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In 1995, David Chalmers named something that everyone in the consciousness field had 
been circling without being able to say. 

He called it the hard problem. 

The easy problems of consciousness — by which he meant merely extraordinarily difficult 
problems — are the ones science knows how to approach: explaining how the brain 
integrates information, how it generates attention and memory and language and sleep, 
how it controls behavior. These are hard in the scientific sense. They may take centuries to 
fully answer. But they are, in principle, tractable: they are questions about mechanisms, and 
science is very good at mechanisms. 

The hard problem is different. It is the question of why any physical process — however 
complex, however well-understood — gives rise to subjective experience at all. Why there 
is something it is like to be you, reading this sentence. Why the processing of light by your 
retina and the activation of visual cortex doesn’t happen in the dark — in the dark of pure 
mechanism, without an experiencer. Why, when the brain does what it does, the lights are 
on inside. 

This question has not been answered. In thirty years of renewed philosophical and 
scientific attention, it has not substantially narrowed. Some of the best minds in the world 
— Chalmers, Tononi, Nagel, Levine, Frankish — have spent careers on it without resolution. 

This project is not going to solve it either. 

But here is what the hard problem’s difficulty does not mean — and this is where the 
confusion has cost the field dearly. 

 

What the Hard Problem Is Not 

The hard problem does not imply that inner experience cannot be measured. It implies that 
the measurement of inner experience cannot fully explain why that experience exists. These 
are different claims. 

You can measure the temperature of water with extreme precision without understanding, 
from the measurement alone, why H₂O has the particular phenomenal quality that “wet” 
describes. The measurement is not the experience. But the measurement is still real, still 
structured, still useful. 



The hard problem is a metaphysical problem about the relationship between physical 
processes and felt experience. It is not a practical problem about whether felt experience 
has structure that can be captured, transmitted, and acted on. 

Conflating these two problems — the metaphysical and the practical — is the mistake that 
has paralyzed the field. The consciousness researchers who cannot answer the hard 
problem conclude, sometimes implicitly, that nothing practical can be built until it is 
answered. The engineers who want to build practical things dismiss consciousness 
research as too philosophical to be useful. The result: a wall between the theoretical depth 
of the field and the applied work that depth could enable. 

This project is not on one side of that wall. It is building through it. 

 

The Four Frameworks That Actually Matter 

There are four theoretical frameworks in consciousness research that, taken together, 
provide enough structural understanding of inner experience to build the translation 
infrastructure this project requires. None of them requires the hard problem to be solved. 
All of them are robust, empirically grounded, and actionable. 

Integrated Information Theory (Giulio Tononi) proposes that consciousness is identical 
to integrated information — measured as Phi, a property of the causal structure of a 
system. Whatever its metaphysical limitations, IIT provides something practically useful: a 
framework for thinking about inner experience as a quantity with structure, not an ineffable 
mystery. The insight that consciousness has degrees and gradients — that a richer inner 
experience corresponds to higher integration of information — is actionable regardless of 
whether IIT’s metaphysics are correct. 

Predictive Processing and Active Inference (Karl Friston) offers the most 
mathematically sophisticated current model of how the brain generates inner experience 
through continuous prediction and prediction-error updating. The framework describes 
the brain as a generative model of its own states and its environment — one that is 
constantly minimizing surprise. This is not just a model of perception; it is a model of how 
the inner world and the outer world interact. It provides a rigorous framework for what 
inner-state signal is, how it’s generated, and how it relates to behavior. This is the most 
actionable framework for building the translation layer. 

Constructed Emotion (Lisa Feldman Barrett) dissolves the folk-psychological model of 
discrete, universal emotions and replaces it with a view of inner experience as the brain’s 
ongoing construction — a synthesis of interoceptive signal, prior experience, and 
contextual prediction. This framework is crucial because it establishes that inner 
experience has structure and variability that is scientifically tractable. Barrett’s work is not 
just a theory of emotion. It is a practical framework for understanding what inner-state 
data actually is. 

Neurophenomenology (Francisco Varela) proposed the most direct methodological path: 
combining first-person experiential reports with third-person neuroscience in a 



disciplined, mutually constraining practice. Varela’s framework is important because it 
establishes the legitimacy and necessity of first-person data in scientific inquiry — not as 
an anecdotal supplement to “real” data, but as a co-equal data stream that third-person 
measurement alone cannot replace. 

Taken together, these four frameworks provide something no single philosophy of 
consciousness can offer: a practical architecture for what inner-state translation 
infrastructure needs to do. Capture integrated information states. Model the predictive and 
active inference dynamics of the inner world. Understand inner experience as a 
constructed, structured output. Integrate first-person and third-person data streams. 

The hard problem floats above all of this, genuinely unresolved, philosophically important, 
and operationally irrelevant to the engineering. 

 

The Telephone Analogy 

We did not need to understand the physics of sound to build the telephone. We do not need to 
solve the hard problem to build the translation layer. 

Alexander Graham Bell did not require a complete theory of acoustics — how sound waves 
are generated, why they produce the phenomenal experience of hearing, what the 
relationship is between mechanical vibration and the qualia of music — before building the 
first working telephone. He needed to understand enough about the structure and 
propagation of sound to engineer a system that could capture it, transmit it, and reproduce 
it at a distance. 

The hard problem of consciousness is the question: why does the processing of mechanical 
vibration give rise to the experience of music? The telephone is built without answering it. 

The translation layer between inner experience and outer systems requires understanding 
the structure of inner-state signal — how it is generated, what its components are, how it 
can be captured and transmitted in a form that outer-world systems can receive. It does not 
require explaining why physical processes give rise to inner experience in the first place. 

The metaphysical question is real. Honoring it does not mean waiting for it to be resolved 
before building anything. 

 

Where Consciousness Research Terminates — and Where This Project Begins 

The consciousness research field has built something extraordinary: a set of theoretical 
frameworks, a body of empirical findings, and a community of rigorous thinkers who have 
mapped the territory of the inner world with increasing precision. 

What it has not built — and what its institutional structure makes it very difficult to build 
— is the road through that territory. 



The field is organized around explanation: why does consciousness exist, what is its neural 
basis, how does it relate to behavior and cognition? These are the right questions for 
science to pursue. 

The translation infrastructure is organized around application: how can inner-state signal 
be captured, structured, transmitted, and received by outer-world systems in ways that 
improve human flourishing? This is a different question. It requires the scientific 
foundations the field has built. It is not a question the field is structured to answer. 

This project lives in the space between the two. It takes what the consciousness researchers 
have established about the structure of inner experience and uses it to build the first 
practical instruments for translation. It does not require the hard problem to be solved any 
more than navigation requires a complete theory of spacetime. It requires enough structure 
to build on. 

That structure exists. Has existed, largely unbuilt-upon, for years. 

The building starts now. 

 

The Infinite Puzzle is the public record of the PRIMORDIAL Project — building the translation 
infrastructure between the inner and outer worlds. If a piece of this puzzle belongs to you, the 
door is open. 
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