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Abstract: The exact relationship between qualia and the function of the brain
remains elusive. The present approach focuses on the linkage between the neural
mechanisms of the brain and the phenomenological and epistemological mecha-
nisms of qualia. It is hypothesized that distinct characteristics of the ventral
prefrontal cortical function may be crucial for the generation of these
phenomenological and epistemological mechanisms — this is reflected in the
so-called ‘neurophenomenological hypothesis’.

The ‘phenomenological-qualitative’ character of qualia may be related with
an early activation in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VMPFC). The experi-
ence of ‘presence’ in qualia may be accounted for by a co-activation in both
VMPFC and hippocampus and a concurrent deactivation in the ventrolateral
prefrontal cortex (VLPFC) and posterior cingulate. Past and future temporal
dimensions may therefore be integrated within the experience of events, which in
turn may account for the phenomenal characteristics of ‘presence’ and thus
‘Phenomenal time’. ‘Non-structural homogeneity’ in the experience of qualia
may be accounted for by either ‘supramodal character’ or ‘modality unspecifity’
of the VMPFC. The ‘heterogenous’ stimuli can therefore be included and inte-
grated within one ‘homogenous’ event as experienced in qualia. Finally, ‘trans-
parency’ in the experience of qualia may be related with the ‘reciprocal
suppression’ between VMPFC and VLPFC. Simultaneous cognitive processing
during the experience of qualia may be suppressed and may consequently
account for their transparent character.

Due to several methodological limitations, these ‘neurophenomenological
hypotheses’ must be considered as preliminary. However, they may nevertheless
serve as a starting point for the development of a more elaborate neuroscientific
hypothesis of qualia in the future.
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I: Introduction

Mental states are often characterized by qualia which, in turn, are described by
phenomenal—qualitative properties, the “What is it like’ character, and the First-
Person Perspective (FPP) (Nagel, 1974; Metzinger, 1995; Chalmers, 1996).
However, neither characteristic of qualia has been linked with specific functions
of the brain so far. The failure to link qualia with the functions of the brain may
be due to the following two reasons. Qualia could indeed be non-existent in
humans so that any kind of linkage between qualia and brain function remains
impossible. However, although the existence of qualia has been denied by some
neuroscientists (see Crick, 1994; Crick & Koch, 1998), the strong phenomeno-
logical evidence (see below) makes such an assumption rather unlikely. The fail-
ure in the linkage could also be due to principal differences between qualia and
the function of the brain in either ontological or methodological regard. Despite
the fact that some dualist philosophers (Chalmers, 1996) argue for a principal
ontological difference between qualia and brain function, this assumption seems
rather unlikely from an empirical point of view: changes in the brain function are
accompanied by changes in qualia and, in addition, a complete elimination of the
brain leads to the absence of qualia. The failure to link qualia and brain function
may therefore be associated with methodological differences.

While qualia, as discussed in philosophy, reflect their ontological nature and
thus the “What’ of qualia, their phenomenal and epistemic mechanisms, i.e., the
‘How’ through which they appear is rather neglected. In contrast, the function of
the brain, as investigated in neurosciences, focuses on the elucidation of neural
mechanisms, i.e., the ‘How’ of the brain rather than its ontological nature, i.e.,
the ‘What’ of the brain. A linkage between the ontological nature of qualia, i.e.,
the “What” and the neural mechanisms of the brain, i.e., the ‘How’, must neces-
sarily fall short because the ‘What’ cannot be linked with the ‘How’. As a result
there remains an ‘explanatory gap’ (see also Ellis & Newton, 1998). Only the
phenomenal and epistemic mechanisms, i.e., the ‘How’ of qualia, can be linked
with the neural mechanisms, i.e., the ‘How’ of the brain. While this linkage may
contribute to the investigation of the neuroscientific mechanisms of qualia, the
linkage between the nature, i.e., the “What’ of qualia and the nature, i.e., the
“What® of the brain may contribute to the neurophilosophical exploration of the
nature of qualia. Whereas the present contribution focuses on the neuroscientific
mechanisms of qualia, their neurophilosophy is discussed within the framework
of a ‘philosophy of the brain” (Northoff, 2003a).

The phenomenal and epistemic mechanisms of qualia are described in a first
step. This is followed by an investigation of various linkages between the ventral
prefrontal cortical brain function and the phenomenal and epistemic mechanisms
of qualia. The aim here is to develop so-called ‘neurophenomenological hypoth-
eses’ (see below in the final section for further definition). Finally, the principal
limitations, the preliminary character and the epistemic implications of these
‘neurophenomenological hypotheses’ are identified.






































































































