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David Chalmers’ “zombies” 
by Astro Calisi 

 

 Critical remarks not very different from the ones raised against Searle’s experiment 

of  Chinese Room may be addressed to David Chalmers’ concept of "zombies", used as an 

argument in favor of  non-reducibility of consciousness to physical world. Such a concept 

was introduced in philosophy by Robert Kirk in 1974
15

 and developed in its different 

implications by Daniel Dennett in Consciousness. What is it?
16

. Zombies are beings 

absolutely equal to men, both in their physical appearance than in their behavior, so as to 

be indistinguishable from them. A zombie under any kind of psychological test would give 

results similar to those of a human being, so even if it were physically examined, by 

clinical or radiographic analysis. Yet, according to the meaning ordinarily attributed to it 

(he?) in philosophy, a zombie is not a man because it (he) completely lacks of conscious 

faculties: it/he lives and behaves appropriately in front of different situations, but it/he 

doesn’t know to do it. It is a purely mechanical system, although very complex, which acts 

in a completely automatic and unconscious way.  

 Chalmers thinks it is possible, from a strictly logical way, to assume the existence 

of zombies. He obviously recognizes that zombies don’t exist in our world, but adds they 

might exist in an alternative world subject to different laws of physics, that we can 

somehow imagine as possible. The conceivability of zombies in a hypothetical reality we 

are not able to deny based on our logical categories, demonstrates, according to Chalmers, 

that conscious experiences can’t be reduced to ordinary physical laws which govern brain 

processes
17

. In fact, if the capacity of conscious experiences is not only devoid of any 

effect on behavior, but it is not linked to observable differences in brain structure, then 

consciousness itself must be independent from the plane of physical reality.  

 Unfortunately this idea, even if logically plausible, as well as is in conflict with the 

modern scientific world view and the idea that consciousness hasn’t got any causal 

efficacy in the concrete existence of organisms, also appears inconsistent with other 

arguments developed by Chalmers himself. For example, in the attempt to explain the rise 

of consciousness, he uses the concept of supervenience, according to which consciousness 

"might supervene" on the nervous activity of brain (not in a strictly causal way, but as a 

top-level property, irreducible to the characteristics of lower levels). A key assumption 

concerning supervenience is there can’t be two events alike in all respects with each other 

in the mental aspect, but different in the physical, and reciprocally, an organism or system 

can’t change in some aspect of mind even without changing in some physic aspect
18

. Now, 

if consciousness supervenes to brain processes, how can it happen that between two 

individuals exactly alike on the physical plane, one of them develops conscious faculties, 

while the other is totally unconscious?  

 Another hypothesis advanced by Chalmers is that consciousness may somehow be 

connected with information or even any kind of causal relationship (even a thermostat, or a 

rock could have conscious experiences, though very primitive ones)
19

. If this is true, then it 

becomes very difficult explaining why a zombie, structurally and functionally identical to a 

human being, hasn’t got any conscious experiences. We are faced with the absurd that in 
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front of the same information processing and causal relationships involved, in one case 

consciousness appears, but not in the other one
20

. With this, the very notion of occurrence 

loses any explanatory value (assuming it has in other circumstances), not being able to 

indicate even a generic relationship between the rise of consciousness and the occurrence 

of certain types of brain phenomena.  

 These results should not surprise us so much: they are the predictable (and 

somewhat inevitable) consequence in which, sooner or later, fall those who claim to move 

in a strictly philosophical way, putting questions and giving himself answers, without ever 

confronting with the real world of facts. Chalmers has the great merit of having shown a 

convincing claim to unsustainability of studying consciousness without considering 

conscious experiences, ie the main "facts" with which consciousness manifests itself to 

us
21

. After his criticism no one can legitimately declare or give to intend to be engaged in 

research on consciousness when his interest is only focused on functions, cognitive or 

motor, which usually are accompanied by consciousness. Chalmers himself, however, in 

an attempt to show alternatives, avoids examining the consequences of criticism elaborated 

by him, he is lost in a rather captious terminological and conceptual disquisitions that can 

hardly contribute to the understanding of consciousness. Completely taken by the vortex of 

his arguments (which call into question, among other things, some subtle distinctions 

between natural and logical possibility and the possibility of various types  of 

supervenience), Chalmers shows not to be able to seize the artificiality and the 

implausibility of his proposal, which implies, for the same structures and physical 

processes involved, the absolute arbitrariness of the consciousness emerging.  

 The notion of zombies, though not contradictory in a logical way, should be 

considered as a hypothetical possibility, and as such need to be confirmed on an empirical 

level before it can be used to support any argument. However Chalmers uses it as a sort of 

"proof" for the irreducibility of consciousness to physical world, quite arbitrarily assuming 

the conceivability as a reliable indicator of viability in real world. He gives such 

importance to conceivability of zombies as to derive empirical consequences, even coming 

to the conclusion that consciousness can’t play any role in in terms of adaptation. “Even 

those who take consciousness seriously - Chalmers writes - are often drawn to an 

evolutionary explanation of consciousness. After all, consciousness is so pervasive and 

central a phenomenon that seems to be logical it emerged during the evolutionary process 

for a reason. In particular, it is natural to suppose it has developed as fulfilling a function 

that could not be achieved otherwise. [...] Unfortunately this idea overestimates what an 

explanation of evolution can give us. Evolution selects properties based on their functional 

role, and my twin zombie does all the functions just as well as I run. In particular, he 

leaves around him exactly the same number of copies of its genes. It follows that evolution 

alone can’t explain why they were selected conscious creatures rather than zombies”.
22

  

 Chalmers’ conclusion is a clear example of how an entirely hypothetical result of 

free imaginative activity may acquire consistency in some philosophers’ reflection to the 

point of being taken as a proof for the validity of their positions, and then to be used as a 

basis reference to get to further conclusions. Searle too uses arguments of this kind, 

considering conceivability as a sufficiently reliable indicator of the plausibility of a given 

phenomenon or situation, with consequent claim to use it in support of his philosophical 
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perspective
23

. The Chinese room experiment is an indication to that effect. This experiment 

should demonstrate the fundamental difference between artificial intelligence and 

operational modalities of the human mind. But it is based on the unprovable assumption 

that a system which doesn’t understand, ie works on the basis of elementary operations, 

can obtain identical results to those of a system (or a human individual) with an 

understanding.  

 In any case, even ignoring the various inconsistencies reported, it is doubtful that a 

very description of a mental experiment, developed for purposes antireductionist, may 

affect the great certainly shown by the majority of  reductionists. This is especially true for 

those who, like Daniel Dennett, are from long time equipped with a very effective antidote, 

the one which refers to complexity. Antidote, which is invoked in two ways: as a 

justification for the lack of results achieved by artificial systems to date, and as an 

explanation for the mind properties irreducible to available models. Dogmatically 

established that the execution of a very complex set of operations is equivalent in all 

respects to conscious experiences, it follows that any evidence to the contrary that appears 

to imaginative level can only be derived by our cognitive limitations, and that our current 

inability to reproduce consciousness computationally is explained by an insufficient 

complexity of our achievements. Failing to specify what level of complexity is necessary 

because certain mental properties appear, one becomes impervious to any objection or 

criticism.  

 

 

NOTES 

 

(15) Robert Kirk, “Zombies versus Materialists”, in Aristotelian Society, 48 (1974), pp. 135-152. 

 

(16) Daniel Dennett, Consciousness Explained, quoted. 

 

(17) David Chalmers, The Conscious Mind. In Search of a Fundamental Theory, Oxford University Press, 

New York, 1996. 

 

(18) Donald Davidson, “Mental Events [1970], in Id, Essays on Action and Events, Clarendon Press, Oxford 

1980. 

 

(19) David Chalmers, Quoted w. 

 

(20) See David Chalmers, Quoted w.: a zombie is functionally identical to a human being, «he processes the 

same type of information, reacts similarly to input (through appropriate changes in his internal 

configurations) and shows an indistinguishable behavior». 

 

(21) There. 

 

(22) There. 

 

(23) See John Searle, The Rediscovery of the Mind, The MIT Press, Cambridge (MA), 1992. 

 

 

[From Astro Calisi, Oltre gli orizzonti del conosciuto. La sfida cruciale della mente alla scienza del XXI 

secolo (Beyond the Horizon of Known. The Critical Challenge of  Mind to the Twenty-First Century 

Science), Uni Service, Trento, 2011, pp. 159-163.  English translation by the author]. 


