What implications does the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness have for investigating the relationship between body and mind?
How does physical matter, such as the brain, give rise to the vivid, subjective experience of seeing a sunset, feeling love, or tasting chocolate? Though seemingly simple, this question touches on one of the most profound and puzzling challenges in the philosophy of mind: the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness. The hard problem of consciousness, a term introduced by philosopher David Chalmers (1995), challenges our understanding of the mind-body relationship, and therefore, refers to the ultimate difficulty of explaining why and how subjective experiences – our inner, personal awareness of the world and our being – emerge from physical processes in the brain (Chalmers, 1995, p. 3). Despite significant advancements in neuroscience and cognitive science, there remains a considerable issue in understanding why and how these experiences arise (Gulick, 2014). This gap in understanding has profound implications for investigating the relationship between the body and mind, as it challenges the assumption that physical processes alone can account for subjective experiences (Weisberg, n.d.). Therefore, this essay aims to explore the hard problem of consciousness and examine its implications for investigating the relationship between the body and mind. Accordingly, this paper will draw primarily on the philosophy of David Chalmers (1995) and Thomas Nagel (1974), particularly his article ‘What Is It Like to Be a Bat?’. Through this exploration, I will examine why the nature of the hard problem continues to challenge our understanding of consciousness and its connection to the brain.
Firstly, to fully understand the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness, it is important to begin by outlining some of the key arguments presented by David Chalmers in his paper ‘Facing Up to the Problem of Consciousness’ (1995). As stated previously, the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness refers to the profound difficulty in explaining why and how subjective experiences arise from physical processes in the brain (Chalmers, 1995, p. 3). Chalmers opens his paper with a thought-provoking statement, that “there is nothing that we know more intimately than conscious experience, but there is nothing that is harder to explain” (Chalmers, 1995, p. 1). This statement emphasises the undeniable, deeply personal nature of conscious experience (Chalmers, 1995, p. 3). Conscious experience refers to one’s cognitive capacities (Bieri, 1995, p. 46), the subjective aspect of the mind – what it feels like to be aware, to perceive the world, and to have thoughts and emotions (Chalmers, 1995, p. 3). It encompasses the inner, qualitative experience of being conscious, often referred to as ‘qualia’ (Chalmers, 1995, p. 3). However, Chalmers equally recognises that consciousness remains one of the most difficult phenomena to explain scientifically or philosophically. This is because explaining why and how these neural processes give rise to subjective experiences—the ‘what it's like’ aspect of consciousness, remains elusive (Gulick, 2014). This is the essence of the hard problem of consciousness.
One of Chalmers’ most influential contributions to the philosophy of mind is his distinction between the ‘easy’ problems and the ‘hard’ problems of consciousness (Chalmers, 1995, p. 2). According to Chalmers, the easy problems can often be explained through empirical and scientific approaches because they pertain to functions and cognitive abilities that can be observed, measured, and explained through physical processes (Chalmers, 1995, p. 4). These problems of understanding how the brain processes information, and how different brain regions engage in sensory perception that generates behaviour, appear as relatively straightforward scientific questions that can be addressed. In contrast, the hard problems focus on how and why inner, subjective experiences accompany these processes. For Chalmers, this is known as “the problem of experience” because while human beings can describe how and why the brain functions, regarding vision, memory and decision-making, it remains unclear why the felt experience of consciousness itself accompanies these processes (Chalmers, 1995, p. 3). For example, two people may be looking at the same red apple, however, the experience of seeing the red apple is not just associated with their brain activity; it also involves the internal feeling that accompanies the perception of the colour red (Chalmers, 1995, p. 3). Therefore, the subjective experience of seeing a red apple cannot be directly communicated between both people because this hard problem cannot be fully captured by objective descriptions (Chalmers, 1995, p. 3). Consequently, the distinction between ‘easy’ and ‘hard’ problems illuminates the gap between explaining brain functions and explaining subjective experience.
Furthermore, to develop this argument, Chalmers employed Thomas Nagel’s position from his essay ‘What Is It Like to Be a Bat?’ (1974). According to Nagel, subjective conscious experiences occur because “there is something it is like to be a conscious organism” (Nagel, 1974, p. 436). In other words, Nagel argues that conscious experience features a subjective character that cannot be reduced to purely objective facts or scientific analyses regarding brain processes or behaviour (Nagel, 1974, p. 437). For Nagel, there is an intrinsic quality to being a conscious organism – something inherently inaccessible to others (Nagel, 1974, p. 437). In order to demonstrate his argument, Nagel employs the thought experiment of envisaging what it would be like to be a bat (Nagel, 1974, p. 438). Bats are mammals that use echolocation to navigate and perceive the world, which is vastly different from human sensory experience (Nagel, 1974, p. 438). They are designed with the ability to detect reflections and measure the distance, size, shape and motion of other objects (Nagel, 1974, p. 438). However, Nagel argues that despite having all the scientific facts about a bat’s biology and echolocation abilities, human beings can never truly know what it is like to be a bat because their experience is fundamentally different and inaccessible to humans (Nagel, 1974, p. 438). Similarly to Chalmers, Nagel’s ultimate aim in applying the thought experiment of a bat is to demonstrate that no amount of scientific research into the brain structure, behaviour or perception mechanisms of a bat, will provide access to the internal, subjective experience of the bat itself. For Nagel, human beings are “restricted to the resources of their mind, and those resources are inadequate for the task” (Nagel, 1974, p. 439). Thus, representing the philosophical problem of ‘other minds’, that even with knowledge of a bat’s neural mechanisms, human beings cannot fully comprehend what it is like to perceive the world as it does (Nagel, 1974, p. 439). 
Likewise, Nagel applies the thought experiment of the bat to critique other philosophical positions, like Reductionism. In the philosophy of mind, reductionism holds that mental phenomena, including consciousness, can be explained entirely by reducing them to simpler physical or biological processes, such as brain activity or neural events (Riel & Gulick, 2024). While this approach is effective in explaining cognitive functions and behaviours, it fails to capture the first-person perspective—the ‘what it is like’ to be a conscious being (Metzinger, 1995, p. 5). Nagel opposes the idea that the subjective nature of consciousness is inherently irreducible to the objective facts of biology or behaviour. Instead, he would argue that this view of consciousness presents a critical error in reductionist approaches to the mind (Nagel, 1974, p. 437). This is because reductionism fails to account for the subjective aspect of consciousness and overlooks conscious experience as being inherently personal and subjective (Nagel, 1974, p. 437). In other words, while it may be possible to explain all physical processes involved in sensation and perception, capturing the phenomenal experience and unique qualitative aspects of an organism’s conscious life appears impossible. Therefore, to summarise, Nagel’s critique of reductionism centres on its inability to explain ‘what it is like’ for a conscious being to have experience. Nagel’s argument touches on the ‘explanatory gap’ – the notion that there is a fundamental difficulty in explaining how physical processes give rise to subjective experience. This gap reveals a limitation in reductionist approaches to capture the essence of conscious experience (Nagel, 1974, p. 441), whereby a more nuanced philosophical account, embracing both subjective and objective dimensions, may be required. 
Similarly, Chalmers’ formulation of the hard problem of consciousness complements and strengthens Nagel’s critique. While reductionism may effectively tackle the ‘easy’ problems of consciousness, such as how the brain processes sensory input or control behaviour, it fails to address why these processes are accompanied by subjective experiences, such as sight, sound, or emotion (Chalmers, 1995, p. 12). Chalmers’ distinction between the ‘easy’ and ‘hard’ problems highlights the difficulty of bridging the gap between neural mechanisms and the qualitative aspects of consciousness (Chalmers, 1995, p. 5). Consequently, while neuroscience and psychology may eventually explain how behaviours emerge from brain states, the subjective nature of what it is like to be conscious remains a profound mystery under current reductionist frameworks (Chalmers, 1995, p. 12). As a result, Chalmers would argue that “the emergence of experience goes beyond what can be derived from physical theory” (Chalmers, 1995, p. 12). Both Nagel and Chalmers’ critique of reductionism encourages further reflection on the limits of physicalist explanations in the philosophy of mind. Through exploring their ideas, Nagel and Chalmers collectively emphasise the complexity of consciousness, urging careful consideration on approaching the intersection of the mind, brain, and experience.
Nevertheless, Chalmers argues for a nonreductive explanation of consciousness (Chalmers, 1995, p. 13). For Chalmers, this approach is the most “natural choice…that will add new principles to the basic laws of nature” (Chalmers, 1995, pp. 13-14). Chalmers acknowledges that consciousness is associated with physical processes, however, he asserts that consciousness cannot be fully reduced to or explained by those processes. He therefore suggests that consciousness and the physical world are distinct, though deeply intertwined. Consequently, Chalmers proposed that a full understanding of the relationship between consciousness and the physical world requires new theories and new laws that are not yet part of standard physical science (Chalmers, 1995, p. 15). In his famous masterpiece, ‘The Conscious Mind’ (1996), Chalmers presents an argument for ‘naturalistic dualism’ which asserts that consciousness is a natural phenomenon, though it is fundamentally different from the processes of physical matter (Chalmers, 1996, p. 109). For Chalmers, a nonreductive explanation allows for the possibility that consciousness is a fundamental aspect of the universe, much like space or time, and may require new laws or principles for its understanding (Chalmers, 1996, p. 197). This is because while science can explain a considerable amount about the brain and behaviour, it might never fully account for the qualitative experience of being conscious (Chalmers, 1995, p. 14). Therefore, as current physical theories are not sufficient to explain consciousness, Chalmers presents his theory of developing ‘psychophysical’ principles to explain the relationship between the physical world and conscious experience (Chalmers, 1996, p. 197). According to Chalmers, these laws would account for how subjective experience arises from physical processes without reducing consciousness to mere physical phenomena (Chalmers, 1996, p. 197). For example, a psychophysical principle would aim to explain why the firing of neurons in a particular brain region leads to the conscious experience of seeing a red apple, rather than just describing the neural activity itself. These laws would help to link the physical world and the mental world together in a way that is consistent with one’s experience of being conscious (Chalmers, 1995, p. 17). Although Chalmers does not propose a detailed version of psychophysical principles, both David Chalmers and Thomas Nagels’ ideas have had a profound impact on contemporary philosophy of mind, sparking widespread discussion about the limits of physicalism, the nature of subjective experience, and the potential for new scientific paradigms to explain consciousness. 
In conclusion, the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness emphasises a fundamental challenge in understanding the relationship between the body and mind. While scientific progress has enabled the explanation of the ‘easy problems’ of consciousness, such as how the brain processes sensory information or controls behaviour, it remains deeply difficult to explain how and why these processes give rise to subjective experiences. Both Chalmers and Nagel highlight the limitations of reductionist approaches that attempt to explain consciousness solely through physical mechanisms, advocating for a broader framework that accounts for the first-person perspective of experience. The implications of the hard problem are profound: they suggest that consciousness may not be fully explainable by current scientific paradigms and may require new laws or principles to bridge the gap between the physical and mental worlds. As such, exploring the nature of consciousness remains one of the most intriguing and unresolved challenges in philosophy and neuroscience, urging continued reflection and innovation in the search for a more comprehensive understanding of the mind-body relationship.
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