Are there limitations to our understanding of consciousness? 

1.Introduction 

This essay aims to address a central issue in contemporary philosophy of mind, namely the epistemic gap for consciousness (Fiala, Arico and Nichols 2012). The claim is that as long as we adopt a physicalist approach to consciousness, then our understanding of the concept is limited. We can never come up with a good scientific theory of consciousness due to a lack of epistemic satisfaction when presented with such scientific theories. However, such accounts can still be considered genuine contributions to the hard problem. We begin by clarifying what we mean by the term consciousness, then explain how the view put forward differs from other epistemic accounts, namely McGinn’s Mysterianism and Stolajr’s non-standard physicalism. In the second part, we show how our account overcomes one of the main objections to Mysterianism. Kriegel’s (2003) claim that from a formal logic perspective it’s only those questions we don’t understand that we don’t have a solution to. Then, we draw a distinction between imaginative and representational closure, and face an objection that could strongly undermine the claim of the essay. As we are only imaginatively closed to consciousness, we could still form a good scientific theory of the concept. However, the claim is that imaginative openness is fundamental in our understanding of consciousness, due to the role that epistemic satisfaction plays in the generation of a successful explanation. Moreover, humans will always lack a genuine sense of epistemic satisfaction when presented with scientific theories of consciousness, due to our psychology and inherent biological limitations. Hence, even if we could come up with a scientific theory of consciousness, it won’t be a good one, as it will always be unsatisfactory.  Lastly, by appealing to the continuum hypothesis and Stoljar’s (2020) no answer reply, we show that the view presented in this essay is a genuine contribution to the hard problem of consciousness. 

Physicalism is a specific approach in the philosophy of mind which claims that the mind and its states are physical. The term “consciousness” is generally used to mean both access and phenomenal consciousness. A state’s being access conscious is a matter of its availability to interact with other states and of the access one has to its content. An example is occurrent beliefs, beliefs that are currently being considered by the mind, such as the belief that I am currently reading an essay. On the other hand, a state’s being phenomenally conscious is a matter of it possessing a particular phenomenal feel or what-it’s-like-ness. For example, the feeling or the qualitative aspect of the experience of seeing red. As the focus of this essay is to provide an analysis of a novel way to respond to the hard problem of consciousness, the problem of explaining why there is “something like” to have a certain conscious experience, the terms consciousness and phenomenal consciousness will be used interchangeably, unless otherwise specified. 

The view put forward in this essay has roots in Mysterianism. Mysterianism is a particular approach to the hard problem of consciousness claiming that our scientific methods have their limits, and the nature of conscious experience is something that lies beyond those limits. What is particularly advantageous to this approach is that it’s an epistemic rather than metaphysical account of the hard problem. While not discussed in this essay, other approaches to the hard problem, such as Dualism which states that there are both physical and non-physical properties offer a metaphysical account. it's the non-physical aspect of the mental states that gives rise to the phenomenal feel of a conscious experience. It makes a claim about the nature of the world itself. On the other hand, Mysterianism only makes a claim about our human nature and limitations, which is much more plausible. As humans are not omniscient beings, it’s inevitable that we will encounter some aspects of the world that lie beyond the scope of scientific explanation. 

Note that our view differs from both McGinn’s (1989) view and Stoljar’s (2020) non-standard physicalism. Firstly, our claim is that even if we were able to come up with a scientific theory of consciousness, it won’t be a good one, as it will always be unsatisfactory. Hence, we are simply imaginatively closed to the problem of consciousness. Imaginative closure is the idea that it’s impossible for us to comprehend the relevant scientific theory describing the part of reality responsible for consciousness, due to specific limitations to human imagination (Boudry, Vlerick, Edis 2020). For example, in quantum mechanics, scientists know that they are working with the correct scientific theories, but not even those who dedicate their lives to studying it claim to have a full grasp all of the concepts. They are representationally open to quantum mechanics, but imaginatively closed to some of its concepts and theories. On the other hand, McGinn claims that “A type of mind M is cognitively closed with respect to a property P (or theory T) if and only if the concept-forming procedures at M’s disposal cannot extend to grasp P (or an understanding of T)” (McGinn 1989, p350). McGinn’s claim is that we are cognitively closed to the concept of consciousness, as the concept-forming procedure at the disposal of our brains cannot grasp the concept of consciousness. His view is that we lack representational access to a part of the world that is responsible for consciousness, and hence we are representationally closed to it. This is a much stronger statement that what we aim to show in this essay. 

Secondly, Stoljar (2020) claims that we lack access to a physical property of our brains that is responsible for understanding consciousness. However, our claim is that even if we had access to that particular physical part of our brains, we would still not be able to understand consciousness. There is something else fundamental that is missing from scientific theories of consciousness, namely epistemic satisfaction (Rowlands 2001; Campbell 2009). Therefore, our view is that although we are representationally open to the concept of consciousness, we lack the prospect of a good scientific theory due to a lack of genuine sense of epistemic satisfaction when presented with such explanations. Furthermore, this is due to inherent biological and psychological limitations that we cannot overcome. Hence, our view is a strong form of Mysterianism, claiming that we can never bridge the gap between us and the hard problem of consciousness, due to our human cognitive limitations. Therefore, as opposed to weak forms of Mysterianism, the hard problem is not just a temporal gap in our knowledge and understanding of consciousness that, in practice, could be overcome if we did more science or used more advanced scientific methods. 

2. Kriegel’s objection 

Firstly, we address the main objection to Mysterianism, which states that we cannot be cognitively closed to what would count as a solution to a problem we can understand. Hence, as we understand the hard problem, one cannot claim that we can never come up with a good scientific theory of consciousness. What is happening, is that we are confused between the conceptual relation between a question and its corresponding solution (Kriegel 2003). It’s only those problems that we don’t understand that we cannot formulate a solution to. One can understand the conceptual relation between a problem and its solution by understanding the entailment relation between a question and its solution. The question “Am I still driving?” entails the assertion “I used to drive”. The ordered set of possible answers is {“I have stopped driving, “I haven’t stopped driving”} is such that both assertions also entail the assertion “I used to drive”. We have achieved the reduction of entailment between questions and assertions to entailment of assertions amongst themselves. Hence, we can interpret entailment relations between questions and answers by reducing the questions to the set of possible answers (Hamblin 1958; Stahl 1962). Therefore, the logic of questions is based on an individuation of questions in terms of their possible answers. This is the only available model in formal logic to understand questions. It explains why we cannot fully understand a question, unless we can conceive what would constitute as a possible answer (Kriegel 2003). The validity of our claim that we can never come up with a good scientific theory is strongly undermined, as from a logical perspective, there is no epistemic gap. Our limitations are merely temporal, and we know that we can overcome them in the future. We simply need to do more neuroscience or psychology for example, and the solution will reveal itself. Afterall, the study of consciousness using advanced scientific methods is a relatively new domain so further work needs to be done. 
However, Demircioglu (2017) claims that there are cases where we can understand the question, but not the solution. One counterexample is all it takes to undermine Kriegel’s objection. Note that two versions of the argument (Dennett 199; Demircioglu 2016) presented in literature fail to present a successful counterexample, as they turn out to be question begging, assuming from the offset that what is missing in our understanding of the question is an inability to grasp certain phenomenal experiences. 

By appealing to the continuum hypothesis, we now provide an alternative answer to Kriegel’s (2003) objection. The continuum hypothesis (CH) is a statement in mathematics claiming that there are no sets of intermediate size between the natural and the real numbers, that is, there is no set that is in a one-to-one correspondence with either set (Koellner 2023). One would say that the set of possible answers to the question “Is the continuum hypothesis true?” is {“CH is true”, “CH is not true”}. However, this is not the case. Gödel (1938) showed that the CH is consistent with the axioms of the Zermelo- Fraenkel set theory, implying that the correct answer is “CH is true”. A few decades later, Cohen (1963) proved the negation of the CH statement. Hence, the two proofs lead to a contradiction, implying that the set of solutions to the question posed above is {“CH is both simultaneously true and false”}. This example is a provable unknown, that is, an example where we have proved that we understand the question, but not the solution. Even mathematicians who dedicate their whole lives to studying the subject are puzzled by the result.  Moreover, as it’s an abstract mathematical concept, it only relies on axioms and theorems outside our physical experience, successfully overcoming the question- begging objection. Therefore, we have provided a compelling counterexample, strongly undermining Kriegel’s objection, and showing that the claim that we can never come up with a good scientific theory of consciousness has logical validity. There are scientific questions we can understand and yet their solution lies beyond the limits of human understanding. 

However, one might say that there are different kinds and varieties of limitations to our understanding. Firstly, we can be representationally closed to a concept, meaning that we cannot come up with a scientific theory for that concept. Or, secondly, we can be imaginatively closed to a concept, which we defined in our introduction. The claim is that the latter doesn’t entail the former, and that imaginative openness is not a requirement for scientific progress (Boudry, Vlerick, Edis 2020). Look at the example of quantum mechanics. Take the concept of quantum superposition, which states that before it’s observed, an electron is simultaneously in two places. Scientists know that these are some of the most accurate scientific theories we have so far, but even those who spend their whole lives studying it don’t claim to fully grasp such a concept. They cannot effortlessly imagine what a particle in a state of superposition would look like, in the same way they can imagine a ball falling off a cliff. Hence, they are imaginatively closed to the concept of superposition, as they lack an immediate intuitive comprehension (Boudry, Vlerick, Edis 2020). However, physicists simply accept the theories of quantum mechanics as true, without expecting a sense of understanding (Strawson 2019). Moreover, despite being imaginatively closed to some its concepts, many advances have been achieved in the field. Therefore, we should have a similar approach when it comes to forming a good scientific theory of consciousness, not expecting a sort of revelation, but simply accepting it as true. In addition, the reply to Kriegel’s objection has only shown that we are imaginatively closed to the CH, and moreover, proved that we are representationally open to the theory. Hence, it has simply illustrated that our limitations to understanding consciousness extend only to us being imaginatively closed to the concept of consciousness, that is that we may not have an intuitive grasp of the correct scientific theory. However, this doesn’t entail that it’s not a good scientific theory of consciousness, and moreover, we should simply accept it as true, as in the case of quantum mechanics. 

Furthermore, we have come to accept the correct scientific theories as intuitive and satisfactory the more we appealed and used them as part of our general knowledge. For example, around five hundred years ago people believed in a geocentric model of the universe where the Earth is at the centre of the universe, and the sun and other planets revolve around it. Today, we know that this model of the universe is incorrect, but even further, we intuitively accept a heliocentric theory of our solar system. This weakness our argument even further, as it shows, that in the future, we may even overcome our imaginative limitations in understanding consciousness, and the correct scientific theory of consciousness may become satisfactory the more we introduce it as part of our general knowledge. 

3. The role of epistemic satisfaction 
Now, the claim is that being representationally open to the concept consciousness is not enough to form a good scientific theory, due to the standards we hold for an explanation to be considered successful. Although we don’t have a satisfying formal account of explanation (Trout 2002), most agree that the goal of an explanation is to generate understanding. When we understand something we didn’t before, there is a marked improvement in our epistemic situation. That is, the relevant events must be type identified in ways that are illuminating. Explanations fail when events or properties are not described that are conductive to the generation of epistemic satisfaction. Although they may be objectively true in some sense, they are not explanatory because they do not improve our epistemic satisfaction (Campbell 2009). For example, tautological explanations, such “the painting was painted by the painter” don’t add any new information or insights, as opposed to statements such as “the paining was painted by Picasso”. In the first scenario, no understanding of the situation has been gained, as no new information has been provided, and our epistemic situation remains the same. On the other hand, in the second scenario, one learns something new, namely the name of the artist, and the opposite effect takes place. 

An immediate objection is that an overwhelming sense of satisfaction or even any sense at all, doesn’t necessarily mean that a theory is true (Trout 2002). Throughout the history of science, we seen that our intuition is often more wrong than not. We have already noted that a few hundred years ago people believed in a geocentric model of the universe or that our intuition tells us that objects are much closer than they actually are when submerged in water. 

Furthermore, being representationally open to the concepts we want to understand is enough to generate epistemic satisfaction. The mathematics and equations behind the theories provide a full explanation of the phenomena, not leaving anything out. Although one cannot easily imagine how a particle in a state of superposition would manifest in reality, once an individual studies the mathematics and formulae behind the concept they can form a more accurate picture of the concept. Although they may still lack a full understanding, the person does feel that they have gained new knowledge about the particular concept. Hence, even in the more subtle case, such as the case of quantum superposition, there is a genuine sense of progress that wasn’t there before the explanation was available to us (Campbell 2009). 

In the case of consciousness, however, is misleading to call a theory an explanation. When we are presented with scientific theories of consciousness, we don’t feel that any new sense of epistemic satisfaction has been gained. Therefore, holding scientific theories of consciousness to the same standard, they fail to be considered successful explanations of the concept. To further support our point, experiments have been conducted which show that people are sensitive to the quality of reductive explanations (Hopkins, Weisberg and Taylor, 2016). The study showed that participants found the reductive explanation for the question “Why does blue light disrupt sleep cycles” pretty satisfying, but by contrast, they found circular reductive explanations less satisfying. This is a first step towards illustrating our limitations in understanding consciousness. No current scientific theory of the concept can be considered a satisfactory explanation, even though such a theory might exist.

Note that one particular cause for this limitation is that we could be expecting a higher standard of epistemic satisfaction, due to a sense of familiarity that we have with the concept. We come to know consciousness directly and through our own experiences, as opposed through observations and other means in the case of other scientific concepts. This higher standard could also work against us when aiming to understand consciousness further bridging the gap. Hence, one may argue that if we work on lowering our standards in regard to the concept of consciousness, then we may be able to gain a genuine sense of epistemic satisfaction when presented with scientific theories. This could be similar to the more subtle sense of understanding that we gain in the case of quantum mechanics. This argument further undermines our claim that we can never form a good scientific theory of consciousness, showing that our limitations can be overcome. Our sense of familiarity with the concept is misleading us. 

However, in the next section we aim to show that this is not the case. The reason we cannot gain a sense of genuine epistemic satisfaction when presented with scientific theories of consciousness is due to inherent limitations in our psychology and the biological makeup of our brains, which cannot be overcome. Therefore, we conclude that we can never form a scientific a theory of consciousness which could be considered a successful explanation, even if it may be true.

4. The inherent absence of epistemic satisfaction  
Fiala and Nichols (2019) advance a psychological account for the lack of epistemic satisfaction when presented with scientific theories of consciousness, known as the “dual-process account”. A short introduction to the theory holds that mental systems fall into two classes. System 1, where we find processes that are automatic, unconscious and evolutionarily old, and System 2, where we find those processes that are introspectively accessible, controlled and relatively slow. Since processes from these two classes operate so differently, they sometimes produce conflicting outputs with respect to the same cognitive task or subject matter. To illustrate this, we use the following example in the form of an argument: 

(P1) All people from London are angry. 
(P2) Bill is not from London.
(C) Bill is not angry. 
Upon seeing this argument, many judge incorrectly that the argument is valid. Dual-process theory says that this is because people’s belief in the conclusion biases a System 1 reasoning process to the incorrect answer. However, upon reflection most people come to the appreciate that the argument is wrong (Evans 2007). It’s not always the case that the two systems come to opposite conclusion. If we charge the first premise to “Only people from London are angry” the two systems reach the same conclusion. Note that one recognises that it’s unlikely that all processes of the mind can be neatly divided into either System 1 or System 2

Fiala and Nichols’ (2019) claim is that some candidate explanations generate a sense of incongruity because they appeal to primitive concepts. Drawing on features of ordinary explanatory cognition and of conceptual development (Carey, 2009), it provides a scientific basis for our argument. Note that their account predicts several explanatory gaps, and the case of consciousness is not an isolate incident. Fiala and Nichols (2019) define primitive concepts as concepts that (1) cannot be exhaustively translated into other concepts, nor fully understood in terms of other concepts, (2) get triggered by encapsulated processes, that is by processes that involve thinking, such as memory and (3) are incorrigible. It’s this last feature in particular, that is responsible for generating this sense of incongruity, as it entails that primitive concepts are unchangeable over time. An example of such a primitive concept is AGENT which emerges and stabilises in early development. Once the mechanism has been established, AGENT continues to function in a similar fashion throughout the lifespan. We have evidence from experiments and research, that although adults often override the inclinations produced by their primitive concepts, under speed conditions we can see these concepts peek out (Goldberg and Thompson-Schill, 2009; Shtulman and Valcarcel, 2012). This implies that these primitive concepts are merely supressed, rather than erased.  
In general, this is not true for most other concepts, such as LONDON and SUNFLOWER, which are not primitive and can often be revised. For example, we can revise our understanding of the concept “ALCOHOL” by appealing to the reductive identity “alcohol = C2H5OH”, then augment it with the knowledge that it can be made from agave and link it to the recognitional ability to identify different kinds of liquor. What we notice is that our understanding of the concept of ALCOHOL changes throughout our lifetime, and the misunderstandings in our childhood don’t have an effect on as adults (Fiala and Nichols 2019). Hence, this illustrates that as most concepts aren’t primitive, they are not unchangeable over time. 

It's this distinction between primitive and non-primitive concepts that is fundamental to understanding why the sense of incongruity continues to persist. Scientific theories of consciousness attribute consciousness to third -person objects, such as “pyramidal neurons” and “synchronised action potentials”, that characteristically depend on the activation of the concept AGENT. Given that AGENT is a primitive concept, its activation depends on a particular set of inputs, which are left out from the explanation. Moreover, the crux of their argument is that claiming “consciousness = scientific theory A” would involve our brains accepting a change in our understanding of the primitive concept AGENT, which would simply contradict its own definition. Therefore, such an incorrigible concept will oppose our attempts to redefine it through the use of scientific theories. It’s this “refusal” of the primitive concept AGENT to cooperate that continues to cause problematic intuitions to our understanding (Fiala and Nichols 2019). Hence, the authors compellingly show that due to psychological limitations, we cannot gain a genuine sense of epistemic satisfaction when presented with scientific theories of consciousness. 

Assume that one is correct that this sense of incongruity persists because neural and functional features fail to facilitate consciousness attribution. What would happen when an explanation of consciousness triggers the AGENCY mechanism indirectly via intermediary non-neural features? The dual-process account would entail that such an explanation of consciousness should be intuitively satisfying, undermining our view. Consider a theory T on which (i) consciousness is identified with N, a neurofunctional property of an organism and (ii) N has some features, such as contingent behaviour, that suffice to trigger AGENT categorisation. Now, the objection is that representing T in this way facilitates intuitive attributions of consciousness. This is because people will naturally associate consciousness with theory T, which activates an imaginative representation of contingent behaviour. This in turn triggers the AGENT concept, from (ii). Hence this is particularly problematic, as it appears that the felt incongruity that characterises explanatory gaps is excluded (Fiala and Nichols 2019). 

This is a weak objection however, as in so far as T facilitates intuitive attributions of consciousness, we will naturally attribute consciousness to some imagined AGENT, rather than the theoretically – specified property N. Note that what is key, is that the target of attribution is driven by the wrong kinds of features, not that it’s imagined. What actually happens is that these attributions come by virtue of bypassing the identity, that is consciousness = property N, that the theory T specifies. Hence, is so far as we associate the attribution of consciousness to an AGENT and engage with the claim that consciousness = N, our explanation won’t be intuitively satisfying to us even if it’s true (Fiala and Nichols 2019). 

We illustrate this with an example. Imagine that you are trying to teach astronomy to someone who believes that some magical being moves the planets around. You describe how the gravitational and the centrifugal forces play a role and so on. Your pupil asks, “How is any of this relevant to the motion of the planets?” So, you describe some of the relevant consequences, such the causation of tides by the combination of these two forces. Representing these familiar consequences triggers an intuitive recognition of the motion of the planets in the pupil, but, despite your efforts, they continue to stick with their belief. Similarly, in the case of consciousness, we may disengage from the explanatory core of theory T, which identifies neurofunctional property N with consciousness. This is because it would force our brains to redefine the primitive concept AGENT, which we have already seen would entail a contradiction. Therefore, our minds can’t truly grasp that “consciousness = N”. Hence, although in this case, we won’t feel this sense of incongruity, we will fail to fully engage with the theory. This powerfully shows that our explanations of consciousness won’t be intuitively satisfying even if they are true. Therefore, holding them to the standard discussed in the previous section, we can’t accept them as successful explanations of consciousness, further highlighting our limitations in understanding the concept.

An immediate objection is that what Fiala, Arico and Nichols (2012) show is that there is a sense of incongruity, but this sense is merely apparent. We now debunk this argument. The sense of incongruity is explained because the third-person mind attribution involves two distinct cognitive processes, System 1 and System 2, whose outputs may either agree or disagree with each other, as illustrated in the “All people from London are angry” example. While the two systems typically agree on the attribution of consciousness and conscious mental states to other people, they fail to reach the same conclusion when we are wondering about our own consciousness and our own cognitive systems and brains. This is due to the fact that discussions of neurons, neurotransmitters and so on create a discrepancy between System 1 and System 2, which then produces a feeling that the characterization is somehow incomplete, that something is left out of this explanation. Hence, this account shows that this sense of incongruity emerges because one of the relevant cognitive processes fails to produce any output, which leads to the disharmonious sense that the neural description is fundamentally incomplete as an explanation of consciousness (Fiala, Arico and Nichols 2012). This provides a compelling argument for our view, as it shows that the lack of a genuine sense of epistemic satisfaction when presented with scientific theories of consciousness is not merely apparent, as it’s caused by limitations in the biological makeup of our brains. 

A second part to this initial objection is that the source of our limited understating of consciousness is the difference between self-attributions and other- attributions of consciousness, not the sense of incongruity our view refers to. The key idea is that I can appreciate the qualitative aspect of my pain in my own case and no scientific description can provide a satisfying explanation of my own pain experience. Hence, as the dual- process account of consciousness only focuses on other- attributions, it completely misses the issue that is at hand in the hard problem. However, we note that the sense of incongruity persists even when we restrict our focus to third person attributions only. Although we have no problem in attributing consciousness to other beings, it’s counterintuitive to think that other people’s consciousness, or even dog consciousness is nothing more than populations of neurons firing synchronously at 40-60 Hz (Crick and Koch 1990). In fact, we find it very difficult to picture what others experience when they experience the same phenomenal conscious state as us, such as pain. This illustrates that the sense of disharmony continues to persist outside first- person attributions of consciousness. We have seen that in the dual- process account this is due to the discrepancy between the two systems when one is presented with such scientific descriptions of consciousness. Moreover, there is a parallel situation when we focus solely on self- attributions of consciousness. For example, when one compares their own conscious experience with scientific descriptions of their brain, the neural features that are used don’t appear to fully explain what one is experiencing. And even further, they certainly don’t appear to be one’s conscious experience. Therefore, this shows that the difference between self-attributions and other- attributions cannot alone be responsible for the hard problem, as the sense of incongruity persists in both cases (Fiala, Arico and Nichols 2012). This powerfully undermines the objection, as it shows that the lack of epistemic satisfaction caused by the disharmony between System 1 and System 2, is at least partly responsible for our limitations in understanding consciousness. 

Now, we show that this lack of epistemic satisfaction when presented with scientific theories of consciousness is inherent. With a background in neuroscience rather than philosophy, Storm (2020) argues that the problem of consciousness goes beyond our psychology and the way we form and classify concepts as primitive or not. He argues that the “hardness” of the hard problem is due to inborn limitations in our brains caused by insufficient evolutionary pressure to deal with such issues.  We are born with an inherent dualist disposition, as evolution has equipped our brains with different types of cognitive systems: Sp and Sm. Because of the immense complexity of the underlying brain processes, mental states and their associated mental phenomena cannot be analysed by the “type Sp” brain systems that are usually used for representing and understanding physical phenomena of the external world. These are relatively much less complex. It would have not been evolutionarily advantageous for us to develop an understanding of the physical and chemical processes in our brain that underlie our mental states. Hence, why we lack sensory and cognitive access or as Chalmers (2018) puts it, we have “introspective opacity”. 

Through the process of evolution, our brains have developed specialised systems for representing and understating mental phenomena. The crux of Storm’s argument is that the mode of understanding is fundamentally different in the type Sm brain system than in the type Sp brain system. Hence, the type of understanding that we are used to is not conveyed when we analyse mental states, and this is why our understating of mental phenomenal feels qualitatively different, or why we feel this sense of incongruity when presented with scientific theories of consciousness. What happens therefore, is that we cannot understand the mind-body problem by matching it with a single familiar model. Instead, we seem to need two seemingly conflicting models corresponding to two different types of brain systems. This can be regarded as neuro-complementarity and causes discrepancies in our problem intuitions. Storm’s argument is extremely compelling as not only it provides a scientific theory for why we lack epistemic satisfaction, but he further shows that these limitations are inherent. Hence, we are limited in our understanding of consciousness. We can never come up with a scientific theory that can considered a successful explanation of the concept, as we will always lack a sense of genuine epistemic satisfaction. Moreover, what is so advantageous about Storm’s proposal is that it also provides an answer to Chalmer’s meta- problem (2018), the question of why we think there is a hard problem of consciousness in the first place. It’s because we find all scientific theories of consciousness unsatisfactory. 
 
We note that Storm (2020) argues that this sense of incongruity is merely apparent, so his view can be interpreted in an illusionist manner, which would strongly undermine our account. However, we have seen in Fiala, Arico and Nichols’ (2012) argument that it’s the discrepancy between two systems of the brain that produces a feeling that the characterization of consciousness by scientific theories is somehow incomplete. In Storm’s proposal, the problem intuitions are caused by two conflicting models corresponding to two different types of brain systems. Hence, this sense of incongruity is due to a similar neuro -complementarity as that in the first proposal. As we have already debunked this objection above, we can apply the same approach to Storm’s account and successfully overcome it. Hence, we conclude that a genuine sense of epistemic satisfaction in fundamental in forming a good scientific theory of consciousness. 

5. The no answer objection 

Assume that the view presented in this essay successfully argues that there is no good scientific theory of consciousness available to us. There still remains the objection that this view doesn’t provide a solution to the hard problem. Hence, it’s not a genuine contribution to contemporary philosophy of mind. We illustrate this objection with an analogy. Imagine that one is asking for an explanation of a natural phenomenon, say one is interested in finding what causes a certain infection. Now, suppose someone, say Alice, comes along and says that they have figured out the solution. Alice claims that the answer is that there is no answer, and that they have no theory. It’s immediately clear how this reflects on our solution to the hard problem, where we claim that that there is no good scientific theory of consciousness. People would object to Alice’s claim, by saying that it’s outrageous to call such ignorance a theory and they would use the same objection our view (Stoljar 2020). Stoljar (2020) formally sets up the argument as follows: 

(P1): Something is s genuine contribution to the hard problem of consciousness only if it can provide an answer to “what is the explanation of consciousness?”
(P2): Our view does not provide such an answer. 
(C): Our view is not a genuine contribution to the problem. 

The weakness of the objection is revealed when we look at exactly what the question is asking, more specifically, what question is at issue when people ask for “the explanation of consciousness”. Sometimes, we think that we intuitively know what an explanation of consciousness would be, but this becomes much less clear when we focus on it. We approach the objection by observing that consciousness is something that has both history and constitution. What we mean by that is that every conscious event is just a part of a large causal history. Regarding constitution, each conscious event is made up of a hierarchy of elements, leading to the most basic ones in the universe. Hence, when searching for the explanation of consciousness one could be demanding total information about both the history and constitution of consciousness (Stoljar 2020). If this is what is expected of such an explanation, then it’s evident that our view is not able to provide it, and that (P2) is correct. Even further, the view presented in this essay entails that, in fact, no such answer exists. Therefore, to say that there are limits to our understanding of consciousness is not a genuine contribution to the hard problem, strongly undermining our view. 

On the other hand, by the same criteria, (P1) is very implausible. For an explanation of consciousness to be considered a genuine contribution to the hard problem only if it provides total information in this sense appears to be too high of a criterion. Moreover, no contribution to the hard problem has ever been able to provide such information. Hence, holding all other views on the hard problem to the same standard, this implies that nothing has yet been said that constitutes as a contribution. In addition, many of the questions relating to consciousness, such as “What is it that makes mental states conscious?” or “Is one always aware of their conscious state?” can be pursued in the absence of total information. If we were to judge them by the standard of (P1), none of the answers we would gain would be considered genuine contributions to understanding consciousness (Stoljar 2020). Therefore, we have successfully shown that if we interpret the question in (P1) as asking for total information about the constitution and history of consciousness, then (P1) should be rejected, as is too high of a standard to hold all theories of consciousness to. On the other hand, if we interpret the question in (P1) as only demanding partial information, then one might say that (P1) is now plausible. But now, it’s the second premise that becomes implausible, as the view presented in this essay does provide partial information, allowing for other aspects of consciousness, such as questions about access consciousness to have an answer. Hence, we have successfully shown that the argument is not valid, as either one of the premises always fails. Therefore, to claim that there is no good scientific theory of consciousness and that we are limited in understanding consciousness is a genuine contribution to contemporary philosophy of mind. 

However, Kind (Kind, Jackson and Stoljar 2023) powerfully points out that there is still much more to say about what the nature of consciousness is, or how one might go about explaining it. And although our view may be considered a genuine contribution, such questions are not answered by simply saying that there is no good scientific theory of consciousness. Our only claim, however, is only in regard to phenomenal consciousness. There are other aspects of consciousness, and by this we mean access consciousness, that we can study independently of the hard problem. For example, we can explain how one sees and is aware of the colour red, without explaining that phenomenal aspect of the conscious experience, the “what-it’s-likeness” of seeing the colour red. Our view doesn’t entail that all features of consciousness are inaccessible to us, only that phenomenal consciousness is, as scientific theories of the concept will always fail to generate a genuine sense of epistemic satisfaction. Moreover, we appeal to one of the previous examples to further counter the objection. We have seen that it has been proven that the continuum hypothesis is simultaneously true and false. Within our axiomatic system, we don’t have a satisfying solution to the problem. In other words, we can say “we know with certainty we don’t have a solution to the CH”. However, as most of the areas within mathematics do not use this fact or simply take it for granted if needs be, when developing their theories, progress continues to be made. Mathematicians are still able to make breakthroughs in the field, regardless of the solution of the continuum hypothesis. Hence, this is just one example illustrating that our limitations in understanding a particular concept don’t hinder our scientific progress in other areas. This powerfully undermines Kind’s objection, as it shows that view presented in this essay is compatible with further progress being achieved in the study of consciousness, regardless of our limitations to understanding phenomenal consciousness. We have also shown that there are provable unknowns in science, and that such a proof is in fact considered a genuine contribution to the field of mathematics. Therefore, to claim that there is no solution to a scientific problem is not as outrageous as one initially thought, further undermining the objection. Note that we don’t want to claim that there is a direct connection between the incompleteness of mathematics and the hard problem, but merely to use this as an example to illustrate that acknowledging our limitations is an essential part of making progress. 

6. Conclusion 

To conclude, we have shown that our view is able to overcome the biggest objection to mysterianism, namely Kriegel’s claim that it’s only those questions that we don’t understand that we don’t have a solution to. Despite initially showing that we are only imaginatively closed to the concept of consciousness, we then compellingly argued that simply being representationally open to consciousness is not enough to form a good scientific theory of the concept. Due to the way we understand explanations, a genuine sense of epistemic satisfaction is fundamental to the formation of a successful explanation and this sense is absent when presented with scientific theories of consciousness. Afterwards, we have shown that this lack of epistemic satisfaction is due to inherent biological and phycological limitations that we cannot overcome. Hence, we can never come up with a good scientific theory of consciousness, even if such a theory may be objectively true. Therefore, we have shown that physicalist accounts of consciousness will always provide a limited understanding of phenomenal consciousness. However, we have also shown that acknowledging our limitations in understanding phenomenal consciousness is a genuine contribution to the hard problem, and it doesn’t stop progress from being achieved in other areas that also study consciousnesses, such as access consciousness. Hence, the implications of the view presented in this essay are that one can choose to accept such an account or choose a non-physicalist route to consciousness, but the advantages and disadvantages of either approach will not be discussed here. We do note however, that what is particularly advantageous about our account is not only that it provides an answer to Chalmer’s meta-problem, which is considered essential in contemporary philosophy of mind, but also provides an epistemic, rather than a metaphysical account to the hard problem. It only highlights our limitations as humans, rather than claiming something about the nature of the world itself. 
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