is that there ís nothing in the world that satisfies all the 
properties that philosophers attribute to "qualia", but this does not involve the 
claim that we do not have pains, that we are not thirsty, that we do not experience 
red things, etc. This distinction, however, is not clear in the majority of the recent 
literarure about qualia. For example, we can have a better understanding of the con
troversia! paper "Quining Qualia" by D. Dennett by adopting the distinction 1 pro
posed . But 1 think that Dennert did not consider this d istinction while writing his ar
ticle ; and that is why he starts it with the following statement: '"Qualia' is an unfamil
iar term for something that could not be more familia r to each of us: the way tbings 
seem to u.s" (Dennett (1988), p. 519). It is not only a te rminological problem; it is a 
problem about what kinds of things exist in the world . 
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ing, 1 shall explain what qualia are, according to the philosophical tradi
tion. 

What are qualia? The philosophers' answer 
The philosophical tradition recognizes four clusters of properties 

that qualia possess. The first cluster of properties attributed to qualia 
are their non-relationality, and hence its non-functionalizability. Qualia -
it is said- are intrinsic, monadic properties of (at least sorne ot) our men
tal states, and that is the reason why they cannot be functionalized.9 The 
philosophical intuitions about the inverted spectrum are behind this 
claim. The idea is that if we are exactly alike in our dispositions to act, it 
could not be possible either to verify, or to reject the claim that we have 
different qualia given the same objective situation in front of us. Two 
people10 could have exactly the same dispositions to react to different 
objects, for example, to say in front of an apple that it is red, or in front 
of the grass that it is green; to react adversely to red things, etc., but in 
spite of that, to have the associated qualitative states reversed. If this is 
the case, each time that 1 sincere! y say: "1 see a red thing", 1 have a red 
experience, but whenever you utter those words, standing in the same 
place that 1 am, with the same environment, you have a green experi
ence. This intuition of the inverted spectrum was raised first by John 
Locke, but it is nowadays a common objection to every functionalist ac
count of the mind. Functionalism, as is well known, affirms that every 
mental state has to be identified with a certain functional state, i.e. a state 
characterized by its causes and effects. But if the inverted spectrum is . 
possible, one cannot distinguish two different qualitative states by their 
different effects; they could give rise to exactly the same behavior. From 
this possibility it follows (1) that qualia could not be functionalized, and 
(2) that qualia are epiphenomenal, i.e. that they do not have behavioral 
consequences .11 

9 Block, for example, affirms: "[qualia arel the phenomenaJ character of con
scious experience that goes beyond the intentional, the cognitive and the func
tional." Block 0995), p. 19. 

lO Or the same person at different times, if we deal with the intrapersonal instead 
of the interpersonal inverted spectrum, that I shall not consider in this paper. 

11 Fodor and Block 0972); Harman 0990); Churchland (1981), p. 23, also char
acterize qualia as the intrinsic pro perties of our experience. For a compatibilist ac
count between functionalism and qualia see: Shoemaker (1991); Kim 0996), pp. 175-
6. 
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Secondly, qualia have a peculiar relation with language: they are sup
posed to be ineffable. They cannot be labeled with our public, shared 
language.12 The main idea here is that someone who has not experie nced 
a given qualia, cannot understand what is it like to have it by means of a 
verbal communication people who have had the experience. Unless you 
had eaten blueberries, you shall not understand what it is like to taste 
blueberries, because the only thing that everybody will tell you is that 
you will experience the blueberry flavor. It is impossible to give a de
scription of an experience to someone who hasn't have it yet. 

The third feature of qualia is that they are priva te, 13 subjective: 14 they 
are "properties of sensations and perceptual states ... the properties that 
give them their qualitative or phenomenal character - those that deter
mine 'what it is like' to have them" .15 The philosopher that has high
lighted this property of our mental life was Thomas Nagel with his re
flections about a bat's mental life. Recall Nagel's bat: only a bat could 
have a bat's feelings, or a bat's sensations. What it is like to be a bat is the 
particular way in which the bat experiences things. Each of us has a sub
jective point of view from which we experience the world. And this 
subjective point of view cannot be described from the third person 
perspective (the objective perspective); it has to be captured from an 
essentially first person point of view. 

The last cluster of characteristics that qualia possess are epistemo
logical. Qualia are known in a way that nothing else in the world is 
known.16 We have a direct or privileged, or infallible access to our own 
qualta. We know the qualitative properties of our experience not by the 
same mechanisms we use to know the externa! world, namely, externa! 
observation. Instead, we know them by a different kind of mechanism, 
an "inner" observation; exercised with an "inner sense", our "mind's 
eye". "lntrospection" is the philosophers' word for this special kind of 
observation, the perception of our own internal, subjective, prívate, in
trinsic, qualitative mental states.17 

12 Dennett (1988), p . 522; Block (1990), p. 55, Loar 0990), p . 81. 

13 Denneu (1988), p . 522. 

14 Nagel (1974); Lycan (1990); Kim (1996), p . 157 and pp. 162-4. 
15 Shoernaker (1991), p. 507. 
16 jackson (1982). 
17 Loar 0990), p. 81; Dennett (1988), pp. 522-3; Churchland 0981) p . 23. 
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Summing up, what philosophers are talking about when they discuss 
the existence of qualia are those second order properties of mental 
states that are intrinsic, non-relational, non-functionalizable, ineffable, 
prívate, subjective, and intimately or directly acquainted. The most 
popular examples of qualia are the reddish way in which a red apple 
appears to me, the doggish way in which a certain animal that 1 perceive 
looks tome or the painful way in which a certain sensation seems to me. 
Our five senses generate in us the kind of qualitative states we are dealing 
with in this paper: visual experiences, smells, tastes, and the like; but also 
our sensations, for example, our pains, itchings, thirsty sensations, have a· 
qualitative character. The question is whether we should accept that these 
states have all the properties that philosophers have attributed to them. 

Up to this point I have tried to make clear what kind of things are 
those that sorne philosophers proposed to "naturalize". In what follows 
1 will present three different attempts to naturalize qualia: Churchland's, 
Dretske's and Dennett's. 1 will try to show that all of them reach their 
objective by destroying the philosophers' notion of qualia. Therefore, it 
seems that the only way we have to save our subjective experience, 
within a naturalistic framework, is by destroying qualia. 

Churchland's account of qualia 

Churchland propases the following definition: "'Qualia' is a philoso
pher's term of art denoting those intrinsic or monadic properties of our 
sensations discriminated in introspection."l8 But, according to 
Churchland, the intrinsic properties we know by introspection, and that 
allow us to identify the psychological state we are having are identical 
with physical properties in our brains.19 Therefore, Churchland holds: 
" ... the explication of the nature of qualia does not reside in the doma in 
of psychology .... the nature of specific qualia will be revealed by neuro
physiology, neurochemistry and neurophysics."20 Churchland is also de
fending a realist approach to qualia: a "scientific realist approach" 21 Ac
cording to Churchland 0981) qualia could be functionalized, and hence 
a physical property of our brain could play the causal role which is iden
tified with a given qualitative state. It is a reductionist approach to qualia 

18 Churchland (1981), p. 23. 
19 Churchland (1981), p. 30. 
20 Churchland (1981), p. 31. 
21 Churchland (1981), p. 31. 
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but it is not an eliminativist position because the existence of qualia 
need not be denied. That is the reason why Church,land holds that he is 
defending a scientific realist approach to qualia. 

Let us see if this account of qualia preserves the features that the 
philosophical tradition has attributed to them. Qualia are objective, 
physical properties of our brains, and hence they have objective causal 
properties.22 Thus, qualia are n ot epiphenomenal. Given that they have 
causal powers, they can be functionalized. From this point of view about 
the qualitative features of our experience, it follows that the first charac
teristic that the tradition used to attribute to qualia is not a property of 
the entities with which Churchland identifies them, i.e. sorne special 
properties of our brains. For, they are not epiphenomenal, they do have 
causal powers and affect our behavior, and so they could be considered 
the occupants of a certain causal-functional role. The second and third 
properties 1 have mentioned above, the ineffability and the subjectivity 
in Nagel's sense, are not properties of Churchland's qualia either. Given 
a mature neuroscience with a different -more accurate- vocabulary, 
qualia will be expressible in public (scientific) language. Qualia will be 
left without their ineffability. And their subjectivity (in Nagel's sense) 
too, because, as 1 said above, they will be just certain properties of our 
brains, and so they could be referred to by words of our third person, 
objective, scientific framework. 

The only feature of the phitosophical conception of qualia that 
Churchland preserves is the idea that the way we know them is different 
from our knowledge of the rest of things. But he gives an explanation 
which tries to reveal how introspection works, and why our knowledge 
of our own mental life is so different given that the object known (the 
brain) is as objective as any other thing in the world. Introspection is a 
kind of observation, in fact it is an observation of sorne interna! features 
of our own body. However, Churchland reminds us, every observation 
is theory laden.23 Therefore, in arder to observe our own interna! states 
we have to use an appropriate framework. And the framework we in
herited to describe our own interna! states is folk psychology. Folk psy
chology, according to Churchland, is a theory, a common sense theory 
that could be true or false. This theory is used to describe the knowledge 
that we manage about our own interna! states, but also to explain and 

22 Churchland (1985), p. 57; and Churchland (1981), pp. 29-30. 
23 Churchland (1989a), p. 228. 
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predict the future behavior of our fellows. Within this theory 
(Churchland 0979)), framework (Churchland (1986)), o r set of concepts, 
we could fmd a subset of concepts, the common sense mental con
cepts, that possess a different criterion of applicatio n between the first 
and the third person . The criterion we use to ascribe to other people a 
mental concept is their behavior, but it is no t this criterion the one we 
use to ascribe a mental concept to oneself. That is the reason why it is 
claimed that folk psychology is a first person account. Churchland says: 
"What makes an account a 11first-person account" is not the content of 
that account, but the fact that one has learned to use it as the vehicle of 
spontaneous conceptualization in introspection and self-description". 24 

But this framewo rk, as every conceptual framework we need to acquire 
knowledge, can be replaced by an alte rnative o ne. In the case of folk 
psychology it can be replaced by a third person, objective, natural ac
count, given by the neurosciences. Here we have Churchland's example: 
"Dopamine levels in the limbic system, the spinking frequencies in spe
cific neural pathways ... could be moved into the objective focus of our 
introspective discrimination ... We will of course have to learn the con
ceptual framewo rk of a matured neuroscience in o rder to pull this off. 
And we will have to practice its noninfe rential application" .25 But this 
change of framewo rk is a possible one. 

Thus, the only characteristic of qualia that Churchland redeems is the 
direct knowledge we have about them, but he ties this characteristic to a 
contingent fact: the fa ct that our folk psychological language has the 
concepts it has to describe our brain states. However, opposing the tra
ditional view, this first perso n access to qualia, this intimate connection 
with those properties, is not due to the special nature of these proper
ties, because they a re physical properties of our brains, and it is not due 
either to a peculiar faculty which we could have to "see" our inner states. 

24 Churchland (1986) p. 75 
25 And he also says "A marured and successful neuroscience need only include 

or prove able to define, a caxonomy of kind with a set of embedding laws that 
faithfully mimics the taxonomy and causal generalizations of jo/k psychology. 
Whether furure neuroscientific theories will prove able to do this is a wholly 
empirical question, not to be settled a priori." Both in Churchland C198S), p . 
SS. 
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Dretske's account of qualia 
Dretske defends a naturalistic theory of the rnind that he calls the 

"Representational Thesis". The representational thesis is constituted by 
the following claims: "(1) all mental facts are representational facts; (2) all 
representational facts are facts about representational functions"26 He 
defines "representation" as follows: "A system, S, represents a property, 
F, if and only if S has the function of indicating (providing information 
about) the F ofa certain domain of objects".27 The function of the sys
tem determines which information the system could carry.2B Each sys
tem has a function derived from its design. There are different sources 
of design, and, correspondingly, there are different kinds of representa
tions. If the designer is someone who has intentions and purposes, the 
representations generated are conventional; otherwise they are natural.29 
The senses, for example, have information-providing functions, derived 
from their evolutionary history. "The representations they [the senses] 
produce by way of carrying out their informational functions have a con
tent) something they' say or mean, that does not depend on the exis
tence of our purposes and intentions. This is why the senses -or mo re 
precisely, the interna! states (experiences, feelings) the senses produce 
by way of performing their function - have original intentionality, sorne-. 
thing they represent, say, or mean, that they do not get from us. That is 
why the perceptual representations in biological systems ... make the 
systems in which they occur conscious of the objects they represent. "30 

Mental states, according to Dretske, are natural representations, and 
mental representations could be divided into two groups: conceptual 
and non-conceptual representations. The first ones involve the ability to 
entertain concepts. Examples of conceptual representations are beliefs, 
desires, knowledge (thoughts); examples of non-conceptual representa
tions are those derived from sensorial awareness: smelling, seeing, etc. 

26 Dretske (1995), p. Xiü . 

27 Dretske (1995), p. 2. 

28 An information-providing function is something that can represent or misrep
resent the world . In this way, this notion captures the normative element of the men
tal. 

29 In Dretske's words: "When a thing's informational functions are derived from 
the intentions and purposes of its designers, builders, and users in this way, 1 call the 
resulting representations conventional. Representations that are not cor:tventional are 
natural 1 assume that there are naturally acquired functions and, thus, natural repre
sentations. 1 do not argue for this, I assume it" (p. 7). 

30 Dretske, (1995), p. 8. 
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(experiences). Non-conceptual representations are those determined by 
what Dretske calls asystemic indicator functions" .31 Sorne of the repre
sentations produced by this kind of function become experiences, but 
not all of them do: only those that can affect behavior.32 In sum, experi
ences are non-conceptual representations that provide information to 
our behavior control system. 

Dretske remarks that "experience", like "story", is an ambiguous 
te rm. In the first place, it can refer to the vehicle, the words that tell the 
story o r, secondly, it can mean the content of the story, independently 
of the terms used to tell it. What is in the head are experiences' vehicles, 
not contents. "According to the Representational Thesis, the facts that 
make what is in the head mental, the facts that convert e lectrical and 
chemical activity in the cortex into blue-dog experiences, are facts that 
are not identifiable by looking, exclusively, at what is in the head. Wbat 
makes a certain pattern of electrical activity in the cortex into blue
dog experience is a fact about what this· activity represents, what it 
has the function of indicating. "33 

With all these distinctions in mind we could face Dretske's charac
terization of qualia. He holds: "The Representational Thesis identifies the 
qualities of experience -qualia- with the properties objects are repre
sented5 as having .... If yo u know where to loo k, yo u can get the same in
formation 1 have about the character of my experiences. "34 The qualita
tive character of experience are real properties of externa! objects, they 
are public, objective; everyone could have knowledge about them, it all 
depends on being in the right place at the right time. Qualia, according 
to Dretske's account, are identified with experienced properties, and 
experienced properties are the properties representeds by our senses, 

31 Dretske distinguishes two kinds of functions: systemic indicator functions vs. 
acquired indicator functions. Systemic indicator functions (functions5 ) are those 
whose states are derived from the system of which it is a state. (p. 12) Acquired indi
cator functions are those that depend upon the type of state of which they are a to
ken of (p. 12-13). From this distinction it follows that the representationals character 
of experience is hard-wired, is determined phylogenetically, so we cannot change it 
Contrariwise, the representationala character changes with ca libration (learning), is 
ontogenetically determined (p. 15). 

32 "Experiences ... are the states whose functions it is to supply information to a 
cognitive system for calibration and use in the control and regulation of behavior." 
(p. 19) 

33 Dretske (1995), pp. 36-7, my italics. 
34 Dretske (1995), p. 65. 



76 DIANA l. PÉREZ D76 

they are those which our senses have the natural function of providing 
information about. Given that Dretske holds that· the representational 
thesis identifies qualia with the property that the experience re pre
sents5 things as having,35 the externa! real-world properties of objects, 
qualia are not functionally definable (like discriminative powers are) but 
are physically definable. In this way, the representational thesis (1) re
spects the intuition that the qualitative aspects of experience are prívate 
o r subjective, in the sense that they are not expressed necessarily in be
havior, but (2) accepts that qualitative aspects of experience are o bjec
tively determinable "as are biological functions of organisms. "36 

Let us examine which of the properties that the tradition has attrib
uted to qualia are present in Dretske's account. The first cluster of 
properties mentioned above is their non-functionalizability, non
relationality, etc. Dretske accepts that qualia are non-functionalizable. In 
fact, he ho lds that his account allows the possibility of the inverted spec
trum.37 Qualia, according to him, are not identifiable with discrimina
tory powers, they are not functionally definable, but, in spite of that, 
they are physically characterizable. Given that they are physically de
scribable, they are not ineffable, we could have labeled them with our 
objective, third person , physical language. And hence, they are no t sub
jective in Nagel's sense either, they are not accessible only from a first 
person language, they are not private, they can be known by every per
son who is standing in the right place. 

In sum, the first feature of qualia is preserved in Dretske 's account, 
but the second and the third have disappeared. And what about the last 
one, the epistemological pro perty of our mental life that allow us to 
know it in a way that no other thing could be known? Dretske recog
nizes that we have better knowledge of our own mental states than the 
knowledge we ha ve about the others". The reason is as follows . Intro
spective knowledge, following Dretske, is a case of displaced percep
tion, a kind of knowledge where we acquire knowledge of our interna! 
states by an awareness of externa!, physical objects. Given that mental 
facts are representational facts, introspective knowledge is a representa
tion about a representation. To acquire knowledge about a mind, what 
we have to know about the representation involved is what information 

35 Dretske (1995), p. 72. 

36 Dretske (1995), p. 72. 

37 Dretske (1995), pp. 69-72. 

• 
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it has the function to provide. But there is a difference between the 
knowledge we could have about other minds and the one that we have 
about our own mind, because while trying to determine what is the func
tion that my representation has, 1 am occupying a state that carries sorne 
information (about the externa! world) that an externa! observer does 
not have. In this asymmetry Dretske grounds the asymmetry between 
self-knowledge and the knowledge about other minds. In Dretske's rep
resentational theory, the fourth feature of qualia, our privileged access 
to them, is preserved; however, it is explained within a naturalistic 
framework.38 

Dennett's account of qualia 

Dennett discusses the problem of qualia in his "Quining Qualia" and 
as a chapter of his book Consciousness Explained. In the article, he de
stroys the concept of qualia, whereas, in his book he sketches a positive 
account of qualia. This account presupposes his account of conscious
ness. The model he propases in order to understand consciousness is 
what he calls the "Multiple Drafts Model". This model is designed to re
place the Cartesian Model both in its dualistic39 and its materialistic40 ver
sions. The main claim of this old conception of consciousness is that 
there is a "crucial finish line or boundary somewhere in the brain, 
marking a place where the order of arrival equals the order of 
"presentation" in experience because what happens there is what you 
are conscious o f. "41 According to the Cartesian Model, whatever 
"touches" that point in the brain becomes a conscious experience. The 
alternative model proposed by Dennett, the multiple drafts model, 

38 In Dretske's words: "When 1, an externa! observer, try to determine what state 
P means in system S, 1 do not, whereas S does, occupy the state whose representa
tional content is under investigation. S, therefore, has information . . . that 1 do not.... 
That is the difference between the representational system itself and externa) observ
ers (you and me) trying to find out how it is representing the world .... [S]elf- knowl
edge [is] an instance of displaced perception -a process whereby a system gets in
formation about itself (sufficient for knowing facts about itseLO by perceiving, not 
itself, but something else. On a representational theory of the mind, this is the source 
of first person authority" Dretske 0995), pp. 52-3. 

39 Dennen attacks the traditional dualist cartesian model of consciousness 
throughout Dennett 0991), chapter 2. 

40 Dennett's arguments against materialistic cartesianism can be found in chap
ter 5 of his (1991). 

41 Dennett (1991), p. 107. 
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could be summarized as fo llows. The information arrives in different 
ways to the brain. The info rmation is paralle l proce$sed in the brain, so 
that at every moment the re are many different contents Citems contain

ing info rmation) in competition within the brain. But every time one in
tends to draw a Une in the stream of processing in the brain to divide the 

contents between conscious and unconscious ones, the line would be 
inevitably arbitrary.42 

Dennett sums up his theory of consciousness in the foUowing way: 

There is no single, definitive "stream of consciousness", beca use there 
is no central Headquarters, no Cartesian Theater where "it all comes to
gether" for the perusal of a Central Meaner. Instead of such a single 
stream (however wide), there are multiple channels in which specialist 
circuits try, in parallel pandemoniums, to do their various things, cre
ating Multiple Drafts as they go. Most of these fragmentary drafts o f 
"narrative" play short-lived roles in the modulation of current activity 
but sorne get prometed to further functional roles, in swift succession, 
by the activity of a virtual machine in the brain. The seriality of this ma
chine Cits "von Neumannesque" character) is not a "hard-wired" design 
feature, but rather the upshot of a succession of coalitions of these spe
cialists. The basic specialists are part of our human heritage. They were 
not developed to perform peculiarly human actions, such as reading 
and writing, but ducking, predator-avoiding, face-recognition, grasping, 
throwing, berry-picking, and other essential tasks. They are often op
portunistically enlisted in new roles, for which their native talents mo re 
or less suit them. The result is not bedlam only because the trends that 
are imposed on all this activity are themselves the product of design. 
Sorne of this design i.c; innate, and is shared wlth other animals. But it is 
augmented, and sometimes even overwhelmed in importance, by mi
crohabits of thought that are developed in the individual, partly idio
syncratic results of self-exploration and partly the presigned gifts of 
culture. Thousands of memes, mostly borne by language, but also by 
w ordless' "images" and other data-structures, take up residence in an 
individual brain, shaping its tendencies and thereby turning it into a 
mind.43 

Thus, o ur brains ente rtain lots of conte nts, and sorne among them 
are generated by our relation to the environment. The externa! world 

42 Dennett (1991), p. 126. 
43 This quotation of Consciousness Explained is the one Dennen himself 

chooses in order to summarize his point of view in Dennett (1993), pp. 890 - 91. 
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causes us to enter into different discrirninative states which underlie 
sorne of our innate dispositions and learned habits . Arnong our learned 
habits we can find our natural language, which, among other things, has 
words that are used to identify the discriminative states we have. These 
discrirninative states are certain physical states of our brains, so they are 
objectively describable, they are not ineffable nor subjective in Nagel's 
sense. They have primary qualities, intrinsic, non-relational physical quali
ties, if any physical thing has thern. And they give rise to a variety of dis
positions. Thus, according to Dennett's account of qualia, when we have 
the subjective experience of red, what there is in the world is a discrimi
native state of our brain that underlies the disposition to utter the words 
"I arn seeing a red thing", arnong other things. With these elernents we 
could make sense of statements like "I know the ring isn't really pink, 
but it sure seerns pink": '1the first clause expresses a judgernent about 
sornething in the world~ and the second clause expresses a second-order 
judgernent about a discrimina ti ve state about something in the world" ,« 
explains Dennett. 

In surn, all there is in the world in Dennett's account of qualia are 
sorne brain and bodily states, and our cornrnon language, culturally built, 

that allow us to judge about our own interna! states. All there is are brain 
states and sorne judgernents we could rnake about them; for example: "1 
arn having a red experience". And, following Dennett, there are no rea
sons to claim that there exists, in addition, sorne special kind of proper
ties because the kind of a priori argurnents that drives philosophers to 
postulate the existence of qualia are also refuted. The inverted spectrurn 
is discarded once the multiple draft model is adopted because it is intel
ligible only from the Cartesian perspective.45 He also rejects those ar
guments for qualia that are grounded in dubious philosophical intuitions 
like the argurnent proposed by F. Jackson about Mary, the neuro
physiologist who has never seen colors. Dennett holds that those who 
accept the premises of Jackson's argument suffer the "Philosophers' 
Syndrome: mistaking a failure of imagination for an insight into neces
sity."46 

What about the four clusters of properties that the tradition attrib
uted to qualia.? Are all of them taken into account in Dennett's theory? 

44 Dennett 0991), p. 373. 

45 Dennett (1991), Ch. 12, § 4. 

46 Dennetc (1991), p . 401. 
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None of the elements which Dennett appeals to explain our conscio us 
life, our experiences of red things, our smells, our likes and dislikes, our 
states of pain, etc., have the four clusters of properties that the tradition 
attributed to qualia. They are not intrinsic, nor epiphenomenal (he re
jects the idea that there could exist something epiphenomenal in the 
philosophers' sense),47 ineffable nor subjective in Nagel's sense . All 
there is in the world (and all that is enough to explain our subjective ex
perience), are properties of externa! objects, discriminative states of our 
brains, having objective, physical properties that science could find, and 
certain dispositions, sorne of them innate, others acquired, that give rise 
to the different judgements we make about our own interna! states. The 
last cluster of properties, the epistemological properties that 1 men
tioned above are not considered in Dennett's account. He mentions the 
existence of epistemic asymmetries between the first and third person 
while explaining the Cartesian model, but he does not mention them 
while describing his own account of consciousness. 1 believe that we 
could assume that he rejects the very idea of any epistemic asyrnmetry. 

Conclusion 
Throughout this paper 1 have examined three different naturalizing 

accounts of qualia. They are quite different¡ all of them take sorne results 
from the empirical sciences to deal with the problem of the qualitative 
features of our own experience, but each of them makes use of quite dif
ferent ingredients in order to give its account. Sorne of them refer to the 

• 

knowledge that the neurosciences bring us of the brain and how it 
works, others ground their account in the notion of "biological func
tion", and still others rnake a cocktail with sorne information provided 
by the neurosciences, evolutionary theory, artificial intelligence, and 
sorne cultural ingredients, including natural languages. lt is beyond the 
scope of this paper to argue for one of the theories and against the oth
ers. What 1 am trying to highlight is that all of them have the same con
sequences about the features of our experience: there is no room for the 
philosophical notion of qualia within a naturalized framework. 

Qualia have been destroyed. But what does it mean exactly that 
qualia are destroyed? In the first place it means that we have to elirninate 
(destroy) the philosophers' no tion of qualia. lt should not surprise us 
that any naturalistic account involves a kind of elimination: as 1 have said 

47 Dennett (1991), Ch. 12, § 5. 
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in the first part of this paper, the original quinean proposal about natu
ralizing knowledge (or mind o r language) involves the elimination of cer
tain philosophical concepts like justification (in the case of knowledge) 
or intentionality (in the case of the mind).48 Secondly, 1 believe that the 
expression "we have destroyed qualia'' means that when dealing with 
natural o bjects such as our human minds, the right thing to do is to set 
apart the diffe rent phenomena that are usually mentioned while discuss
ing the qualia problern. One fact that a scientific theory has to explain is 
our color vision another one is why do we feel pain in certain situations, 
still other fact to explain is why we dislike a particular taste and like an
other. We have to destroy qualia in the sense that we have to divide the 
rnultiple phenomena involved, avoiding the search for a common expla
nation to all of them. Sorne of them could be explained by the neu
rosciences, others by evolutionary theory, and still o thers would need 
the help from psycholinguistics or even a scientific study of culture. But 
a ll of the many natural phenomena involved are to be explained within a 
given scientific theory or other, if our pretention is to be a naturalistic 
philosopher who accepts the thesis about the continuity between sci
ence and conceptual knowledge. And it is inadequate to pretend that a 
naturalistic account of qualia has to take into account the logical possi
bility of the inverted spectrum, nor the consequences that logically fol
low from sorne thought experirnents like the one of Mary the neuro
physiologist, or the possible existence of zombies. These conceptual 
possibilities are beyond the scope of a naturalistic theory of the mind.49 
Naturalistic theories have to explain the multiple facts about our rninds 
that are within the lirnits of the nomological possibilities. If we adopt a 
naturalizing account o f the mind, we have to accept that the rnind is a 
natural object, and hence, that it could be exhaustively known by means 

48 Quine (1960) Ch. VI,§ 45. 

49 As Dennett puts it: "An impossibility in fact is theoretlcally 
than a possibility in principie", Dennen (1991), p. 4. 

• • more tnteresttng 
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of scientific theories. Philosophical intuitions, and philosophical science 
fiction ta les are no t the right way to walk through if pur aim is to naturali
ze the m in d . so 
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