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Abstract

12 The hard problem and the conflict between intuitions and theory

As noted earlier, it is often claimed that there is a problem for explaining how physical processes in the brain, which are not themselves
conscious, can result in conscious experience. As Chalmers, who has dubbed this the hard problem, puts it, the problem is “why and how
do physical processes in the brain give rise to conscious experience?” (2018, 218). And elsewhere: “[I]t is widely agreed that experience
arises from a physical basis, but we have no good explanation of why and how it so arises” (Chalmers, 1995, 2018).

As argued above, this claim rests on an appeal to an inscrutable concept of state consciousness. But it is worth examining some the
implications of this particular claim.

Those who hold that there is such a problem also typically maintain it that it blocks any possibility of any useful, informative theory of
consciousness, including any theory about what it is for a mental state to be conscious.

On the face of it, this latter claim gets things backward. The reason it is unclear how to explain conscious experience on the basis of
neural processing is simply that we do not yet have a widely accepted theory of what it is for a mental state to be conscious. Given a
generally accepted theory of consciousness, likely cast largely in psychological terms, it would be straightforward to explain how neural
processing gives rise to conscious experience.

Scientific explanation invariably starts from phenomena that do not themselves exhibit the feature we want to explain. We go step by
step from an explanans to an explanandum, relying at each point on theoretical connections that warrant the relevant move. We bridge each
apparent gap by scientific theory. We do not seek to bridge such gaps by appeal to intuition or common sense.

That is how ordinary scientific explanation operates. There is no reason that it would not take us in that way from neural explanantia
that are devoid of subjectivity to the explanandum of consciousness, relying at each step on suitable theoretical connections. Explananda
need not be reducible in kind to that of the explanans, and they rarely are.

It is important to stress the step-by-step nature of such typical explanations. We should not expect to jump from neural processing
straight to conscious experience, any more than we could expect to explain the nature of animals by direct appeal to atomic structure. Both
cases require numerous intermediate steps.

So a theory of consciousness is likely to hold the most promise if it is cast, at least in part, in psychological terms. The best approach
for explaining how some mental states come to be conscious may for that reason appeal to other mental states that are not themselves
conscious. As noted above, higher-order and global-workspace theories may have an advantage over recurrent-processing theory and Inte-
grated-Information Theory.

An established theory can lead us to discard or disregard intuitions that seem to stand in the way of explanation. So the appearance of a
hard problem can be seen as no more than a symptom of our current lack of any widely accepted theory of consciousness.

An advocate of a hard problem might urge that our current lack of a generally accepted theory of consciousness gives us reason to doubt
that we will ever have one. That is not so. There are currently a small number of theories, arguably no more than four, which are actively
discussed and have a serious base of support.

And it cannot be surprising that none has yet achieved overall acceptance. Explanation of psychological phenomena generally is still
young, and debate persists also about such phenomena as thought and perception. In addition, theorists differ about how to fix the folk
phenomenon of consciousness, and often jump across levels of explanation. So the current lack of a generally accepted theory provides no
reason to think that none will in due course emerge.

We know about conscious states by first-person access. And one might urge that first person access resists any theoretical treatment, so
that consciousness will as well.

But that is by no means obvious. We also have third-person access to conscious states, which can be more revealing than first-person
access. So our goal must be to explain how the two types of access can work together to tell us about very same conscious states. Doing
so will doubtless require theorizing about both types of access. And even if first-person access has special epistemic properties, which is
debatable, we can still theorize about such access.

Advocates of a hard problem, however, will insist that casting things in terms of scientific explanation misses the point. They will con-
tend that intuition on its own should enable us to see how neural processing could give rise to conscious experience. So they will reject
construing the issue in terms of scientific explanation, and insist on seeing it in terms of what pretheoretic intuition by itself can deliver.

Construing the problem that way in effect removes both science and theoretical explanation from consideration. And since pretheoretic
intuition cannot explain how neural processing can give rise to conscious experience, hard-problem advocates maintain that no theory will
be able to bridge that gap.

But construing the hard problem in terms of pretheoretic intuition leads to a wild proliferation of parallel hard problems in areas of
science where this is totally unacceptable. We know that water is H,O on the basis of well-established theory, and that identity has long
since made its way into our everyday picture of things.

But pretheoretic intuition, wholly unaided by such theory, would be powerless to explain, or even make it in any way intelligible, how
water could possibly be H>O. Similarly in countless other cases of well-established science.

We would have a forceful modal intuition about all such cases. If we construe the hard problem of consciousness in terms of prethe-
oretic intuition, there will be a hard problem about water and H,O, and about a multitude of others in scientifically established areas of
knowledge. So we cannot construe the hard problem about consciousness in that way.
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The hard-problem advocate might contend that in today’s way of thinking about things, pretheoretic intuition does after all tell us that
water is H,O. That is simply a mistake. If we totally subtract the theory, pretheoretic intuition cannot help us understand how water could
possibly be H>O. Indeed, absent relevant theorizing, pretheoretic intuition rarely tells us much at all about the nature of things. That is why
pretheoretic intuition cannot help bridge the gap between neural processing and conscious experience.

In cases such as water and H,O, where theorizing does decisively come to override initial powerful intuitions that some scientific ex-
planation could not possibly be true, the relevant theorizing typically ignores the relevant intuition, and simply goes about providing expla-
nations and predictions that help establish the theory. The intuition does nothing to shape or influence the relevant theory. The intuition is
simply consigned to the dustbin of history.

These considerations recall the earlier distinction between inscrutable and scrutable concepts of consciousness. Reliance on intuitions
underlies inscrutable concepts, whereas reliance of theorizing points to scrutable concepts. The conflict between intuition and theorizing is
fundamental.

We learn about the nature of things from theories. Chemistry tells us about the nature of water. We form intuitions about the nature of
things only when we have no theory to guide us. The reliance on intuitions about mental phenomena echoes the pre-scientific reliance in
other areas on Aristotelian essences, a pre-scientific past we should not emulate.

Consciousness is not a closed system. It is determined at least in part by its interactions with mental phenomena that occur without being
conscious. But pretheoretic intuition must rely solely on the subjective appearances, and so is blind to interactions with anything else. That
underscores the need for theorizing when we seek to discover the nature of consciousness. We must rely on theories that can reach beyond
those subjective appearances.
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