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In this essay I will formulate a basic conception of functionalism in philosophy of mind then address two points, The Chinese room example by John Searle and the Absent Qualia objection. I will demonstrate how these objections are relevant to functionalism, and how its descriptions could be made more nuanced based on the commentaries of other literature and my own analysis. As an undergraduate student I have often found that questions in the philosophy of mind tend to converge on the subjective nature of experience, a unique qualitative feel that no matter how hard it is we try seems to elude a satisfactory account of 1) What it is a conscious/subjective experience (Conceptually or metaphysically)? And 2) How can I explain a conscious/subjective (theoretically or practically)? These questions raise difficulties for functionalist descriptions where the above questions are relevant. In order for functionalism to deal with these objections, a wider/refined scope of description may be required. I will start by expressing what I thus far understand as functionalism in philosophy of mind.
How is it that we should describe mental states? Is it by referring exclusively to physical properties, i.e the brain? Is it by inferring behavior? What is the most accurate way to describe a concept such as pain, hunger, tiredness, anxiety, hot in relation to things with mental states. A functionalist description of these concepts would try to consider the functions that those mental states play as part of their system.
Functionalism is a view that asserts mental states are determined by the role (functionally) they play as part of a larger system – rather than its internal make-up (physical constitution) (Levin, 2023). If we were to take the mental state pain, and were to compare this mental state across different living organisms such as Homo-Sapiens, Elephants, Shrimp and Ospreys, then a functionalist view would be as follows: Regardless of whether the bio-chemical structure is similar/identical or not, there is a common mental state known as pain that each organism experiences. If we consider living organisms as systems then we can suppose that these systems receive a set of inputs, which based on the propensity (or even natural ends) of that system will give an output i.e some physical realization of that process. 
Putnam proposed that mental states are defined by their causal relations to sensory inputs, other mental states, and behavioral outputs. For example, the mental state of "pain" is not tied to a specific physical structure but to the role it plays in causing certain reactions (e.g., saying "ouch" or avoiding harm). Talking specifically about brain states, he says that;
“…pain is not a brain state, in the sense of a physical-chemical state of the brain (or even the whole nervous system), but another kind of state entirely. I propose the hypothesis that pain, or the state of being in pain, is a functional state of a whole organism”.
(Putnam, 2008, p. 258)
Functionalism allows for the possibility that systems beyond biological organisms, such as artificial intelligence or alien life forms, could also possess mental states if their functional roles align with those attributed to humans, animals or any other system. This universality is one of functionalism’s strengths, but it also invites criticism, such as the inability to account for subjective experiences or qualitative states (qualia). Nonetheless, functionalism challenges the view that mental states are entirely dependent on specific physical substrates, emphasizing the flexibility of mental processes. 
There are challenges to functionalism, two of which I have mentioned that now require our attention. By analyzing these objections, we can then better determine whether or not functionalism holds as a useful theory in describing mental states. The first example, the Chinese Room will demonstrate how two separate systems can perform the same function, but with a different intentionality. The second objection, Absent Qualia, will show that two systems can have have the same functions without necessarily having the same qualitative experience (or similar in any meaningful sense).
The Chinese room
The Chinese room is a thought experiment by John Searle (Searle, 1980) which demonstrates that artificially and digitally created systems can perform the same functions as humans without possessing the same intentions or mental states. It is recurrent example in the discourse of knowledge and in this case – what it really is to understand something (Searle, 1980, p. 2). In regard to functionalism, we may acknowledge that multiple systems can play an identical/similar functional role, though we cannot say that all those systems necessarily understand their function in the same way (qualitatively), or share the same intentions in the performance of a particular function. We will now turn to the example itself, which I have attempted to paraphrase to the details necessary for this essay.
Imagine there is a person in a room, unable to speak any language other than English, receiving a set of Chinese symbols from an outside source. This person understands nothing of the Chinese language and has no practical semantic understanding of its symbols. In the room there are instructions (written in English) on how to transcribe and respond to the message that they are receiving. 
 Using the instructions given, the subject will construct a full response in Chinese symbols based on the instructions given. Here is an example of how those instructions could appear:
1. if symbol 山 occurs,
Write 散歩
2. if symbol 食 occurs,
Write 肉
3. if sequence 我們吃肉然後爬山好嗎 occurs,
Respond with 早上在咖啡館見面

The person in the room will eventually give a full response that they have transcribed from the incoming messages. In this example, the response given would be indistinguishable to that of a native speaker of the Chinese language. How does this thought experiment relate to the functionalist account of mental states? The functionalist account wants to describe various mental states (across species and individuals) in terms of the functions those mental states play as part of a larger system. If, however, we have a case such as we do with the Chinese room, there are examples where it can appear that two systems/individuals can perform the same function, but their understanding/intentionality are different. It seems that a functional description could be misleading this way, without expanding its descriptions to allow for such cases. 
The Chinese Room challenges functionalism by illustrating that functional equivalence does not necessarily entail understanding or intentionality. We could say that some sort  of a hybrid account combining functionalism with phenomenology could allow functionalist descriptions to account for subjectivity. By incorporating first-person subjective experiences into functional descriptions, we might better account for the qualitative aspects of mental states, such as understanding and intentionality. Thomas Nagel seems to implicitly suggest the same, which we will reference later.
Expanding functionalism to include embodied cognition could address the issue. Embodied cognition emphasizes that understanding emerges through interactions between the system, its body, and the environment. By broadening functional descriptions to encompass this dynamic, functionalism can accommodate cases like the Chinese Room, where mere symbol manipulation fails to capture true understanding.
Absent Qualia
There is an aspect to experience that philosophy of mind has difficulty in tackling. That is subjective, qualitative experience. Though there have been systematic attempts, namely the school of phenomenology, to understand and describe those elusive qualitative feelings, there are difficult questions that remain – particularly in relation to mental states as functional states. The fact that consciousness exists in the world thus far, eludes a full and satisfactory theoretical account. 
There are many views about the nature consciousness, in academia and circles beyond universities and laboratories. Some say that consciousness arises as part of natural selection, that it is a biological advantage in an evolutionary consideration. Others say that consciousness has, so to say, always been in the world. This answer does not solve the hard problem of consciousness, but it is an important consideration in weighing up idealist and materialist metaphysics. So, if conscious and subjective experiences do not arise as a consequence of physical events, what are the available models for a satisfactory description of mental phenomena? For now, we must leave these questions unanswered and turn to the reason why absent qualia could be problematic to a functional account.
The absent qualia objection to functionalism is essentially this: if a functional description holds that two systems can be functionally identical/similar, with one of those systems lacking qualitative character, then the description either needs to change or be abandoned in order to account for qualia in descriptions of mental states. Sydney Shoemaker and Ned Block have argued about this issue elsewhere (Shoemaker, Absent Qualia are Impossible, 1981) (Shoemaker, Functionalism and Qualia, 1975) (Block, Troubles With Functionalism, 1978)
Ned Block’s thought experiment critiques functionalism by imagining a scenario where the internal workings of a human body are replaced with an artificial system (Block, Troubles With Functionalism, 1978, p. 278). In the first scenario, a human body appears externally normal but contains a hollow cavity in the head. Inside, a group of individuals (homunculi) operates according to a predefined machine table, which dictates responses to sensory inputs. These homunculi perform simple tasks, such as pressing buttons and changing state cards, based on the system's functional organization. Despite their lack of intelligence, their collective actions mimic the functional behavior of a human mind.
 Block extends this scenario to a larger scale by proposing the "Chinese Brain" analogy (Block, Troubles With Functionalism, 1978, p. 279) (See also (Tye, 2006, pp. 141-142) . Here, the population of China, equipped with two-way radios and organized to simulate neural connections, collectively reproduces the functional processes of a human brain for a short period. Satellites display state updates visible across the country, replacing the bulletin board in the original example. This system, though vastly different in its internal structure, could functionally replicate human mental states. Block’s thought experiments challenge functionalism by highlighting a potential flaw: while such systems might functionally simulate a mind, they lack the subjective experience or consciousness typically associated with human mental states.
There are more details to the Absent Qualia objection (see (Tye, 2006) ) than I can cover in this essay, but it is important to note that the objection assumes that qualitative experiences are possible, something I will consider incontrovertible.
Thomas Nagel also held that the most important feature of conscious mental phenomena was poorly misunderstood (Nagel, 1974, p. 436). He believes that there are many members of the animal kingdom with conscious mental states, namely that there is something that it is like to be that thing (say a bat) (Nagel, 1974). Nagel suggests that these qualitative states cannot be reduced to material, nor behavior, nor even functional states (Nagel, 1974, p. 436).I feel that we should return to the questions raised in the introduction. 
1. What it is a conscious/subjective experience (Conceptually or metaphysically)? 
2. How can I explain a conscious/subjective (theoretically or practically)?  
From my reading of ‘What it is to be a bat?’  it seems that Thomas Nagel charges functionalism of not answering these questions, implicitly stating that it is therefore an inadequate philosophy (Nagel, 1974, p. 436). For Nagel all the various descriptions fail to satisfy an account of what he believes to be a more important foundation to understanding conscious mental phenomena. 
“Any reductionist program has to to be based on an analysis of what is to be reduced. If the analysis leaves something out, the problem will be falsely posed.” (Nagel, 1974, p. 437)  
I believe functionalism to be useful in describing certain aspects of mental states (as a function as part of a whole). The fact that functionalism alone cannot give a meaningful of subjective mental phenomena, it could incorporate different species (and other organisms or digital or artificial systems) into useful categories of descriptions. If we treat consciousness as being the same kind of things such as pain or hunger, just as one more function based on inputs received affecting the system so as to give an output appropriate to its natural ends. This view I think allows a functionalist account to remain a viable and useful method, though no doubt it could be criticised. 

In conclusion, functionalism, as a philosophy of mind, provides a compelling framework for understanding mental states as part of a broader systemic function. However, as demonstrated through Searle's Chinese Room thought experiment and the Absent Qualia objection, functionalism encounters significant challenges when addressing the qualitative, subjective aspects of consciousness. These objections highlight the limitations of functional descriptions in accounting for intentionality, understanding, and the elusive qualitative nature of experience.
Having now come to the end of this investigation, there are two question which I would pose in order to evaluate how qualia and intentionality are considered in functionalist description: 
Are conscious mental phenomena required for systems to function?
Or,
Are conscious mental phenomena a function of a system?
If conscious mental phenomena are non-physical, non-observable then how can we describe or demonstrate the function of such mental events and make meaningful sense of them. If subjective mental phenomena are a function of a system, we must somehow show why being conscious is the output given by various organisms in the world.
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