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

This essay will begin by outlining exactly what the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness is in order to give a good baseline of knowledge to properly understand what implications this problem could pose on how we think of the relationship between the body and mind. Then, taking this definition of the hard problem, we will look at different theories, such as materialist theories and dualism, and what implications this problem has on them if any.
The problems of consciousness can generally be categorised into two sections. First, the ‘easy’ problems are ‘those that seem directly susceptible to the standard methods of cognitive science’ (Chalmers, 2010, p.5). These problems then would be able to be explained by looking at the natural mechanics of a body. How cognitive functions arise from looking at the physical functions in the brain. Moreover, how they can be rarely disputed to be explainable by science, or at least seem possible to one day be explainable by science as the technology advances. So, for example, an easy problem of consciousness would be looking at how we take in, understand, and then react to stimuli from our environment. This type of reaction to stimuli can be easily explained through the process of science and bodily studies looking at the relation to outside stimuli and the nervous system reaction. 
In contrast, the hard problem of consciousness is harder to define and explain. The hard problem is a problem relating to experience and the subjective feeling of ‘being alive’. For Thomas Nagel, for something to have a conscious experience, it is only ‘if there is something that it is like to be that organism -something it is like for the organism’ (Nagel, 1974, p 436). This sets us and other conscious beings apart from things such as machines, as we are not just a series of reactions to different stimuli. We have this thing that sets us apart from even each other, and this is what consciousness is. This is the hard problem: how does one prove and ask why this happens? With the easy problems, we can look at neurological sciences for answers, but where has this subjective experience come from? For example, we experience the visual sensations: the felt quality of redness. (Chalmers, 2010, p.3–34) We can learn everything there is to know about the colour red: the connotations it has, how it is made by absorption and reflection of light, how it is made by mixing colours, but we would still be missing something and that something is the experience of seeing something this, this is the basis of the philosophical thought experience of Frank Jacksons Mary black and white room (Nida-Rümelin and O Conaill, 2019) This thought experiment shows that not all information is physical and can be learned through knowledge some if it has to be through experience. However, the hard problem aims to highlight how we explain what it is like to experience colours or emotions, etc. There is something to consciousness that cannot be explained through simple means of neurology and science.
The implications the hard problem of consciousness has on theories of consciousness and of mind are vast and are entirely dependent on what theory is being focused on, as the implication that appears for materialist theories such as identity theory and behaviourism are not the same as those such as Descartes’s dualism.
Identity theory is a form of reductive materialism as they try to reduce everything down to basic physical terms. For them, ‘mind and matter, however capable of being logically distinguished, are in actuality but different expressions of a single reality that is material.’ (Duigan, 2022) they can see how the mind and body can be seen as separate; however, for them, they are the same thing. Mental states are the same as physical states and are created from the physical interaction between things such as the nervous systems and the brain; for example, ’S feels pain if and only if S’s C-fibres are firing or feeling pain= having c-fibres firing’ (Carrol, Markosian 2010, P.145). This theory is not without much criticism, most of which is in reference to some aspect of the hard problem of consciousness as it goes against it. As the problem highlights, the subjective feel of experience and existence alludes to the fact that not everything can be described by looking at the physical body for answers.
For identity theory, the implications of the hard problem of consciousness do not affect the theory if we were to take the theory to be believable and a good way to understand the way conscience beings work. This is because they reject the notion that not everything can be explained by mental states being physical states, so for them, there is no unexplainable subjective experience that is consciousness; however, the problem does bring up an issue with the theory itself. This theory gives room for ‘Philosophical zombies’ to exist.  ‘by definition, there is ‘nothing it is like’ to be a zombie.’ (Kirk, 2019) however, if their body is working identically to us, for example, if they had a c-fibre that fired when they got hit, and all their physical states matched up, then for identity theory, it is possible for these to exist and be considered conscious. However, this zombie does not seem to be something we would attribute consciousness to. This is where the gap appears that the hard problem tries to highlight. It shows that the identity theory is perhaps oversampling the concept of consciousness as there are some things that have a subjective feel to them that cannot be explained in the pure physicalist ways like identity theory tries to do. The implication of the hard problem of consciousness on the identity theory is that it highlights the weaknesses within the argument; however, aside from that, the theory itself does not get affected by what it is proposing as it does not agree with the premise the hard problem is built on.
Much like identity theory, Putnam’s Functionalism thinks that mental states are physical; however, Putnam’s idea is that mental states are functional states, and these are ‘organisational states identified by their causal links to one another and sensory inputs and behavioural outputs’ (Putnam. H 1967 p.256). For Putnam, conscious states are a result of the inputs from both the outside world that is being interacted with as well as the inputs from the body and the current mental state. From there, the output will be the conscious mental state that this combination of inputs creates. This is more inclusive than identity theory as for them; nothing is able to get into the concise mental state of pain unless they have a c-fibre that fires; however, for functionalism, we would have something such as ‘sensory organs which normally signal damage to the machine’s body’ ( Putnam H 1967 p.259), so for an organism to enter the conscience brain state of pain they need to be organised in a way to recognise that what has happened to the body is bad and aim to try and fix and avoid further damage so instead of relying on one specific area of the body for pain functionalism looks for vague similarities in organisms and then to attribute the creations of conscious mental states to these actions.
In relation to the hard problem of consciousness as functionalism attributes conscious mental states to physical ones that can be found in every being that is conscious, so it does not necessarily agree that there is a subjective experience to which it is like to be something. If an organism is conscious, it has attributes that create that mental state, no matter how vague, so every conscious being is related in that way to each other. Functionalism, also as a physicalist theory, does not agree that consciousness is this thing that cannot be explained by science and observation of the body and how it reacts to the world. They believe that it is plausible that we will find evidence of these similarities in the organisms we attribute consciousness. On the other hand, functionalism has also been accused of missing out on the aspect of consciousness that the hard problem is highlighting; however, like identity theory, this criticism only works if one does not already agree with functionalism or at least the premise of a physicalist theory.
Descartes’s Dualism theory relating to the relation between the mind and body was based on his idea that ‘there were two kinds of substance: matter, of which the essential property is that it is spatially extended; and mind, of which the essential property is that it thinks’ (Robinson, 2020). A big part of Descartes’s dualism is that the mind and body are two entirely separate things for him. The mind is this substance that undergoes things such as thinking and feeling. The extended substance was the thing that was affected by the first substance, or in other words, the mind is one thing and affects the body, which is a separate thing. However, the mind affects the actions of the body. This can cause mental states ‘For example, willing the arm to be raised causes it to be raised, whereas being hit by a hammer on the finger causes the mind to feel pain.’ (Duignan, 2022). So, the body and mind are not entirely separate beings as these interactions do happen, as is what makes us work and interact with the world. However, Descartes also says the mind does not necessarily need the body to be alive as it would not be able to interact with the world because the mind is not corporeal, but it is the thing that gives us consciousness. This is not to be confused with the brain, which is part of the body. 
The implication the hard problem of consciousness has on this theory is that it agrees that there is something else to consciousness other than the physical body. Descartes’s dualism is known as substance dualism, so for him, consciousness is what makes up our mind. It is entirely distinct from our physical body. It only casually affects our physical body, so the hard problem of consciousness poses a difficult question for dualism, particularly Descartes; how can this theory move forward without first addressing this problem? When stating that consciousness is this substance in itself that exists beyond the body, it is hard to then back that up with any objective evidence other than thought experiments and process of deduction. The other implication this problem has for dualism is that it does help explain Descartes’s idea on only trusting our own thoughts as if consciousness is related to the subjective experience that one has, then it would be difficult to fully prove that anyone else has a conscious experience as one would not be able to understand anyone else subjective experience as Thomas Nagel states ‘Our own experience provides the basic material for our imagination whose range is therefore limited’ (Nagel, 1974, p 439) the best we could do is imagine what it would be like, however, we would only be imagining what it is like for us to be in that situation not what it is like to be them. It creates some illusion that the only being that can be genuinely believed to be conscious is oneself, which does not seem a plausible outcome to believe.
To conclude, that hard problem of consciousness is one that itself states that it is near on impossible to explain what consciousness is or where it came from in scientific terms, so how can we ever hope to prove a theory correct while still believing such a problem exists? Hence, as such, a lot of theories, such as the physicalist ones, almost outright deny such a problem exists, so naturally, the hard problem of consciousness has very little implications on how these theories work or develop. However, for theories such as dualism, it poses an issue as it makes it hard to believe how such a theory can be objectively proven, which is something that should be aimed to try and do. That being said, the hard problem of consciousness has many different implications for every theory trying to explore the relationship between the body and the mind. This essay was only able to cover the surface of a select few; however, it is a crucial problem to consider when looking through the different theories.
























Bibliography 

Carroll, Markosian, An Introduction to metaphysics CUP 2010 P 145

Chalmers, D.J. (2010). Facing Up to the Problem of Consciousness. [online] The Character of Consciousness, Oxford University Press, pp.3–34. doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195311105.003.0001.
Duigan, B. (2022). identity theory | philosophy | Britannica. In: Encyclopædia Britannica. [online] Available at: https://www.britannica.com/topic/identity-theory  [Accessed 14 Oct. 2022].
Duignan, B. (2022). mind-body dualism | Definition, Theories, & Facts | Britannica. In: Encyclopædia Britannica. [online] Available at: https://www.britannica.com/topic/mind-body-dualism  [Accessed 15 Oct. 2022].
Hilary Putnam ‘Psychological Predicates’ in W.H. Captain and D.D Merrill (eds) Art Mind and Religion ( Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press 1967) pp.256-262
Kirk, R. (2019). Zombies (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). [online] Stanford.edu. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/zombies/#ZombConc  [Accessed 16 Oct. 2022].
Nagel, T. (1974). What Is It Like to Be a Bat? The Philosophical Review, 83(4), pp.435–450. doi:10.2307/2183914.
Nida-Rümelin, M. and O Conaill, D. (2019). Qualia: The Knowledge Argument (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). [online] Stanford.edu. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/qualia-knowledge/#BasiIde [Accessed 16 Oct. 2022].
Robinson, H. (2020). Dualism (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). [online] Stanford.edu. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/dualism/#:~:text=Descartes%20was%20a%20substance%20dualist,property%20is%20that%20it%20thinks.  [Accessed 16 Oct. 2022].





	
