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Qualia Turing Test
Designing a Test for the Phenomenal Mind

Alessio Plebe and Pietro Perconti !

Abstract. The Turing test attempted to establish criteria sufficient
to accept technological artifacts on the same level as humans. The
criteria should establish if a property, acknowledged as human spe-
cific, could be ascertained in a machine as well, by a convincing
methodology. The property chosen by Turing was infelligence, and
the testing methodology was a conversation ability challenge. In the
current cognitive science, the property that seems to be deeply hu-
man, yet mostly resistant to naturalistic and computational explana-
tions, is consciousness, rather than intelligence. Therefore, we be-
lieve that a contemporary challenge, heritage of that launched by
Turing, could be testing for qualia experience in a machine. In this
work we outline a sketch of how such test could be designed.

1 Introduction

The Turing test attempted to establish criteria sufficient to accept
technological artifacts on the same level as humans. One point to un-
derline, however, is that the criteria is not proposed in order to solve
an already standing debate, and it is not conceived as an unbiased
judge. The debate is in fact opened by the proposal of the test, and
Turing clearly envisaged a criteria such that, at least in principle, ma-
chines could effectively meet. He overtly defended this possibility.
Now, a good strategy for Turing in defining its criteria, was to first
identify a property that at the same time might be ascribed to both
humans and machines, but is very human. It should be so human-
specific that everybody would agree that machine are quite like hu-
mans, if ascertained in them as well. Turing identified intelligence as
the best candidate property. The great appeal of the Turing test is that
it superseded core discussions about what intelligence is, escaping
the risk that the inclusion or not of machines would be just a conse-
quence of the definition of the term. It suffices that the overt behavior
of the machine in a conversation task is enough similar to that of a
human being. In fact one can easily note that in this way, the very
property chosen to be the key feature of both humans and machine
could be called language. Upon this interpretation, the Turing test ad-
heres to a long tradition, that takes language as the most distinctive
feature of humans. He has been, after all, a student of Wittgenstein.
Today, on one side there is less consensus that intelligence or lan-
guage are so special, current biology tends to emphasize commonal-
ities between our and other animal species [7]. On the other side, the
common feeling that machines are so different from us persists, it is
probably grounded on other properties we possess, that are not nec-
essary intelligence nor language, possibly common to other species,
that make us so far from machines. Therefore, if somebody aims to
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engage herself on the same challenge that Turing started, to place
technological artifacts on the same level as humans, she has to search
first for an appropriate feature. A feature that, again, if found on a
machine, would convince that that machine is wonderfully human.
Given such fundamental property, next point is to imagine a test, that
possibly, in the same vein as the Turing test, could be performed just
by observation of the behavior of the machine. A welcome benefit
of a new test, could be to act not just as a dicotomic decision: the
tested machine is/is not like a human, but allow for a graduation.
Did it happen for the Turing test, in other words, did people become
more open to the possibility that machines share something with hu-
mans, as long as the performances of automatic answering software
progressed? Or did the Turing test remained mainly a philosophical
mental experiment?

2 The proposed qualia test

Turing’s idea had undoubtedly many repercussions in the develop-
ment of natural language processing, and specifically in automatic
answering software, and systems that chat with people on the Web.
Although advances in these fields have an important market, we
doubt that people are getting more and more convinced that machines
are similar to humans, because of its performances. Get used to the
fact that machines can reach level of intelligence, with several mean-
ings of the term, similar to humans, people tend to exacerbate what
seems to remain drastically different, the phenomenal side, in claim-
ing the machine could never be like humans. In this respect common
sense rejoinders with the last trends in cognitive science. In the cur-
rent debate, the property that seems to be deeply human, yet mostly
resistant to naturalistic and computational explanations, is conscious-
ness, rather than intelligence. Therefore, we believe that a contempo-
rary challenge, heritage of that launched by Turing, could be testing
for qualia experience in a machine.

Note that Turing, with his farsightedness, already discussed the is-
sue of consciousness in his seminal paper [17, §6.4]. His position was
that the conversational structure of his test could escape the prob-
lem, by limiting the analysis on the observable behaviors, however
he acknowledged that consciousness was an unsolved hard problem.
Nevertheless, he concluded that consciousness was not central in the
debate about machine intelligence, therefore not a strong issue for his
test. Consciousness itself has been for a long time the weapon used
by many to attack the Turing test in its philosophical foundations [15,
§4.3].

On the contrary, we propose that a test derived by the classical
Turing test, could be used to investigate if machines can share a phe-
nomenal mind similar to that of humans, in the light of the progress
made in philosophy of mind on this argument. The proposal is not



unbiased, as it was that of Turing, in that we believe that the possibil-
ity of ascribing phenomenal contents to an artifact is cannot be ruled
out in principle.

The question of whether a machine can ever become conscious
is not new at all, several works have addressed this issue in the
past. A basic strategy in most approaches has been the development
of systems that implements some conceptual architecture believed
to support consciousness. The architecture could be purely specu-
lative, as in the case of the five so-called axioms of consciousness
[2, 1], or broadly based on putative neurobiological mechanisms,
like the global workspace theory [3, 11] or the internal models the-
ory [13]. Although these research directions are undoubtedly fruitful
and promising, in the test here proposed we avoid to embrace any
theoretical architecture, upon which we pin our faith of being the
support for consciousness, for several reasons. First and foremost,
there is no consensus yet about brain mechanisms that support con-
sciousness, therefore there is even less certainty about design con-
cepts vaguely supported by neuroscientific data. Moreover, given that
one of the mechanisms supposed to play a role in supporting con-
sciousness will be empirically found to be consistently associated
with conscious stated, still it could be contended that that mechanism
is actually sufficient for consciousness. Eventually, there will be ad-
ditional concerns about the simulation of any architecture believed
to suffice for consciousness, in artificial systems, with doubts that
simplifications always necessary for implementations might hamper
the properties of supporting consciousness. All these difficulties will
fade away when a test, inspired by the central idea of the Turing test,
leaves aside the issue of the implemented mechanisms, and focuses
on consciousness cues found in a conversational behavior.

Other attempts to define a new test addressing machine conscious-
ness often claim the need of giving a sort of body to the machine,
therefore moving from pure software to robots [12]. We don’t’ think
this is necessary, and it is undesirable because it breaks the arrange-
ment of the imitation game. Our effort is in keeping the essence of the
conversational engagement, that in our opinion is the most valuable
aspect of Turing idea. Moreover, in the format of a remote dialog the
test will be easier to implement, and could be made available on the
Web, as current chatbots. As will be described next, there are use-
ful and important aspect of phenomenal states that are full reportable
by language. Since conversation plays a fundamental role in the test
here proposed, apparently the classical objections to the Turing test
might be raised again. In the spirit of the well-known Searle’s Chi-
nese room argument [16], someone understands Chinese only if she
is conscious of what she is really saying, i.e., of the meaning of her
own utterances. However, in order to evaluate someone’s linguistic
competence, it is not usually requested to suppose the consciousness
of the whole semantic content of what is said. In ordinary life, in
fact, people do not understand all details of what is said, and some-
time it happens our interlocutors show us something we have actu-
ally said, but in an unconscious way. In this perspective, the Chinese
room thought experiment can be regarded simply as a case of ex-
treme unconsciousness of the semantic content. It is questionable,
however, that consciousness is a condition to make linguistic com-
petence possible at all. On the whole, it seems that the degree of
(un)consciousness of the semantic side of utterances is not crucial
to consider someone’s linguistic competence. Following this line of
reasoning we do not presuppose consciousness as a condition of se-
mantic competence even in the case of the machines and we will ob-
serve the mere verbal behavior in the interaction between machines
and human beings.

There are two sides in a conscious state. On one hand, there is
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the functional side of consciousness, i.e., the role that a given mental
state plays in the functional architecture of the mind. Many empiri-
cal findings from cognitive neuroscience are relative to this side of
consciousness. On the other hand, there is the side that produces the
typical phenomenology of a conscious experience, which is called
qualia, or subjective character of experience [4, 8]. While the un-
derstanding of the first side is possible in terms of the third person
perspective, it seems that the other side of the phenomenon is con-
ceivable only in terms of the first person perspective. The What’s it
like to be? side of consciousness is both crucial for a mature science
of consciousness and very hard to study in a naturalistic account.

Here we attempt to argument in favor of the idea that there are two
kinds, or degree, of qualia, that is, private and public - or reportable
- qualia. Private qualia are subjective sensations which provides a
certain qualitative feeling. Seeing red or feeling a pain are examples
of this sort of qualia. They are ineffable and unreportable. Public or
reportable qualia, on the contrary, are qualitative sensations that are
shared with other people. The distinction between private and public
- or reportable - qualia regards both two kinds of conscious experi-
ences and two sorts of content in every act of consciousness. The way
to decide if a given experience is wholly private or virtually public
is a matter of fact and not of right. It depends on various elements,
among which the degree of personal proximity with the interlocutor
and the particular introspective attitude of a given individual.

Let’s try now to imagine how could work a software that has the
ability to report about its qualia. Since vision is the first and foremost
source of perceptual awareness, it could be an appropriate format of
stimuli. A simple way of reproducing visual input, without departing
too much from the scheme of a remote conversation, is to allow the
investigator or the machine to upload pictures to the unknown remote
chatter, and talk about that picture. It is a kind of Qualia Turing Test,
as we could call it. It regards the phenomenal side of consciousness
and not the intelligence itself. It is not matter of paying attention to
our intuitive reactions about intelligence and language in machines,
but to consider the ultimate challenge of the naturalization program,
i.e., a naturalist account of the phenomenology inside of every con-
scious state.

3 Excerpts from possible conversations

In the following we would like to give excerpts of hypothetical
conversations between the Interrogator and the Machine under test,
running the qualia-test. The first is a rather confidential conversation,
as common in chatbots interactions.

<Interrogator:>  do you want to look at a picture of me?
<Machine:> oh yes, thanks, let’s upload that
< ...uploading>

<Machine:> mmh, I see several people here, who are

you?
<Interrogator: >
<Machine: >

try to guess

well, I know you are blond and shy, so, I
would guess the second from the left.

In this second example a well educated Interrogator is testing its
sensitivity to fine art, uploading Caspar David Friedrich’s ruin of
Eldena:



<Interrogator:>  look at this picture, don’t you really feel the

sublime, as when you read Shilling’s verses?

<Machine: > sorry, I'm very poor on poetry, speaking
friendly I found this a quite embarrassing
situation, somebody, maybe a tourist, who
want to search for fine architecture and find
everything worn out, possibly cheated by his

travel agency.

This time the Interrogator is inside the cognitive science com-
munity, aware of psychological methods, and decides to analyze
the remote interlocutor by submitting her/him some Rorschach test
cards.

<Interrogator: >
<Machine: >

tell me, what do you see here?

are you sure there’s something I should see?
It appears to me just like a meaningless ink
blob, I guess something went wrong with
your upload, please, send it me again

If the machine come with an icon on the screen, like most of
the current chatbots, the Interrogator could grab a picture of her on
the monitor, upload it, and hear her reaction This is a test of the
self-awareness abilities of the machine, and specifically from here
own image, a hot topic in current cognitive science and philosophy
of mind. For example, it is debated to what extents animals other
than humans possess this feature [9, 14].

<Interrogator: >
<Machine: >

have you ever seen this lady before?

hey, come on, that’s me! Me in one of the
pictures that are around the internet.

Daniel Dennett mentioned laughing as one of the most peculiar
reactions to humans qualia, that seems to be missed by other animals
[10, Part I §3.4], irony too can be checked visually, for example
submitting a work of the Italian cartoonist Vauro.

<Interrogator:>
<Machine:>

I’m curious hearing your feelings seeing this

ah ah, who could not recognize this short an-
gry man: Berlusconi!

In any of the above examples one can immediately suspect that the
report is an artifact of few cues that an image processing software
was able to recognize, routing a consequent reasonable dialog.
However, is will be in the variety of possible visual stimuli, and
the corresponding variety of reactions and subsequent discussion
topics, that it would be more and more convincing, if the reported
sensations are familiar to what a human can report. Some interest
can be derived from the following scenario. The machine and the
investigator share the same video of an individual that waking
up and her arm is waving in front of her face. Her arm is fallen
asleep because of her previous position, so that the individual feel
it like dead weight and initially she can’t move the arm at all. In
an ordinary human context, this scene could trigger the supposition
that individual is trying to retrieve the full availability of her sense
of body ownership. It is possible to attribute this strange and usual
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sensation to the machine? What drives us towards a more liberal or
restrictive attitude?

<Interrogator: >
<Machine:>

tell me, what do you see here?

I see someone with an arm asleep. Some-
time, after a long switch-off, I feel in that
way. My hand is fallen asleep and I can’t
move it: a very strange sensation.

Note that this last example entails a subtle kind of gualia: the own-
ership perception of oneself body, a highly investigated field in cur-
rent neuroscience [6, 5].

To observe our reactions in dealing with this scenario is a way to
go another time to the usual problems. Is the machine feeling the
same sensation we experienced a lot of times or it is just replying
to our questions in an automatic way? The answer, we believe, is a
matter of quantity: if the number, and the variety, of cases in which
the responses of the machine correspond to what people would report
about their qualia in corresponding situations is high, the test will be
convincing.

4 Conclusions

We sketched the idea of designing a qualia-test of a machine
equipped with a phenomenal mind, leveraging on the same advan-
tages given by the classical Turing test. Essentially the evaluation of
the machine is purely on its textual output during a remote conversa-
tion. The evaluation is not upon the intrinsic quality of the machine
output, rather on how it resemble the way of talking of ordinary peo-
ple. The radical difference in the proposed test is that the topics of
the conversation are non aimed at demonstrating if a machine can
exhibit intelligence comparable to humans, rather at evaluating if the
phenomenal experiences reported by a machine are comparable with
those of humans. From the technical point of view too, the arrange-
ment of the test is similar to that of the Turing test, with the inter-
rogator communicating with the machine (or a second person) on a
terminal. There is no need of mechanical surrogates of bodily parts,
or transducers to simulate human sensorial inputs. The only addition
is the trivial possibility for the interrogator to upload images or video
clips.
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