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There are many points of disagreement in the contemporary debate about the nature of consciousness. These points are linked, in my opinion, by an uncertainty about the method we should use. Every method is based on a set of assumptions. Assumptions are very often based on implicit psychologically- and culturally-determined beliefs. Different beliefs, and the assumptions arising from them, mean different notions of the nature of consciousness. 

Assumptions (implicit or explicit) limit the competence of the method. When the competence is violated the method starts to generate paradoxes.  

The mainstream method of contemporary science is based on the assumption  that an external environment exists, independent of consciousness (realism). This independence is based on another (sometimes less explicit) assumption that there exists some form of ontological substance (absolute, changeless substratum on which all being is dependent but which is itself independent of all being). For example in physicalism (a sophisticated form of materialism) the set of fundamental physical rules may be treated as substance.

The presupposition of the independence of the environment from consciousness is equivalent to the presupposition that observation doesn’t affect the observed. When we start to examine consciousness or more generally the process of cognition (understood as the effective action of being, including ourselves, in its environment) we violate the competence of methods based on realism. When we observe the process of cognition, we also observe the process of observation and thus we initiate a self-referential loop in which observation affects the observed. 

The violation of the competence of realist method results in many artificial paradoxes. The best known of these is the mind-body problem. A method could still work effectively in the presence of paradoxes, as the example of quantum mechanics shows. However, the paradoxes we are considering affect the very possibility of evaluation of theories within the actual methodical framework. These paradoxes are connected with the problem of self-reference and Gödel’s incompleteness theorem. 

For example we can imagine a neurological experiment aimed to change the belief of some subject (which might be a scientist or a group of scientists) about the result of that same experiment. Let the experiment be aimed at creating disbelief in the result of the experiment. Then the experiment can’t be consistently evaluated because if the subject believes in the success of the experiment it is automatically unsuccessful and vice versa. 

The realist or materialist methodology is taken to be a form of protection against the threat of idealism or even solipsism. It’s an irony that these views, often considered to be in diametrical opposition, actually share the same ontological assumption.  This is the assumption of  substance. On the one hand substance is represented by matter or a set of fundamental physical laws, on the other hand substance takes various forms: the absolute subject, God, Self, Soul, EIDOS etc. The idealist version of substance will also generate paradoxes when it comes to the examination of its assumptions. 

Methodological alternatives between these extremes exist, but they are obscured by our psychological and cultural determinations. Substance ensures a fixed and independent point of reference which gives certainty, but it also generates paradoxes when we violate the competence of our methods. More certainty means more presuppositions and thus more paradoxes. When we abandon the concept of ontologically-ensured certainty, science may still be effective and we may rid ourselves of artificially generated paradoxes such as the mind-body problem.

To establish a method without such paradoxes means to start without any ontological presuppositions. Such a method will not assume that either an external environment  or an internal substance exists independent of the process of  cognition. The only positively given phenomenon it will deal with is the process of cognition itself, which is not substantialised but seen as a permanently changing structural interaction.

There already have been developed methods that are based on and compatible with biological data about the process of cognition. The most well-known (though by no means the ones) are in the work of Varela and Maturana.

But the psychological and cultural determinations which make us insist on incompetent methods in the science of consciousness, and perhaps in science generally, remain almost untouched. The process of cognition is the basis for all methods of acquiring knowledge including science. Science is not something existing outside our minds. It’s a kind of human activity: it takes place in the minds of scientists and thus it depends on their cognition. A method without ontological presuppositions would constitute a point of agreement for researchers capable of psychological self-reflection. 

