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WEEK 3 ANSWER TO QUESTION 1 
STEP 4.2 ASK MARK 	  

Hi, welcome to week three's question and answer session, “Ask Mark”. This week 
we're discussing consciousness, and the questions are great, thanks. Here comes the 
first question.  
 
Question one: “I'm still trying to get clear on terminology. It seems to me that this 
week is the core week in as much as the hard problem seems to surface here. But is 
the term "consciousness" being used that way here in the course? Is it referring to the 
same thing as David Chalmers describes in his TED talk: “…the amazing, 3D, multi-
track, surround sound, etc. movie playing in your head, the constant voice-over 
narrative that's the stream of consciousness, subjective experience that all this feels 
like something from the inside…” It's also described as sentience, or sense of 
presence. Are we all referring to the same kind of thing? Or is the course using the 
term "consciousness" in a different, perhaps narrower, way?” 
 
So my answer is no, the course is using the term "consciousness" in the same way as 
everyone else uses the term. The difference is that I'm unpacking what the 
consciousness is composed of. And when you break it down into its elements, it starts 
to look like something different. Incidentally, when you unpack it into its elements, 
you also get closer to being able to answer the hard problem that David Chalmers 
refers to in this TED talk that is quoted.  
 
I'll come back to the hard problem at the end, but let me address the nub of the 
question. And as I say, I'm doing it via the unpacking, the sort of deconstructing of 
what consciousness consists in. The consciousness described by David Chalmers, this 
“movie in your head”, is the way we experience our consciousness. And you know, I 
too experience a movie in my head – I know what you mean, I know what David 
Chalmers means by the consciousness of that kind.  
 
The interesting thing is that, that “movie in your head” described there by Chalmers is 
actually playing in your head all the time whether you're conscious of it or not. It's 
just that the screen is sometimes switched on and sometimes switched off. The movie 
plays constantly. The question then becomes: what switches this screen on?  
 
Before I come to answering that question – what switches this “screen” on which is 
this elemental core component of consciousness that I want to define for you – let me 
just explain when I say that the movie is playing in your head all the time whether the 
screen is on or not. I need to reiterate the point that all of cognition, all of it – that 
means perception, even higher complex perception like reading, or face recognition, 
and thinking, problem solving, calculating, remembering, making decisions, 
everything that goes under the broad heading of consciousness – can take place 



	  

FutureLearn	   2 

without consciousness. Cognition does not require consciousness to do its job.  
 
So that movie playing in your head is information processing. It's information 
processing which may or may not be conscious. And that brings us then to the nub of 
the matter that I referred to.  
 
What switches on the screen? When you look at it anatomically – and this is what I 
was saying in the lessons this week – the consciousness is not intrinsic to the higher, 
forebrain cortical structures where the cognitive information processing occurs. 
Consciousness is not intrinsic to those tissues. They can only be rendered conscious 
by the activation that comes from the lower structures, the brain stem. The brain stem 
structures activate the cortex, and this is how the cognition becomes conscious – that 
is the switching on of the screen.  
 
Now, the really interesting thing is that the brain stem nuclei – which, unequivocally, 
is where the consciousness comes from – the nuclei that “switch on the screen” that 
makes the “movie playing in your head” visible, or consciously makes you aware of 
the information that's been processed cognitively – that part of the brain stem is the 
same part of the brain stem that generates emotion. So the core, fundamental, basic 
ingredient of consciousness is affect, is emotional feeling.  
 
And what renders the information, the cognitive information processing conscious is 
feeling your way into it. It's literally sort of like sampling with pseudopodia, sort of 
sending up tentacles of feeling and feeling your way into the otherwise, intrinsically 
unconscious cognitive information processing going on in your cortex. I know that the 
way we experience it is as if the consciousness is coming from outside, that the 
sensory information processing is intrinsically conscious. But really, it isn't so. 
Anatomically and physiologically it isn't so.  
 
The consciousness does not come from the outside. The consciousness comes from 
the inside. Consciousness is an endogynous property of the brain, and it is, in its most 
basic form, affective.  
 
Now, when that raw stuff of consciousness – of sentience, of presence that the 
question refers to – when that activates the cortical representations, then the quality of 
the consciousness changes. It's no longer now pure, raw feeling. It gets converted into 
cognitive consciousness, which basically means it becomes stabilised. And the 
corticothalamic columns and loops are how it is stabilised. So the way that we 
experience cognitive consciousness is much radically different from how we 
experience affect. That's just because affect is untransformed raw basic 
consciousness, not this bound form of consciousness which is a secondary elaboration 
of it.  
 
That's what makes cognition possible, the stabilisation off the consciousness. And I 
like to refer to that as mental solids, that the affect is intangible feeling – and that's the 
basic stuff of consciousness – and then it cathects – to use a psychoanalytical term – 
or it binds with the information processing that's going on anyway in your cortex. And 
that's how you become conscious in the way that we normally experience our 
consciousness.  
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So, to say the whole thing in a much simpler way, we're talking about the same thing. 
We're talking about the “movie in your head”. All of that is included in the definition 
of consciousness that I'm trying to unpack for you. But it is in the unpacking that it 
appears to be that I'm talking about something different. When you unpack it, you 
realise that consciousness, as we experience it, is not its basic state; that this is a 
composite of component parts and that the fundamental basic state of consciousness – 
physiologically and anatomically – is affect, feeling.  
 
I said I would come back to the hard problem aspect of it – I haven't addressed that. 
Just for those of you who don't know David Chalmers's hard problem, he says it's easy 
to correlate mind and brain – we can say where in the brain certain kinds of activity 
are going on when, in the mind, simultaneously we have conscious experience. But 
the hard problem is how does the physiological activity in the tissues of the brain 
produce the feeling, the conscious experience.  
 
And I think that when you unpack it correctly into its component parts, that problem 
becomes a rather different problem. It becomes a lot easier to solve the hard problem 
when you break the anatomical and physiological side down into the correct 
components. I've written a paper* on this question – the hard problem of 
consciousness – and you can Google it, it's open access. Just Google my name “Mark 
Solms” and then “hard problem”, and you'll get a more elaborated view than I can 
give in this format of my take on the hard problem. 

*Solms M (2014) A neuropsychoanalytical approach to the hard problem of 
consciousness. Journal of Integrative Neuroscience 13(2):173–185. Available at: 
http://www.worldscientific.com/doi/pdf/10.1142/S0219635214400032 
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