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


When considering philosophical investigations, the hard problem of consciousness has been approached a multitude of ways. Consciousness begins with thought typically begins with thought, but who’s thought and in what context are the typical succeeding questions within the realms of philosophy. The relationship between the mind, body and consciousness is a hard problem for some such as Rene Descartes and David Hume but not as problematic for others Jean Paul Sartre. The question of the relationship between mind and body is still being investigated in the twenty first century, often with the narrative of understanding how environment can affect both mind and body simultaneously, rather than isolate one from the other which was the practice in previous centuries (Mehta, 2011). Robert Sapolsky works in the Department of Neurology and focuses on the question of the issue of the mind-body relationship within different conscious beings in a variety of contexts. The definition and extension of consciousness in relation to other beings is less of a debate amongst the scientific community, for it is generally given a variety of animals other than the human animal can be said to be conscious (Sapolsky, 2017). Sapolsky though a neuroscientist, still has a philosophical feel to his papers and lectures, for there are no determined proofs for many questions when inquiring into the relationship of the mind and body, but offers a variety of biological explanations to assist our understanding of both ourselves and others.

Rene Descartes is often accepted as starting modern western philosophy with his search for universal truths which lead to his introspective phycology (Holmes, 2016). Descartes conclusions are often contradictory and or syllogistic in their presentation. A primary example his argument for the existence of God which he claims can be proven because of mathematical knowledge can be attained and demonstrated and seem to be universal, therefore a metaphysical entity exists is a rather farfetched idea for he claims “My knowledge extends not only to this, but also to everything else that I remember I have proved – in geometry and so on” (Descartes, 1642 p106). This was commented on by Voltaire who commented “He pushed his metaphysical errors so far, as to declare that two and two make four for no other reason but because God would have it so” (Voltaire, p50, 1731). This observation may be oversimplified but the inference of God in relation to concussions is prevalent throughout enlightenment thought. For the Descartes and the subsequent movement of idealism, the rejection and scepticism of the senses leads to the conclusion that everything that is perceived and experienced through the senses, only exists through the mind of God or is created before us by God (Holmes, 2016). The exclusion of the body in relation to the mind is recreated by Descartes and I believe, to which Voltaire concurs, hinders the potential for understanding the relationship of mind and body. I believe the lasting reaction to Descartes is the recognition of thought in relation to consciousness, the self-awareness and recognition of “I think” of which most phycology has subsequently been derived from.

David Hume was perhaps one of the first people to develop a depth phycology not dependant on metaphysical inferences with less of an introspective methodology (Holmes 2016). Hume makes some critical observations and reputations of the philosophy of mind that preceded him. Hume does not argue to reject sense perceptions but acknowledges the inconsistencies and false senses that can be experienced via the senses (Holmes 2016). The recognition of the senses allows for an understanding and is a critical juncture for the mind-body relationship, by utilising thought or consciousness in a way Descartes and the idealists cannot. “To explain the ultimate causes of our mental actions is impossible. It is sufficient if we can give any satisfactory account of them from experience and analogy” (Hume, 1738 p30). The first part of this statement is true even in the twenty first century, that “the ultimate cause of mental action” (Hume, 1738, p30), i.e., the ultimate cause of consciousness, is impossible to explain with and definite causation and is ultimately unknown. I believe the work of the philosopher has always been to attempt to “give a satisfactory account” (Hume, 1738, p30) of the experiences of the philosopher with debate in philosophy surrounding what is considered satisfactory in terms of explanation. Hume also challenges teleological explanations for the universe by observing “This is commonly taken for granted in all reasonings, without any proof given or demanded.” (Hume, 1738 p81) 

At the conclusion of the first volume of A Treatise on Human Nature he appears to be having an existential experience in the Sartain sense. Hume says he feels “… despair with all those desponding reflections…” (Hume, 1738, p249) and in relation to society he felt “utterly abandoned and disconsolate. (Hume, 1738, p249) He also notes “Nothing is more curiously inquired after by the mind of man than the causes of phenomena…” (Hume, 1738, p251). Where Hume is considered a sceptic, I believe the statements above could make the argument he was an early phenomenologist who was unaware he was having an existential experience.

Phenomenology as described by the Stanford Encyclopaedia “is the study of structures of consciousness as experienced from the first-person point of view.” (Stanford, 2013) This form of philosophy was not developed truly into a doctrine until the twentieth century. (Stanford, 2013) Jean-Paul Sartre contributed significantly to a form phenomenological existentialism which is still a poignant philosophy I the twenty first century. Hazel Barnes comments “… Sartre developed a concept of consciousness which orthodox phenomenologists would never accept.” (Barnes, 1959, p155) Sartre draws on the feelings expressed by Hume of “anguish” and “despair” but claims these are inevitable feelings when one reflects on their existence. Like Hume, Sartre dispenses with traditional metaphysical philosophies and argues against any teleological theory’s that attempt to correlate the consciousness of the individual with the consciousness of a God or Gods.

The first premise Sartre puts forth in his lecture Existentialism is a Humanism is that God is dead. This atheist approach is unique because the majority of subsequent philosophies typically have some divine creator associated to the interpretation of the world and to consciousness. Similarly to Hume, Sartre attempts to dispel with idealism. Sartre uses and argument by analogy, using what is called the paper knife theory,  “…the concept of man in the mind of God, is comparable to the concept of the paper knife in the mind of the manufacturer” (Sartre, 1947, p21) arguing further that the theory of God in relation to human consciousness, “We encounter this idea nearly everywhere…” (Sartre, 1947, p21) The argument states that God as creator has already determined what the essence of a person will be, before their existence, this is analogous with the idea that when a human attempts to create something, such as a paper-knife, the function and purpose is already determined by the creator. Sartre’s refutation of this theory is where his beginnings of consciousness are formed. He argues that there is no God therefore what people experience is reality, not reality in the mind of God. Furthermore, the absence of an artesian designer leads Sartre and other phenomenologists to the theory that existence precedes essence. By this he explains

…That if God does not exist, there is at least one being whom existence precedes essence – a being whose existence precedes essence, a being who exists before he can be defined by any concept of it. That being is man… What do we mean here by “existence precedes essence”? We mean that man first exists: he materializes in the world, encounters himself, and afterward defines himself. (Sartre, 1947, p22)

In the first half of this excerpt Sartre is repudiating against any form of teleological approach to the nature of human consciousness, for the elimination of God eliminates any universal design to mankind created in God’s image. Like Hume, Sartre argues there is no preconception of what humans should be. Sartre then gives the explanation of what is meant by the premise “existence precedes essence” (Sartre, 1947, p22) to which he explains, we a born into the world, we experience and develop not only in relation to the external world, but within ourselves also through consciousness via “encountering himself” (Sartre, 1947, p22) Defining oneself is only a consequence of the first two actions of materializing in the world. Encountering oneself, which is to say when self-realisation occurs, a true level of consciousness is achieved, which is followed by the bodily feelings of nausea, anguish and despair.

The inter-relationship of both mind and body is essential to both phenomenological and existential thinkers to establish consciousness. They do not doubt that the material world exists, but questions of the nature of the world that exists arise from our reflection of consciousness. Sartre develops his phycology further when reflecting on the hard problem on consciousness by arguing 

The effect of any form of materialism is to treat all men – including oneself – as objects, which is to say a set of predetermined reactions indistinguishable from the properties and phenomenon that constitute, say, a table, a chair or a stone. 
(Sartre, 1947, p41)

In this passage, Sartre is recognising the phycological issues of recognising the materialism within the world. Objectifying people in one sense or another is common-place, whether intentional or not, the subjectivity of the conscious experience can cause disassociation between the individual and other human beings. This is where Sartre brings the idea of intersubjectivity in relation to consciousness. “Therefore, the man who becomes aware of himself directly in the cogito also perceives all others, and he does as the condition of his own existence” (Sartre, 1947, p41) This eliminates the separation of other minds in the approach towards consciousness and declares an acknowledgement of other minds must be accepted in order to understand and achieve true consciousness.

In conclusion I believe Hume and Sartre both made significant observations and advancements to dispel of the problem of consciousness and investigated the relationship of the mind and body with ferocious vigour. Hume’s extensive work does not hold up in the intricate detail of today’s phycology in 2022, where cognitive function is not thought of in the theory of impressions and ideas, but rather is considered a complex process that spans through multiple disciplines. His general scepticism is not unfounded, for debates and speculation still occurs within the realm of phycology over two-hundred years later. Sartre, I believe, has to much emphasis on the feelings of anguish and despair, as living in a constant state of both emotions would result in an ultimate state of confusion, if further analysis is not conducted into other emotions. The argument against deterministic actions is a hard argument to hold in complete totality, for cognitive function has rudimentary responses to certain environments and social stresses (Sapolsky, 2017). Sapolsky’s work focuses on the impacts of stress in relation to health amongst a variety of species, including humans. In terms of the mind body relationship, he asserts 

Regardless of the term used, maintaining physiologic balance is essential to health. A stressor is any physical or phycological factor that perturbs or threatens to perturb homeostasis, and stress is a state of homeostatic imbalance. (Sapolsky, 2004, p393). 

The act of consciousness is a given, in order to have a stressed cognitive response to anything physical and or phycological a degree of comprehension and understanding is displayed in the being. Sapolsky, like Sartre understands and argues in a similar fashion of why a mode of dualism is perceived within everyday life. For he observes 

Different facets of our personality dominate in different settings: we may act like “a different person” when with a boss instead of a subordinate, or with a woman instead of a man. But we are not literally different people (Sapolsky, 1995)

This analysis is similar to what Sartre describes in his work, the difference perhaps between the two intellectuals is Sapolsky would argue there are some deterministic aspects to life in which certain behavioural tendencies are more probable to arise, which is the general thesis of his work. In an interview with Helen Feder in 2018, when asked about his work showing “…the constellation of flawed assumptions about consciousness and culpability made by the American criminal justice system… (Feder, 2019, p786) Sapolsky refers to the relationship of the mind body in relation to conscious by stating
Childhood adversity pro- duces a terribly weak frontal cortex, which is why some individuals make horrible, damaging choices and have done terrible things to innocent people around them… I’m a little bit optimistic that we can [make this cultural change], though I feel pessimistic that it has taken about 500 years for us to get this far, and that shift has predominately been in the West. (Sapolsky, 2019, p786)
Here Sapolsky is summarising the evidence gathered in relation to an aspect of the mind body relationship in relation to consciousness, by declaring childhood adversity physically changes structures within the brain, which can lead to some individuals partaking in what is considered damaging or negative behaviour. Notably he does not say all who experience such hardships will act in such ways. He then reflects on the history of understanding phycological behaviour, claiming to be partly optimistic about the future of the understanding of this complex subject. But feels pessimistic at the slow rate progress in the development of formulating an understanding of consciousness and relationship between mind and body, commenting western thought has mainly pushed the development of these ideas and theories. Where metaphysics will always intrigue people with the inferences of consciousness in relation to whatever metaphysical God or Gods one may believe in, I believe, like Hume, Sartre and Sapolsky, these inferences can confuse and mask the true reality which we experience. Accepting and investigating sense perceptions is often the beginning to achieve a form of consciousness, understanding the nature of the mind body relationship in its totality is perhaps an impossible task, but the ways and means of investigation always has the potential to discover something new.
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