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

The relationship between the body and mind is a highly debated topic in philosophy and explores different ideas about how the body and the mind might be related to each other and interact. There are two main positions on this, dualism which holds in an incorporeal, subjective aspect to the mind, and physicalism that maintains that the mind is purely physical and can be explained entirely using modern neuroscientific approaches. The hard problem of consciousness creates a number of contentions for both positions, and can be seen as a philosophical wrecking-ball. The hard problem of consciousness is the question of how we are conscious beings, of how a lump of meat (for want of a better expression) knows it is a thing. Many theories of consciousness cover the “what” and “why”, but no theory has successfully explained how consciousness comes about.
Understanding consciousness effects the mind-body problem greatly. Consciousness seems to arise from the mind, for dualists, or from the body which includes the mind for physicalists. However, there is always an “explanatory gap” (Levine, 1983, p. 354) which fails to explain how consciousness is produced. Knowing how we are conscious will likely solve the issue of the mind-body problem, which cannot be solved until we have the answer to the question of how we are conscious. It is highly unlikely that a true theory of the mind-body relationship can be formulated without including an explanation of how consciousness comes about.
There is a great importance behind the questions of consciousness and the relationship between the mind and body. Much of this importance comes from the ethical consequences that the answers of consciousness will have. If something is conscious then we have moral obligations towards that being, the same way that we have moral obligations towards other people on account of their status as conscious beings. It is generally agreed that torturing people is morally wrong, it is wrong at least partially due to the pain they would experience as a result of being conscious. By this logic, if animals or machines are conscious in a similar way to us then we would need similar considerations about their treatment.
In this essay we first look at what the hard problem of consciousness is. Then we look at the relationship between the mind and the body, and the two main positions of that debate. Once we cover the dualist and physicalist positions on the mind-body debate we turn to the explanatory gap and how that effects the debate. We then use an example from both positions to highlight how neither physicalists nor dualists have created a theory that crosses the explanatory gap thus leaving  the hard problem of consciousness unresolved.

The hard problem of consciousness is a concept that has been around for centuries; however the term was coined relatively recently by Chalmers. Chalmers distinguishes between “easy problems” and the “hard problem” of consciousness (Chalmers, 2007, p. 225). The easy problems of consciousness are those that can be explained through science and neurology. Such questions include those surrounding “the focus of attention” and “the deliberate control of behaviour” (Chalmers, 2007, p. 225). However, the hard problem of consciousness has proven itself more difficult to explain through scientific means. The hard problem of consciousness is the question of why and how there is a subjective aspect to experience (Chalmers, 2007, p. 226). If I look at a sunset there is a subjective, internal experience in a way that even if you looked at the same sunset in the same conditions that I did, our experiences would be different. Nagel, in his paper ‘What is it like to be a bat?’ states that “there is something that it is like to be that organism” (Nagel, 1974, p. 436). There is something it is like to experience a sunset, and it is that experience that both philosophy and science seem unable to explain currently (Nagel, 1974, p. 436). That inability to explain consciousness is a large problem for theories about the relationship between the body and mind (Schurger and Graziano, 2022, p. 2).
Ideas around the relationship between the body and mind were revolutionised by Descartes in his Meditations. In the Meditations he sets out his method of doubt in which he doubts the existence of everything, from the world around him, to other people, and himself (Descartes, 2013, p. 7). He eventually comes to the conclusion that he does exist, due to being a thinking thing, which resulted in the cogito, “I think, therefore I am” (Descartes, 2013, p. 9). After Descartes establishes that he exists, as does the world, he goes on to produce a dualistic theory of the body and mind (Descartes, 2013, p. 26). The theory states that we have a physical body and a non-physical mind which work in conjunction. It is this idea of a separate body and mind which creates the mind-body problem as it raises questions as to how they are able to interact if they are separate and different substance (Princess of Bohemia, 1643).
There are many theories of mind that aim to get around the mind-body problem, both physicalist and dualist, however very few of those theories offer an answer to the hard problem of consciousness. This inability of theories of mind to explain the phenomena of consciousness is known as the “explanatory gap”, which is explored and explained by Levine as a response to materialism (Levine, 1983, p. 354). Levine describes an “uneasiness” that many philosophers feel with the doctrine of materialism. The explanatory gap occurs because of the failure of “psycho-physical identity statements” used in materialistic theories to account for consciousness (Levine, 1983, p. 354). The explanatory gap is a large problem for a majority of physicalist theories of mind. There is little use in a theory of mind that cannot answer why we are conscious. It is quite undeniable that there is something it is like to be a person (Nagel, 1974, p. 436). It is unlikely that you would want to argue that you are not conscious and have no internal experiences. From this it follows that for a theory of mind to hold true, then it must account for consciousness, must account for there being something it is like to be human.
To best illustrate the issue that the explanatory gap poses for materialist theories I demonstrate using the materialist theory: functionalism. Functionalism is a theory that states that mental states can be understood through their functional role (Putnam, 1975, p. 4). Functionalism compares the mind and body to a machine with mental states each having a function, just as the heart has a function as a pump. Hilary Putnam, the father of functionalism puts it that “mental states of a human being are computational states of the brain” (Putnam, 1997, p. 181). There is a causal relationship between physical stimuli, such as injury or sight, the mental states, and then the reactions to those mental states.
Functionalism is one of the most popular current theories of mind among physicalists. It has many strengths, such as allowing for multiple realisability of mental states, and allowing for the consciousness of animals and children. Mental states can be realised through many different behaviours, a single behaviour might not be able to account for every mental state a person is experiencing at once. For example, I could have the mental state of being in pain from a headache, but am exhibiting a contrary behaviour because I also have the mental state of having a philosophy essay to write, so cannot turn off my lamp to sleep yet. Other theories, such as behaviourism, do not account for the multiple realisability of mental states, making it a strength of functionalism over these other theories. There are also other theories, that do not allow for the consciousness of animals and children, such as Carruthers’ phenomenal consciousness theory. It is a theory of consciousness rather than mind. This makes a distinction between conscious and non-conscious experiences saying, in reference to animals, that “If consciousness is like the turning on of a light, then it may be that their lives are nothing but darkness” (Carruthers, 1989, p. 259). Carruthers requires for a being to have a thought about a thought for it to be considered conscious, something he believes most animal species are not capable of, and neither would be young children (Carruthers, 1989, p. 261). It is quite common for people to argue that children, as well as many animals, are conscious. A theory of consciousness or mind that does not allow for anything but a mentally healthy, human adult to be conscious can easily be seen as a problem for those theories. Many scientific studies indicate that many species of animals, as well as children, have sentience and are likely conscious (Wittek et al., 2021) (Kohda et al., 2019, p. 2). If science is to be believed and it is true that animals and children have consciousness, then theories that ignore that fact are flawed. This makes it a strength of functionalism to follow the science and accept animal consciousness.
Despite these strengths, there are objections to functionalism. One such objection is posed as a problem for many physicalist theories and is called the knowledge argument, sometimes known as Mary’s room. The knowledge argument is a thought experiment that was coined by Frank Jackson as a means to demonstrate qualia (Jackson, 2005, p. 193). It tells us to imagine that Mary has been locked in a black and white room her whole life, she has never seen any colour. Mary also has devoted her life to colour science, she is an expert at colour, she knows everything you can scientifically know about colour. Yet she has never seen colour before. One day she exits the room and sees a red flower (Jackson, 2005, p. 195). The knowledge argument simply asks whether Mary gains anything upon seeing the colour red for the first time (Jackson, 2005, p. 196).
If physicalism is true, if functionalism is true, then Mary should have gained nothing by leaving the black and white room, however it is quite difficult to argue that she gains nothing at all. Given that Mary knows everything possible about colour, upon leaving the room it should be impossible for her to gain anything from simply seeing one, unless there is another aspect to consciousness and the mind than what can be learnt through a priori means (‘Qualia and phenomenal concepts as basis of the knowledge argument’, 2004, p. 144). Jackson, however, argues that what Mary gains leaving the room is qualia, which are the subjective, qualitative experiences (Tye, 2021). Qualia are unique to each person, even if we both were to stare at the same lamp from the same place, we would have different qualia. When Mary leaves the room and sees the red of the flower, Jackson argues that she gains qualia. Even if we do not say that what Mary gains is qualia, or something non-physical, it is quite difficult to argue that she gains nothing. For one thing, she gains a new experience through looking at the colour red for the first time (‘Qualia and phenomenal concepts as basis of the knowledge argument’, 2004, p. 147). Mary gaining experience still means that the physical facts are not all that there is to our perception of the world.
Theories that do not account for qualia, or something similar, are going to find it highly difficult to cross the explanatory gap and explain the hard problem of consciousness. Qualia are the feeling and experience of being conscious, it is hard to imagine someone having qualia yet not being conscious, or someone not having qualia but being conscious (Smithies, 2012, p. 344). Functionalism can allow for the idea of Mary gaining something upon seeing colour for the first time. A functionalist can simply say that qualia are another brain state that the mind can take. However, functionalism being able to allow for qualia is not enough on its own, like with some other physicalist theories, it can allow for qualia but can equally function without it. Suppose that you come across a philosophical zombie. Philosophical zombies are beings that look and act human, they are exactly like any other person, except they have no qualia. There is no internal experience to seeing a sunset, or the smell of petrichor, a philosophical zombie has none of that (Smithies, 2012, p. 343). Given that we believe in qualia, then philosophical zombies would become a problem for functionalism (Chen, 2023, p. 2). Functionally, there is no difference between a normal person and a philosophical zombie, however there would be a large difference in their experiences in that a person would have an experience while the zombie would not. This is an issue for functionalism, for if the theory is true then two beings performing the same function should have identical mental states. If that is not the case then functional states cannot be the same as mental or phenomenological states.
This is the issue the hard problem of consciousness holds for materialistic theories of mind, it highlights how little the theories explain about consciousness. Many of the theories make little to no attempts to answer the hard problem of consciousness at all, struggling to cross the explanatory gap. There is something it is like to be a person, most physicalist theories of mind do not attempt to answer how (Wittman, 2024). It is quite undeniable that there is something it is like to be a person, so there can be attempts to add something to the theories to account for that phenomenological experience, such as qualia. However, since qualia is an addition to the theories they are susceptible to absent or inverted qualia arguments, as shown with functionalism and philosophical zombies. Seeing as we have no idea of what consciousness is, it is more than possible for it be explainable in physical terms. However, it is also possible that only a dualistic theory can answer the hard problem of consciousness (Wittman, 2024).
Dualist theories, similar to physicalist ones, fail to cross the explanatory gap in such a way as to answer the hard problem of consciousness. One example of a theory that seems to get close is panpsychism. Panpsychism is the theory that there is consciousness in everything, that “a mind-like aspect is a definitive feature of reality” (Engelhardt, 2023, p. 4). There are many versions of the theory, some that are physicalist and others that are more dualistic, they are all generally similar in their base premises of consciousness being in everything (Engelhardt, 2023, p. 5). It explains how there can be something it is like to be a bat or a person since consciousness is in everything it is only natural we should experience that consciousness. However, it does not answer the hard problem of consciousness. Even if consciousness is in everything, we would not argue that a lamp can experience the beauty of a sunset and yet we can, what is different about us compared to a lamp that allows us to feel? 
The dualistic version of panpsychism faces the mind-body problem that every dualist theory has. This is the problem of how an immaterial substance is able to interact with the material and was first put forward by the Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia in her correspondence with Descartes (Princess of Bohemia, 1643, p. 4). At the time Descartes answered her questions by comparing the non-material substance to gravity, however this would make the theory more physicalist since gravity is now known as a physical force in the universe (Princess of Bohemia, 1643, p. 6). The mind-body problem is a large issue for dualist panpsychists, just as it is for other dualist theories. 
Physicalistic panpsychists do not have the same issues of interaction that the dualists face, however there remains the issues of how the consciousness that is omnipresent throughout the universe manages to give us subjective experiences but not to a table. Therefore, it does not fully answer the hard problem of consciousness.
In conclusion, the hard problem of consciousness creates many implications and problems for theories of mind. For a theory of mind to ultimately prove true then it must be able to cross the explanatory gap and explain how we are conscious beings that have internal experiences, not just give an explanation of what the mind and body are and how they function. Currently there are no theories that manage this with both physicalist and dualist theories failing to answer the hard problem of consciousness.
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