Explain Putnam’s hypothesis that conscious states such as pain are ‘functional states’. Why does Putnam think that this is better than identifying conscious states with brain states, and is he right?

Throughout this essay, the aim is to highlight Putnam’s theory regarding conscious states being functional states as opposed to being identified as brain states. The first part of the essay will give an overview of his theory to establish how he has concluded that conscious states are functional rather than brain states. The second part will give a closer look at exactly why he argues against the idea of conscious states, such as pain being identified with brain states. Finally, this essay will also assess whether his theories explain conscious states better than the one he is trying to oppose and where they fail to give a satisfactory answer. 
Putnam’s idea is based on the concept that conscious mental states are, in fact, ‘organizational states, identified by their causal links to one another and to sensory inputs and behavioural outputs’ ( Putnam H 1967) So, rather than saying that mental states are derived from some physical place in the brain, his thoughts lead down that line of many different inputs coming in from both the external and internal world. He has developed this concept by relating the idea of a ‘Turing Machine’ and relating it to how an organism’s brain would use the data being inputted from that as ‘the behaviour of the machine is completely determined by the current state and symbol (called the configuration) being scanned’ (De Mol, 2018) In relation to different organisms they are the equivalent of the machine so with a combination of inputs and states will outcome some type of behaviour, however, it is necessary to note that all states are related to each other for example if S is the system then S has distinct states such as S1, S2 … Sn. and these states will be the functional organisation of S ( Putnam H 1967)so knowing how something will behave is not so much about how or why the physical body is ‘set up or ‘wired’ it is about looking at how they are likely to behave when a specific combination of inputs. This is about probability, so the state you are already in does affect the outcome. For example, if you were already super upset, the probability of returning to get to a super happy state is pretty low. That being said, concerning the conscious state of pain. Every creature capable of pain would have this type of functional organisation, as in order to ‘feel pain’ or get into the conscious state of pain, they need to be able to intake the input and other mental states. Then from there, translate a specific set of data into the state of pain. Putnam does not pretend to have all of the answers in relation to how this works on a biological level; however, he does state that it is natural to assume some things about pain and how organisms identify it. For example, we should have ‘sensory organs which normally signal damage to the machine’s body’ ( Putnam H 1967). This idea seems reasonable as its damage to the body is widely accepted to be a bad thing, so organisms should be organised in a way that tries to prevent such a thing at all costs. So, for them to recognise pain, one of the inputs would be the sensory organ signalling harm to some part of the body mixed with a negative mantle state, and the result of that would be what is recognised as pain. It also makes sense that if an organism cannot recognise the harm to the body as bad or cannot recognise it as something to be avoided would not be able to feel pain.
This hypothesis of functional states has concluded that conscious states are not brain states. However, first of all, he does not think the premise of theories of those such as the mind-body identity theory is plausible to be able to prove with one hundred per cent certainty. They believe that ‘something is a pain if and only if it is a c-fibre excitation’(Schneider, 2022). This raises many problems for Putnam. As stated, an organism is only in pain if this particular fibre is firing, which sounds plausible in creatures such as humans and perhaps extended to mammals; however, this is supposed to be true for everything if it does not have this c fibre to cause the physical-chemical structure then it is not considered to be in pain. This does not seem to give a satisfactory answer as to how we can expect an octopus to be in the same chemical brain state as a fox when In pain. It is not plausible that they both have identical brain make-up that also works the same for them to both be in pain, but that is what the brain state theorists suggest that either one or both of them cannot be in pain. This line of thinking does not just extend to pain; every mental state can be reduced this way which again leaves the debate open to do a fox, and an octopus have the same physical-chemical reaction in every mental state? This included things including things such as hunger and thirst. They are both predators, so perhaps they have that in common but do a predator such as a wolf and a prey animal such as a bunny have the same brain function when experiencing hunger?
 For Putnam and the functional theory, these types of mental states are identified through their behaviour rather than internal physical characteristics. This entails seeing similarities in how organisms act supposably in a particular mental state, such as moving towards the water when thirsty or avoiding pain and flinching. These similarities in the organisms have given a reason to believe that these mental states have some form of functional organisation that can be recognised. These vague similarities can be used for new species and as a way to understand how they work, for example, extra-terrestrials, if we ever came across them. They still avoid pain. We could infer that they also feel pain and have a similar functional organisation as earth creatures. This would not be possible as, presumably, their genetic make-up is not going to be similar enough for the brain state theories to agree that there is something familiar there. However, it seems ignorant that it ignores similarities in behaviour as a way of showing there is some connection.
Putnam’s theory, on the surface, does seem to cover a lot of common issues found with the brain state theory, mainly because for a brain state theorist to be proven, a ‘neurophysiological law that is species independent ( Putnam H 1967) will have to be developed. This seems unlucky given what we have already discovered with animals. It does not seem reasonable to wait for confirmation of a species-independent neuro law being discovered, as everything modern science and evolution has told us to point the opposite direction. However, for factionalism, all that needs to be proven is whether some psychological laws may be species-independent. Some ‘Species independent form can be found which such a law can be made from, as that would also in case the similarities in behaviour that Putnam said can be observed. These psychological laws will still be hard to prove as functionalism is somewhat vague. In order to include all the animals that are generally seen to be intelligent and feel such pain and would be acceptable to have some form of functional organisation, the characteristics have to be vague, so it will be challenging to create a psychological law that is accepted and sound. However, overall it seems more likely to happen than the other option.
That being said, many different issues arise when following functionalism, the first being in functionalism; conscious states such as pain are identified from sensory inputs and then the behavioural output, however, and these behaviours are grouped together to show signs of particular mental states. However, these mental states are just reduced to their physical behaviour reaction to the thing it is happening, so pain is reduced to the action of flinching and avoiding pain. It brings up the ‘idea that human experience is secondary to functioning mental states’ (Chelstrom E 2012). Functionalism has been accused of making life and by extension, the human experience very mechanical. This is because it could imply that conscious beings are not unique in their consciousness and could, with the correct parts or with the exact genetic make-up and inputs, create something that would, by functionalism, be called a conscious being with a functional, organised mental state. This does not, by the lived experience, seem like what consciousness is. It seems more than just inputs from the environment and previous mental states. 
Functionalism has also faced criticism as ‘we have about our own “occurrent” (as opposed to dispositional) mental states such as thoughts, sensations, and perceptions’(Levin, 2018), so although functionalism can explain how physical and mental states work, it is less clear how that works with things such as thoughts and sensations as they seem to appear. Particularly thoughts seem to have no cause that can be traced back for functionalism to use. There is also do not seem connected to any particular behaviour, so how can we be sure that any other being has them as we know something is in pain as it tries to find a cure or get away and heal? If something is thirsty, it will go find something to end that state; however, with thoughts and sensations, there is no clear way to define and as such, does that mean they are not conscious states? Or is it that functionalism does not have an explanation for things such as this? 
Overall, Putnam’s functionalism does raise some interesting fixes to problems presented by other theories trying to figure out the problem of mental states. He is right in disagreeing that all animals, if they want to be seen as having conscious mental states, such as pain, must have things like c-fibres. This seems to create a very human-centric definition of what the baseline for consciousness should be.
 In contrast, functionalism looks at organisms and sees what similarities they have. While it still does use some human behaviours as the baseline, it is trying to find the vaguest way it can, such as using the notion of pain being detrimental so a functional, organised mental state would be looking to get away from harm and heal. This accounts for organisms, both mammals and not. This is a step in the right direction. As mentioned before, it is unreasonable to expect with the sheer vast number of different organisms that they all have a c fibre firing when they experience pain, so he is correct in the way of thinking there has to be something else, and it does seem to be in the way other animals, and we behave. That being said, there are still many things functionalism does not cover, such as the issues with downplaying the thing of consciousness and sensations. Putnam was not entirely wrong with his theory, but there is definitely room for new thoughts to bridge some of these gaps. This could be possible as modern science is progressing, so there could come a time a species-independent law is found or made, and that would drastically change how we would look at functionalism as well as all the brain state and mental state theories. 
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