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McGinn: “Can We Solve the Mind-Body Problem?”

Today we’ll finish our discussion of consciousness, and finish talking about the prospects for explaining consciousness.  We’ve seen various arguments for the position that consciousness is difficult to explain in physicalist terms, and counter-arguments that suggest that it might not be so difficult to explain after all.  But even if it’s true that consciousness is almost impossible to explain in physicalist terms, it’s not obvious that dualism does any better.  What, then, should we say about the prospects for explaining consciousness?  It does seem apparent that there must be some explanation for consciousness: after all, some things are conscious, and some things are not.  If there were no explanation of consciousness, it would be as strange as if there were no explanation for life, nothing that makes some things living and others dead or nonliving.  But just that there is some explanation for consciousness doesn’t mean that we can know the explanation. 
 
McGinn offers arguments for the claim that consciousness is just impossible for us to understand, even though there is an explanation for it.  To begin with, we need the idea of cognitive closure.  Some kinds of minds are cognitively closed to certain ideas and concepts: no matter how much they found out, they would have no way of knowing certain ideas and concepts.  For instance, the concept of an “electron” is cognitively closed for a monkey: try as you might, you just can’t get your pet monkey to understand the concept of an “electron.”  You can perhaps get it to understand “bannana” and “ball,” but “electron” is just not something it has the ability to grasp.  McGinn’s suggestion is that, even though there is an explanation for consciousness, and probably a physical explanation, we are cognitively closed to this explanation, just as the monkey is cognitively closed to “electron.”  

Even if we are cognitively closed to the answer to a certain kind of problem, we might still have a grasp of the problem.  For instance, even a monkey might notice that if you touch an electric fence, you have a painful sensation, and might wonder what would explain this.  But of course there is no way to get the monkey to understand that it is the movement of electrons that explains it.  Similarly, we might be cognitively closed to the answer to the problem of the explanation of consciousness, even if we know enough to see that it is a problem.

What kinds of things are cognitively closed for a monkey?  For us?  What can we plausibly not understand because of the ways our minds are constructed?

Why should we think that we might be cognitively closed to the explanation of consciousness?  Consider what would be involved in a physicalist explanation of consciousness.  If there is a physicalist explanation of consciousness, there is some property P of the brain, such that if the brain is in P it is conscious, and if I am conscious, my brain has property P.  Now, to give this explanation, we would need to understand the concept of P.  But this might be hard to do.

For one thing, as McGinn argues, the range of concepts we can attain is limited by our own capacities for experience.  Here, McGinn echoes Nagel’s argument, to the effect that we can know that there is something that it is like to be a bat, but we can’t know what it is like:

It is a familiar point that the range of concepts of consciousness attainable by a mind M is constrained by the specific forms of consciousness possessed by M.  Crudely, you cannot form concepts of conscious properties unless you yourself instantiate those properties.  The man born blind cannot grasp the concept of a visual experience of red, and human beings cannot conceive of the echolocate \experiences of bats.” (p. 397)

So grasping the property P -- which explains consciousness in all cases -- might require that we grasp lots of experiences that we don’t have and can’t really understand.  When we’re dealing with consciousness, we have to explain something that we, in some sense, can’t really know unless we experience it.  So this might pose a limitation to our ability to explain consciousness, to detect the property P.

A second potential problem with understanding the property P has to do with the form of our visual experience and observations.  Consciousness is, according to McGinn, something we all have and know we have; but it is never directly observable.  There is no way we could, just by looking at someone’s brain, see the consciousness in it, or find grounds for determining that it is a conscious brain.  All we would see is matter, chemicals, and perhaps electrical impulses.  And even if we found out that some property was in fact responsible for consciousness, it would still be utterly baffling and mysterious 
that (or how) it was so responsible.  Consider any property of the brain: its color, its shape, its squishiness.  Why should any of these physical properties underlie consciousness?  McGinn suggests that for any property that we find of the brain, it will be equally mysterious why it should support or explain consciousness. 

“I hereby invite you to try to conceive of a perceptible property of the brain that might allay the feeling of mystery that attends our contemplation of the brain-mind link: I do not think you will be able to do it.  It is like trying to conceive of a perceptible property of a rock that would render it perspicuous that the rock was conscious.  In fact, I think it is the very impossibility of this that lies at the root of the felt mind-body problem.” (pp. 398-99). 

More generally, we understand and observe the world in physical terms: our senses represent the things in the world primarily as having physical, spatial relations.   We also understand the brain as having a spatial and physical form.  But consciousness does not seem to be represent able in this way.  (Note the resonance with Descartes’ argument for a real distinction between mind and body).  The properties of the brain are spatial properties, laid out in space: but the properties of consciousness don’t seem to have spatial relations in this respect.  We can observe the spatial properties of the brain, but 
it is impossible for us to observe the non-spatial properties of consciousness.  So even if we know that consciousness exists, it might be extremely difficult for us -- given that we observe the world in spatial terms -- to explain consciousness.

Notice that McGinn’s account of the problem of consciousness aims to give us a certain kind of satisfaction, even if there is no way for us to explain consciousness because of the way that our minds are constituted.  If McGinn is right, the consciousness problem for us is like the electron problem with the monkey.  It’s not that there is no explanation for electricity, or as if we have to invoke supernatural, non-physical events or processes to explain it.  It’s just that a monkey mind can’t understand the explanation that we can.  If 
consciousness is like this, then there is no impossibly deep problem about explaining consciousness.  Indeed, physicalism is probably true; we don’t need to assume that dualism, or some mystical story about nonphysical states, is the truth.  The trouble is just that our minds are not constructed to easily understand consciousness: the explanation is cognitively closed for us.  The problem is not with the world, but with our own limited forms of understanding.  Another kind of mind could perhaps understand consciousness better or more completely, because it might have a different way of observing or sensing the world that makes an explanation readily possible.  Thus, we can preserve, according to McGinn, our very strong feeling that physicalism is true, that there are no states or events that are not physical events.  But we need not, at the same time, assume that we 
must be able to explain consciousness completely.  
