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CONTEXTUAL QUALIA
Matjaž Potrč
Qualia are essentially contextual: they are the awareness of positioning experiences upon the rich and multi-dimensional cognitive background, the narrow experiential world. Because the background/world in question is essentially holistic and therefore intractable, qualia/consciousness/phenomenology present the hard problem, as opposed to problems with the prospect of tractable solutions. Qualia are characterized by internal awareness and therefore they tend to the reflexively grounded positioning of experiences upon the formerly mentioned background world. Their reflexive awareness is also one reason why qualia are the cement of the experiential world: the awareness holds experiences together. 


One reason why the background world positioning contextual nature of qualia has not been noticed lies in the intractable nature of the experiential world’s rich background upon which experiences get positioned. The context of the experiential background is quite different from contextualism in the area of semantic normativity, and from the kind of variable parameters occurring in the epistemic contextualism.


Two stages may be used to recognize contextual nature of qualia. First is the intertwinedness thesis according to which phenomenology comes as essential to intentionality (PI). The ultimately atomistic nature of this thesis is superseded by the basically holistic nature of qualia: their context is the ever-changing intractable holistic world. One may find the entrance to this thesis by the intentionality of phenomenology (IP) thesis: qualia intrinsically come as appearing in space – in the holistic multi-dimensional space of the experiential background or the world.

The essentially contextual nature of qualia.
Qualia are the qualitative what-it’s-like side of experiences. So there is qualitative feeling coming with the bite of an apple, or with the inhaling of the seaside air. Qualia are also called consciousness or conscious experiences, or again they come with the name of phenomenology. The understanding of the nature of qualia is far from clear. The difficulty is recognized as it is affirmed that qualia, under the name of consciousness, present the hard explanatory problem.


It is argued here that qualia are essentially contextual. The primary reason why qualia are not recognized according to this line is in that contextualism characteristic for qualia is not of the usual semantic sort. It has to do with the contextual positioning of experiences upon a very rich multi-dimensional space of the experiential world, the positioning of which qualia provide awareness. The awareness that is important for qualia does not come with other brands of contextualism.


The claim is that qualia are essentially contextualist, that contextualism lies in their very nature: they come from the ongoing contextual positioning of experiences. It is thus not the case that contextualism would be something secondary or arbitrary in the case of qualia. Here is the first hint in this direction. The specific what-it’s-like qualitative feel coming together with my biting into the juicy apple is not identical to the content or presentation of the apple, and it is not the directedness at the apple. It is true that the quality of the apple, coming with the apple content, is different from the quality of the pear, coming with the pear content. But this content related quality is just one partial parameter that helps locating the experience. The qualitative what-it’s-like feel actually comes from positioning the experience, and positioning means that the experience is put into its context.
 This activity of experiences’ positioning into context is actually what qualia are. The positioning succeeds in a very natural and easy, natural manner, without any effort. It is the basis of our experiences without which these cannot come into place. The qualitative what-it’s-like feeling comes exactly from positioning of experiences upon the multi-dimensional experiential space, upon the experiential world. The quality of experience of my biting into the juicy apple necessarily succeeds through its localization, which means that in order for it to happen, it has to be localized in the experiential space. Experience is necessarily located in this space, and what-it’s-like qualitative feeling comes from this localization in a very rich and multi-dimensional space of the experiential world. The quality of experiences comes from their automatically succeeding localization into context, and this is the essential nature of qualia.
Qualia are the awareness of positioning experiences upon the rich and multi-dimensional cognitive background: the narrow experiential world. 

One essential feature of qualia is their awareness. It may happen that I am not exactly certain yet of the content of a certain intentional state, but that I already go through the experience of a specific qualitative feel related to the content of this state. I experience some quality that I am aware of, without yet being clear that the mentioned quality belongs to the content of the apple. In such as a case I am aware of the quality of the experience, without yet being aware of the content of experience. This may succeed because experiences get kind of automatically positioned upon the space, upon the background where they succeed. And the awareness of being thus positioned onto the multi-dimensional rich context of the experiential space is basically there, it holds experiences together. Experiences come preceded by their quality. None of them succeeds in an empty space; each of them succeeds upon the background of the experiential world.

The experiential world in question is very rich, and it has innumerable dimensions. Shifts of the quality proper to experiences follow these dimensions. One of these dimensions has to do with the specific content the quality comes attached to: the quality of experience or what-it’s-like will be different in the case there is a mackintosh apple or where there is granny smith apple. But another dimension of the experiential space may have to do with my feeling well rested or with my feeling slightly tired at the time I go through apple related experience. It is not difficult to understand that the possibilities and nuances of myself being well rested, or again tired, are practically innumerable in their number. This then gives a hint of the extremely rich potential of the experiences’ quality. The experiential space has so many dimensions, it is so rich in the parameters that constitute it, that it is practically impossible to predict the resulting quality of some specific experience. But at this stage it is substantial to recognize first that there necessarily succeeds the positioning of experiences at the very rich experiential space, the positioning the awareness of which is crystallized in the quale or in the what-it’s-like dimension of experience. Awareness is substantially related to qualia.

The idea is that contextual positioning of experiences upon the experiential space is necessarily there, and that awareness goes naturally with it. The what-it’s-like of qualia, the quality, comes from positioning of experiences into context, into the context of the rich multi-dimensional experiential world. In other words, all experiences succeed in a context, and qualia or what-it’s-like experiential quality provides awareness of this positioning of experiences in the very rich context of the experiential world. The experiential world in question provides the space of experiences’ positioning.

The very rich and multi-dimensional world that provides the space for the necessary contextual positioning of experiences is the experiential world. And this gives us a clue about another qualia related characteristics. Qualia come with awareness, but they do not necessarily come with the external world: qualitative experiences are narrow, i.e. they succeed without that the external features would be important for them. The experiential world may very well be the brain in a vat world, perhaps identical in its experiential dimension to the external world, without actually supporting the existence of such an external world. This limitation of qualia to the positioning upon the narrow experiential world accords well with their nature. For qualia do not provide information about the external space, they provide information of the what-it’s-like dimension of the narrow experiential space.

Perhaps some short clarification concerning background. Background is the landscape where the contextual positioning of experiences in their space takes place. Background, as well, may be understood as the whole (narrow) world where the positioning of experiences necessarily takes place. No experience without its contextual positioning onto the background; no experience without its world.

The essentially holistic and therefore intractable nature of the background/world is the reason for qualia/consciousness/phenomenology to present the hard problem, as opposed to problems with the prospect of tractable solutions.

What is the background? Background is the space where experiences get positioned. As experiences succeed in the world, background might be thought about as the whole experiential world. Background as the world provides context to experiences, it is the space where experiences succeed. Obviously the whole world has innumerable contexts available, namely the places where experiences can get positioned into it. Experiences do not succeed in the void, and even if they would, this is then the context where they get positioned.

One main characteristic of the background is that it is holistic. The world is very complex, and its various features are related through a whole, where each of these features is connected to many of other features, in quite indiscernible manners. In a holistic system, actually any feature may have its impact upon other features, but practically relevance gets established through positioning into some specific context of the complex holistic world.

Another characteristics of the background as the world is its intractability. If the background or the world is holistic and rich, then the changes of the context that provide relevance to the positioning of experiences cannot be possibly tracked. In other words, there is no general exceptionless procedure that would allow for a recipe how to come to relevance in the contextual positioning upon the background of the narrow experiential world. It is quite understandable that there is no such exceptionless general procedure that would allow for indisputable determining of the relevant context in the shift between experiences in such an experiential holistic world. 

Holism and intractability of the background or of the experiential world actually determine characteristics of qualia, for these provide awareness of the contextual shift in the experiential world. Notice that this shift succeeds in a very rich, thick and intractable environment. Now as there is no tractable procedure that would allow to follow or predict such a shift – holism makes such a thing impossible – it becomes understandable that qualitative experiences would feature as hard problems. (Chalmers) The problems of qualia/consciousness/phenomenology are hard in the sense that they precisely do not allow for any tractable means of their characterization, given the holistic nature of the background in which they are rooted. The hard problem of consciousness is tied to the holism and intractability. Hard problem and easy problems are differentiated between themselves in respect to tractability. Neuro-physiological preconditions of consciousness, as for this matter, present easy problems, because of the promise that, no matter how technically complicated they appear, there will in the end appear some tractable and possibly experientially supported procedure indicating how to solve them. These easy problems do not have to do with irreducible holism and intractability in the manner as consciousness or qualia do.
Qualia are characterized by the internal awareness and therefore they tend to the reflexively grounded positioning of experiences upon the formerly mentioned background world: they constantly provide context to experiences.
The job of qualia is important in that they constantly provide context to experiences. If there is some experience, it will happen upon the basis of the background, it will happen in the experiential world. In other words, it will happen in a context. Each of the experiences will be situated, positioned in the experiential space. 

The contextual situatedness is related to the awareness of experiences. Experiences get their quality – they have qualia – in as far they are contextually positioned in the world. Awareness tracks the contextual position of experiences upon the background of the experiential world. This seems to be an important function, which is shown by the fact that awareness exercises the scan of the constantly shifting contextual positioning. Because of the richness of the background experiential world, there are changes in positioning happening all the time (probably following some hedged, but certainly not exceptionless general rules). The richness of the scanning shift requires attention, since qualitative changes may be important for modularly induced behavioral reactions.

It is important that the positioning of experiences upon the background of experiential world gets constant attention, and so this positioning – qualia  are effects of their shifts –come equipped with awareness. Qualia notice constant shifts of experiences’ contextual positioning. Awareness (sometimes called reflexive consciousness) contributes to the internal monitoring of the experiences’ contextual positioning. Internal awareness underscores the fact that the experiential world, as already affirmed, is narrow. It is also important to notice constant activity of the shifting of experiences’ position upon the rich experiential world, and the presence of processes of awareness related to it.
Their reflexive awareness is also one reason why qualia are the cement of the experiential world: the awareness holds the experiences together. 

But why exactly should qualia come equipped with reflexive awareness? It is not just the function of tracking constant changes of experiences’ contextual positioning that is an issue here. If there are experiences – perhaps propositionally characterized—they would possibly come isolated, atomistic in their nature. Why would there be some relation between them? And how could there be such a relation? The first thought that comes to mind is that the relation should be inferential, perhaps established along the model of the propositional logic, such as the language of thought. Another better answer seems to be as follows: actually, there is the rich background experiential world that holds experiences together, so that they would not come apart. Qualia now have a special role here through the awareness that characterizes them: they provide the background world related cement through which various experiences may be experiences of a single unique subject. Inferential relations of propositional logic are then just something that comes additional to the basic background experiential mortar, unified by the activity of qualitative awareness.
A reason why the background world positioning contextual nature of qualia has not been noticed lies in the intractable nature of the experiential world’s rich background upon which experiences get positioned.

This sounds plausible, and it gives an additional oomph to the thesis understanding qualia as basically a contextual matter. One reason why the deep contextual nature of qualia wasn’t noticed is in the nature of the experiential world background that they stem from. The contextual nature of the background is perhaps obvious once as one starts thinking about it. But on the other hand this perhaps the most obvious rendering of the context to which we are accustomed. Contextual shifts succeed from one parameter to the next one. But given the richness and holistic nature of the background that supports contextual change, the experiential narrow world, there just does not seem to be any tractable procedure along the possibly general exceptionless rules that would allow tracking such a change. The experiential world’s rich background upon which experiences get positioned is intractable indeed. And as accordingly there was no tractable procedure that would allow to follow contextual change, one did eventually not even notice that qualia are of a deeply contextual nature indeed.
The context of the experiential background is quite different from contextualism in the area of semantic normativity, and from the kind of variable parameters occurring in the epistemic contextualism.

Let us take a short look at the more ubiquitous forms of contextualism. Here is one example. “Flat” as applied to the road is governed by other normative parameters as “flat” as applied to the table top. And yet the meaning of the terms stays the same, despite its alteration along the vagaries of contextual setting. Again: Do you know that you are in the room right now? Yes, according to the usual everyday normative parameters. No, according to the demon hypothesis accustomed normative parameters? There are shifts in the meaning here, yet the normative forces are still accountable for such cases of semantic and epistemic contextual variability. Compare this now to the contextual nature of qualia. Yes, there is contextual shift happening here, on a constant basis, and qualia are just what brings awareness in the constant shift of contextual settings due to the experiential worldly background. But the context of the experiential background, despite being context, is quite different from the mentioned cases of the contextual change account. The mentioned background is rich and intractable, so that it does not really allow for isolation of clearly shaped normative parameters guiding the contextual change. 

One would be ready to conclude thus that qualia contextualism is entirely different from the semantic or epistemic normative contextualism. Yet there is some vicinity between both of these in that semantic contextualism, as for that matter, actually allows for the particularist normativity project. (Horgan-Potrč)
Two stages may be used to recognize contextual nature of qualia.

If qualia are contextual, this still allows to see different manners of contextual impact with which they come equipped. Here is a teo stages proposal to recognize the contextual nature of qualia. First, accept the intertwinedness thesis: if there are experiences, these necessarily come intertwined with substantial phenomenology. Second, although qualia’s essential role is recognized here, the former initial stage still allows for atomistic interpretation of qualia’s impact, perhaps with each intentional content in a separate manner. The unification of the picture is achieved now through the holistic impact of the qualia, coming from the rich experiential background.
First is the intertwinedness thesis according to which phenomenology comes as essential to intentionality (PI). 

First, there is the intertwinedness thesis, according to which phenomenology comes as an essential constituent of each experiential intentional act. This may be called the phenomenology of intentionality (PI) thesis: each intentional directedness comes with phenomenology, or with qualia, as substantially involved into it. This is against the separatist thesis, which would allow for qualia/phenomenology as eventually an accompanying feature of intentional contentfull acts, actually separating the two ingredients.
The ultimately atomistic nature of the intertwinedness thesis is superseded by the basically holistic nature of qualia: their context is the ever-changing intractable holistic world. 

The intertwinedness thesis seems to be right. Yet it also does not seem to be really ultimately true to the nature of qualia. Why? Qualia’s function is in providing the awareness in tracking the positioning of experiences upon the rich and holistic experiential background, upon the world. Qualia are rooted in the holism of the background. And compared to this, the intertwinedness or PI thesis still seems to come in the atomistic package that does not seem to be proper to the real holistic nature of qualia. Qualia come from the context of their background, of the ever-changing intractable holistic world.
One may find the entrance to the contextual holism by the intentionality of phenomenology (IP) thesis: qualia appear intrinsically in the space – in the holistic multi-dimensional space of the experiential background or the world.

The above was still a consideration related to the PI thesis, and this last asks about qualia in their relation to intentional directedness, and qualia are then measured in their proximity to the intentional content. So we still need to ask more directly about the nature of qualia themselves. I claim that such an approach is possible with the help of the intentionality of phenomenology (IP) thesis. This thesis comes in package to the former PI thesis, and the package is then called PI&IP. But this is somehow misleading in respect to the ultimately deeply contextual nature of qualia. IP thesis can account for this. I have studied IP thesis in Brentano (Potrc 2002?), and there phenomenology/qualia are affirmed to come as substantially directed. Directed at what? At the space. The IP thesis has a nice contextual reading taking into account the former discussion. According to still somehow atomistic ways, there is this sensation of green, well, and it comes as substantially directed at the space, so it is intentionally directed at the space in this sense. According to our former investigation, the experiential space may now be interpreted as the rich holistic background of the experiential world. Holism is really stressed then, and the quality, and there is place for awareness in this. And qualia get their space recognized as the real holistic multi-dimensional experiential background of the world, in which they appear in an intrinsic manner.
� Notice that putting into the context succeeds in the narrow world, about which later.


�  Background as the world is the precondition of intentionality. (Searle)
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