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1 Conscious experience
Conscious experience is qualitative…
• Experience presents qualities: sounds, colours, shapes, textures, smells, 

light and dark, pains and pleasures, comforts and discomforts.

• The qualities are structured: this noise is over here, this colour is over 

there, etc.

Conscious experience is subjective…

• Conscious experiences are had by subjects (e.g. me, you).

• They give a subject a point of view on the world and on its own body.

• This point of view cannot be fully understood or known ‘from the 

outside’—only ‘from the inside’.

The subjective, qualitative character of conscious experience is summed up 

(but not defined) in the phrase ‘what it’s like’. 



2 The easy problems and the hard problem
Q: Why does brain activity give rise to conscious experience?

Chalmers (1995): We should break this question down into the ‘easy’ problems of 

consciousness and the ‘hard’ problem. 

Chalmers’s ‘easy’ problems: 

• the ability to discriminate, categorize, and react to environmental stimuli;

• the integration of information by a cognitive system;

• the reportability of mental states;

• the ability of a system to access its own internal states;

• the focus of attention;

• the deliberate control of behaviour;

• the [functional] difference between wakefulness and sleep.



2 The easy problems and the hard problem
Q: Why does brain activity give rise to conscious experience?

Chalmers (1995): We should break this question down into the ‘easy’ problems of 

consciousness and the ‘hard’ problem. 

• The ‘easy’ problems are those of explaining the abilities and functions of the 

brain associated with conscious experience.

• They are ‘easy’ only in the sense that, because they are questions about 

abilities and functions, we can see how they might be approached using the 

standard methods of neuroscience and cognitive science.

• The hard problem is the problem of explaining why any of these brain 

functions give rise to subjective, qualitative experience.
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3 Avoiding the hard problem
Experience depends on the cerebral cortex and involves the coordinated 

activity of different cortical areas.

Francis Crick, Christof Koch (1990): Conscious experience is associated with 

35-75Hz ‘gamma oscillations’ (brainwaves) in the cortex.

Yeah but… why do 35-75Hz gamma oscillations in the cortex give rise 

to conscious experience?

Bernard Baars (1988), Stanislas Dehaene (2013): Conscious experience 

consists of a ‘global workspace’.

Yeah but… why is information in the ‘global workspace’ (but not 

information in local workspaces) consciously experienced?
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3 Avoiding the hard problem
Another important theme is that conscious experience consists of a special 

kind of internal ‘image’, ‘map’, ‘model’ or ‘representation’.

Prinz (2012): Conscious experience consists of ‘attended intermediate 

representations’ (‘AIRs’).

Yeah but… why are these special representations consciously 

experienced?

Feinberg and Mallatt (2016): Conscious experience consists of internal ‘maps’ 

of body and world (which are present in even very simple animals such as 

lampreys).

Yeah but… why are these internal maps consciously experienced?



4 Denying the hard problem
The analogy with life:

Dennett 1996, p. 4



4 Denying the hard problem
Dennett’s argument in short:

• The appearance of a ‘hard problem’ of life dissolved as the biological 

sciences progressed.

• Analogously, we should expect the appearance of a ‘hard problem’ of 

consciousness to dissolve as the science of consciousness progresses.

But…

• In the case of life, we began with a list of functions that needed 

explaining, characterized in the third-person.

• There was never any reason to doubt these functions could in principle 

be investigated using ordinary scientific methods.

• In the case of conscious experience, we start with something 

immediate, subjective and qualitative, characterized in the first-person.



5 Summary
• Conscious experience is subjective and qualitative. Its subjective, qualitative 

character is summed up in the phrase ‘what it’s like’. If you’re conscious, there is 

something it’s like to be you.

• This leads to the question: why does brain activity give rise to conscious 

experience?

• Chalmers (1995) distinguishes the ‘easy’ problems of consciousness from the ‘hard 

problem’.

• The ‘easy’ problems concern the neural mechanisms underlying abilities and 

functions associated with conscious experience.

• The hard problem is that of explaining why brain activity gives rise to subjective, 

qualitative experience at all.

• The neuroscience of consciousness has tended to avoid the hard problem and focus 

on the ‘easy’ problems.

• Some philosophers, such as Dennett, deny there really is a hard problem.

Next time: Should a theory of conscious experience be materialist or dualist?


