What implications does the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness have for investigating the relationship between the mind and body?

This essay will aim to show some of the implications that the hard problem of consciousness has on investigating the relationship between the mind and the body. This will be done by briefly defining the hard problem of consciousness and the mind body problem. Due to the connection between the hard problem of consciousness and the concept of qualia, these terms will also be defined. Despite this essay primarily being focused on philosophy of mind, neuroscience will also be discussed as it has provided valuable insight into both the hard problem of consciousness and the mind body problem.
The hard problem of consciousness was defined by David Chalmers as, “Why is it that these physical processes in the brain should produce subjective experience?”[footnoteRef:2297] Chalmers is a naturalistic dualist; Naturalistic Dualism is the idea that consciousness is a fundamental part of the universe, like space, time and matter. While consciousness is not reducible to physical processes, it emerges in a way that is compatible with a scientific understanding of the world.  Chalmers also notes that the hard problem is hard, because unlike other problems of consciousness it is not possible to explain it by neuroscience alone. Chalmers thinks that to answer the hard problem of consciousness, neuroscience and philosophy need to work together, as philosophy need to develop consciousness into something trackable so that neuroscientists can then develop this further.[footnoteRef:5007] [2297:  Serious Science, Hard Problem of Consciousness, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C5DfnIjZPGw edn, 2024 vols (2016) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C5DfnIjZPGw> [accessed 25th December 2024]
]  [5007:  Serious Science, Hard Problem of Consciousness, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C5DfnIjZPGw edn, 2024 vols (2016) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C5DfnIjZPGw> [accessed 25th December 2024]
] 


The subjective experience produced by the brain referred to by Chalmers is known as qualia, and a person’s qualia is unique to them. An example of qualia was used by Thomas Nagel, who is analytical philosopher that has made significant contributions to philosophy of mind. Nagel, in his essay entitled ‘What Is It Like To Be A Bat?’ uses a demonstration of qualia where a person who is able to see understands the world by sight more than bats which cannot see and rely on their echolocation, which means that bats understand the world more through their hearing than the humans who can see. However, a human who cannot see needs to rely on their other senses more, such as hearing, thus this person is able to better understand the qualia of the bat, but yet will never fully understand it as they are a different species and have a qualia that is personally unique to them.[footnoteRef:25711] To put it simply, the hard problem of consciousness is therefore the question of, how does the brain produce qualia? [25711:  Nagel, Thomas, What is it Like to be a Bat? (1974) [accessed 2nd December 2024]
] 


[bookmark: _Int_lqsfpAl9][bookmark: _Int_Zq3Acd9a]In order to understand how the hard problem of consciousness, and by extension qualia, affects investigating the relationship between the mind and the body, it is important to define the mind body problem. The mind body problem stems from René Descartes’ ‘First Meditations On Philosophy’, where he wrote, ‘Cogito, ergo sum’[footnoteRef:6306]. Descartes was a rationalist philosopher and a key enlightenment figure, who is known for his contribution to areas such as methodological scepticism. Descartes ‘First Meditations on Philosophy’ has led to the develop of the mind body problem, which is the question of how can the mind, an immaterial and non-physical substance, interact with the body - a material and physical substance. For example, if person looks at a table and thinks about the table moving it will not move, as to move a material and physical substance another material and physical substance is needed. However, when that person thinks about moving their hand it will move, despite the mind being an immaterial and non-physical substance and the hand being a material and physical substance. A further development to the mind body problem is the question of whether people are bodies with minds or minds with bodies? A body with a mind would be a physical thing that only experiences mental states such as thoughts and emotions due to biochemical interactions in the brain, this view fits well with the neuroscience and neurophilosophy understanding of the body and mind. A mind with a body would be a non-physical part of a person that pulls the strings of the physical part, but could live outside of that person’s body, this view fits will have a Classical and Cartesian philosophy understanding of the mind and body. The idea of that a people are a mind with a body is labelled by behaviourists as a ghost in the machine. [6306: ‘I think, therefore I am’
Descartes, René, First Meditations on Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 1641) [accessed 21st December 2024]
] 


The hard problem of consciousness is reliant on the subjective nature of qualia, whereas when investigating the relationship between the mind and body people often look for objective answers. For example, if an individual thinks that a person is a mind with a body then they will usually hold that this applies to all people. A potential implication of the hard problem of consciousness on investigating the relationship between the mind and the body is that it may open the door to considering this in a more subjective manner, such as taking into account that one individual may experience being a body with a mind and another may experience being a mind with a body. However, there is another implication that the hard problem of consciousness has on investigating the relationship between the mind and the body if the approach of trying to apply the subjective to the mind body problem is rejected. The implication is that either the idea of qualia has to be rejected, meaning everyone has the same objective experience of the world, or the mind body problem has to be rejected in order to allow for the existence of subjective elements of the mind such as qualia.   

Some philosophers, such as Patrica Churchland reject the hard problem of consciousness by arguing that the mind and the brain are actually the same thing, the logic is that if these things are the same then the mind is just another material and physical part of the body which moves the rest of the body which is also material and physical.[footnoteRef:8977] Churchland is an analytical philosopher known for her work in neurophilosophy. Churchland rejects the hard problem of consciousness by taking a materialist view on consciousness, this means that she believes that everything including consciousness, and the idea of qualia can be fully explained by physical processes. Churchland explains consciousness by using the physical processes of the brain, as these processes produce consciousness and the experience of qualia. If the materialist view on the hard problem of consciousness is taken to be true, then there is a potential implication for investigating the relationship between the mind and the body. This implication is that the mind and the brain are the same thing then that would be a potential explanation for how the mind is able to move the body as under this approach the mind is a material and physical substance just like the rest of the body. A further implication of the mind and the brain being the same is that the mind body problem as originally thought of by Rene Descartes may be wrong as if the explanation of the brain and the mind being the same is true then the idea that the body and the mind are two different things and substances does not hold up anymore. [8977:  Churchland, Patricia S., Neurophilosophy : Toward a Unified Science of the Mind-Brain (Cambridge, Mass. ;: MIT Press, 1986)
] 


Neuroscience has become heavily involved in the hard problem of conscious, as many try to use the processes happening inside the brain to explain the how qualia is produced. For example, Neuroscientists such as Colin Klein and Andrew B Barron have sought to identity Neural Correlates of Consciousness (NCCs), which are the specific brain mechanisms associated with conscious awareness, thus it is thought that through understanding these it is possible to understand why the brain produces qualia.[footnoteRef:6882] This shows that another implication of the hard problem of consciousness on investigating the relationship between the mind and the body is that snice neuroscience is used in one area of philosophy of mind it has, is and will also be used for the mind body problem. Another implication this has on investigating the relationship between the mind and the body is that the mind could be of something the body specifically the brain produces such as the NCCs. [6882:  Klein, Colin and Andrew Barron B, 'How Experimental Neuroscientists can Fix the Hard Problem of Consciousness', Neuroscience of Consciousness, 2020 (2020) <https://academic.oup.com/nc/article/2020/1/niaa009/5861711?login=true> [accessed 25th December 2024]
] 


In conclusion the hard problem of consciousness is a very complex area of philosophy which has various implications for the equally complex area of philosophy that is investigating the relationship between the mind and the body.
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