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Z o m b i e Kille r 

Nigel J.T. Thomas 

86,  S .  Sierr a Madr e Boulevard ,  #S , 

Pasadena ,  C A 9110 7 

n tho inas§ca ls ta te la .  e d u 

Zombie s ar e hypothetica l  being s tha t  ar e behaviorall y an d 
functionall y (o r  perh^> s eve n pl̂ rsically )  indistinguishabl e 
fro m humans ,  bu t  whic h diffe r  fro m u s i n no t  havin g 
consciou s (or ,  a t  least ,  qualitativel y conscious )  menta l  states . 
Zonibiphile s ar e thos e w h o clai m tha t  th e existenc e o f 
zombie s i s a  genuin e logica l  possibility ,  an d tha t  thi s 
possibilit y  entail s tha t  th e min d ca n neve r  b e full y 
understoo d i n functiona l  (i.e .  computational) ,  o r  perhap s 
eve n i n physical ,  terms .  Th e 'zombiphil e argument' ,  however , 
onl y succeed s ij f  th e relevan t  equivalence s ar e understoo d 
quit e strictly ,  whic h ca n onl y b e mad e goo d b y th e 
hypothesi s o f  a  'zombi e possible-world' ,  identica l  t o th e real 
worl d bu t  fo r  th e fac t  tha t  eac h person' s 'zombi e twin' , 
despit e sharin g a n identica l  cognitiv e constitution , 
environmenta l  situation ,  an d lif e histoiy ,  lack s consciousness . 

I  argue ,  however ,  tha t  maintainin g th e logica l  possibilit y 
of  zombie s entail s consequence s tha t  zombiphile s shoul d fin d 
unacceptable .  E x hypothesis ,  a  zombi e make s th e sam e 
claim s abou t  havin g consciou s state s a s doe s a  norma l 
human.  Suc h claim s mus t  eithe r  b e true ,  false ,  o r  neither . 

I f  the y ar e construe d a s false ,  th e zombi e mus t  b e 
understoo d a s eithe r  systematicall y an d undetectabl y lyin g o r 
as honestl y mistaken .  Lyin g ma y b e rule d ou t  o n tw o 
grounds :  (1 )  ensurin g suc h systematic ,  undetectabl e lyin g 
woul d cal l  fo r  difference s betwee n th e functiona l 
architecture s o f  zombie s an d human s (whic h i s rule d ou t  e x 
hypothesis) ;  (2 )  being s withou t  a  first-han d understandin g o f 
consciousnes s woul d b e unabl e reliably  t o identif y al l 
situation s wher e lyin g woul d b e necessary .  Standar d 
example s lik e M a r y th e colo r  scientis t  an d th e inverte d 
spectru m ca n b e presente d withou t  usin g an y 're d flag '  term s 
lik e "consciousness" ,  "experience "  o r  "qualia "  tha t  woul d 
aler t  th e zombi e t o th e r»ee d t o lie ;  onl y term s suc h a s "see" , 
"red "  an d "know" ,  whic h th e zombi e woul d hav e t o b e abl e 
t o us e correctl y ari d truthfull y i n othe r  contexts ,  ar e needed . 

Sinc e someone' s bein g mistake n normall y implie s som e 
sor t  o f  less-than-optima l  cognitiv e performance ,  i t  i s no t 
clea r  i n wha t  sens e a  zombie ,  whic h shoul d b e construe d a s 
cognitivel y identica l  t o it s  consciou s h u m a n 'twin' ,  coul d b e 
construe d a s mistake n wher e th e huma n woul d no t  be .  Eve n 
withou t  assumin g suc h stric t  cognitiv e equivalences ,  i f  w e 
allowe d tha t  zombie s coul d b e genuirtel y mistake n abou t 
bein g conscious ,  the n w e coul d no t  legitimatel y exclud e th e 
possibility ,  tha t  ou r  o w n claim s t o consciousnes s migh t  b e 
mistaken .  S o m e philosopher s migh t  welcom e thi s conclusion , 
but  i t  conflict s no t  onl y wit h powerfti l  an d widesprea d 
intuitions ,  bu t  wit h th e polemica l  aim s o f  zombiphiles . 

Zombie s migh t  b e construe d a s speakin g th e trut h abou t 
thei r  consciou s experienc e i f  th e relevant  word s i n thei r 
languag e hav e subtl y differen t  meanings .  I t  ha s bee n 
suggeste d tha t  instea d o f  attributin g thought s t o zombies ,  w e 
shoul d attribut e thoughts ^  t o then t  However ,  ther e seem s t o 
be littl e hop e tha t  an y sens e ca n b e mad e o f  a  notio n o f 
qualicf .  Quali a ar e suppose d t o b e precisel y thos e entitie s fo r 
whic h ther e i s n o zombi e counterpart ,  ye t  a t  leas t  som e 
zombie s (lik e som e humans )  wil l  clai m t o hav e qualia . 

I f  w e allo w fo r  zombie s tha t  ar e onl y loosel y cognitivel y 
equivalen t  t o w e humans ,  an d therefor e ca n b e envisage d a s 
livin g i n thi s worl d alongsid e us ,  the n zombie s migh t 
truthfull y admi t  thei r  lac k o f  consciousness :  the y migh t  b e 
(perhap s a  subse t  of )  thos e peopl e (mostl y eliminativis t 
philosopher s o r  behavioris t  psychologists )  w h o der̂ r  it s 
reality.  However ,  thi s optio n doe s no t  suppor t  th e zombiphil e 
argument :  a t  bes t  i t  suggest s a  progra m o f  research  aime d a t 
uncoverin g th e functiona l  (o r  physical )  difference s 
underlyin g th e presenc e o r  abseiK e o f  consciousnes s i n it s 
affirmer s an d it s (sincere ,  non-confused )  deniers . 

I f  zombie s ar e neithe r  lyin g no r  tellin g th e trut h w h e n the y 
spea k abou t  consciousness ,  wha t  the y sa y mus t  b e empt y o f 
meaning .  However ,  i t  woul d no t  see m t o b e possibl e t o 
confin e an y suc h en:q)tines s jus t  t o thei r  tal k abou t  thei r 
consciousness .  Statement s wit h non-referrin g term s d o no t 
thereb y lac k trut h valu e (" I  hav e a  jaberwoc k i n va y pocket, " 
i s  false) ,  and ,  conversely ,  w e woul d wan t  som e statement s 
by zonAie s tha t  involv e consciousnes s related  term s (e.g .  " I 
believ e I  hav e qualia" )  t o com e ou t  true ,  no t  meaningless . 

I t  i s  onl y possibl e t o mak e sens e o f  th e clai m tha t  al l 
zombi e speec h migh t  b e meaningles s i n th e ligh t  o f 
somethin g lik e Searle' s notio n o f  original/intrinsi c 
intentionalit y (hencefort h oii) ,  an d th e ide a i s  certainl y 
consisten t  wit h (bu t  no t  actuall y require d by )  hi s "connectio n 
principle "  an d "Chines e R o o m "  arguments .  Seari e migh t  thu s 
be a  consisten t  zombiphile .  However ,  i t  i s  highl y counter -
intuitiv e t o suppos e tha t  zombi e speec h i n genera l  (e x 
hypothesi s quit e a s consistentl y situationall y appropriat e a s 
tha t  o f  a  human )  coul d b e totall y empt y o f  meaning .  I n orde r 
t o rul e ou t  zoiiibie s o f  thi s type ,  w e m a y stil l  accep t  th e 
concep t  o f  oii ,  an d it s  clos e conceptua l  linkag e wit h 
consciousness ,  bu t  shoul d reject  th e vie w tha t  human-lik e 
behavio r  i s possibl e i n th e absenc e o f  oii .  I  als o reject 
Searle' s vie w thato/ i  i s  inexplicabl e i n computational/roboti c 
terms .  Scientifi c  effort s t o understan d consciousnes s woul d 
be bette r  serve d b y a n initia l  focu s o n original/intrinsi c 
intentionalit y rathe r  tha n o n qualia . 
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