Qualia

The word "qualia" (singular quale) has been lurking on the edges of my thoughts for a long time, looking for a meaning. The philosophical discussions are far too complicated for me, and don't seem to get anywhere. But finally I found a simple meaning for it. Qualia are the way perceptual signals look to awareness.

Here is a version of the Stroop test:

RED BLACK GREEN BLUE GREEN BLACK BLACK

From left to right, say the names of the colors in which the words are printed, as fast as you can.

If you're attending to the colors themselves, your attention is partly at the sensation level. However, the configuration level and category level are still working, and they read the letters as you scan and you want to say what the letters say. So it's very hard just to say the color names. You want to say two different things at the same time.

However, if you say the printed names, it's easy. Your attention is on the configuration level and above, where you recognize the printed names, and there's no conflict.

There are two items in the figure below: a sensation and a configuration. Can you name them?
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Of course you can. The name of the configuration is "circle" and the name of the sensation is "green". 

[image: image3.emf][image: image4.emf]The quale of the configuration is             and the quale of the sensation is 

According to HPCT, a perceptual signal is a string of action potentials moving down an axon. When 

you attend to the quale   the measured neural signal  this:  |||||||||||||||||||||. A nice steady continuous stream of blips.

When you attend to the quale  the measured signal is this: |||||||||||||||||||. The same, though flowing

 through a neuron at a lower level.

There is nothing in neurology to explain qualia. When you look at any perceptual signal with an oscilloscope, all you see is |||||||||||||||||. But when you look at it with your awareness, what you experience is or 

So far, we totally lack an explanation for that difference,

Bill Powers

