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“And it is only in this binary notation that the perfection 
of the traditionally sacred number seven is made evident.”
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Gottfried Leibniz, La Monadologie (1714)

And supposing there were 
a machine so constructed 
as to think, feel, and have 
perception...
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does the Chinese Room understand Chinese?
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zombie attack!
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The Zombie Attack on the 
Computational Conception of Mind* 
SELMER BRINGSJORD 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 

Is it true that if zombies-creatures who are behaviorally indistinguishable from us, but 
no more conscious than a rock-are logically possible, the computational conception of 
mind is false? Are zombies logically possible? Are they physically possible? This paper 
is a careful, sustained argument for affirmative answers to these three questions. 

1 Introduction 
Many proponents of computationalism,' the view that cognition is 
computation, are busy trying to practice what they preach: they are trying to 
build artificial persons. Two such proponents are the philosophers John 
Pollock and Daniel Dennett. In his last two books, How to Build a Person 
[45] and Cognitive Carpentry: A Blueprint for How to Build a Person [44], 
Pollock argues that in the future his OSCAR system will be a full-fledged 
person. For Dennett, the person-to-be is the robot COG, or a descendant 
thereof, a being taking shape with Dennett's help at MIT.2 I have advanced a 
number of arguments designed to establish that the "person building project" 
will inevitably fail, but that it will manage to produce artifacts capable of 
excelling in the famous Turing Test, and in its more stringent relatives.3 

For trenchant comments on ancestors of this paper I'm indebted to three anonymous 
referees (whose insights were especially helpful), John Searle (whose seminal discussion 
of zombies in his The Rediscovery of the Mind provides the first round of my 
ammunition), Daniel Dennett, Stevan Harnad, David Rosenthal, Robert Van Gulick (who 
offered particularly insightful comments on the remote ancestor presented at the 1994 
Eastern APA Meeting), Peter Smith, Kieron O'Hara, Michael Zenzen, Jim Fahey, 
Marvin Minsky, Larry Hauser and Pat Hayes. David Chalmers provided helpful analysis 
of a previous draft, and I profited from reading his The Conscious Mind, wherein zombies 
are taken to be logically possible. Conversations with Ned Block and Bill Rapaport also 
proved to be valuable. 
Sometimes also called 'Strong Artificial Intelligence' (Russell and Norvig: [51]), or 
'GOFAI' (Haugeland: [37]), or 'the computational conception of mind' (Glymour: [34]), 
etc. 
Dennett shares his vision in [24]. 
The first wave of my arguments are found in the monograph [14]. A refined and 
sustained argument for the view that Pollock, Dennett, and like-minded people will 
manage to produce non-persons capable of passing the Turing Test and its relatives can 
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I, Zombie

Paul Skokowski

Symbolic Systems Program, Stanford University, Stanford, CA 94305-2150

Certain recent philosophical theories offer the prospect that zombies are possible. These
theories argue that experiential contents, or qualia, are nonphysical properties. The argu-
ments are based on the conceivability of alternate worlds in which physical laws and prop-
erties remain the same, but in which qualia either differ or are absent altogether. This
article maintains that qualia are, on the contrary, physical properties in the world. It is
shown how, under the burden of the a posteriori identification of qualia with physical
properties, a reasoned choice can be made between the two types of theories which ulti-
mately favors materialism and rejects zombies. © 2001 Elsevier Science (USA)

In the Monadology, Leibniz asks us to ‘‘Suppose that there were a machine so
constructed as to produce thought, feeling and perception, we could imagine it in-
creased in size while retaining the same proportions, so that one could enter it as
one might a mill. On going inside we should only see the parts impinging on one
another; we should not see anything that would explain a perception’’ (Leibniz, p.
181). One lesson to take away from Leibniz is this: You cannot find thought by
peering into the brain. There is nothing red or leaf-shaped in the brain when you
perceive a red leaf. You have to look elsewhere for the content. The same is true
for experience. Mental events like thought or experience are mental because they are
representational. I perceive objects in the world. I experience colors and shapes. Men-
tal facts are mental because of their representational aspects.
Now, unlike Leibniz, I do not believe that the world is made up of simple sub-

stances, what he calls the monads, and their properties. I do not believe in preestab-
lished harmony or the re-creation of the simple substances by continual fulgurations
of the Divinity from moment to moment. No, I am a simple materialist. As such I
believe the world is made of physical objects and their physical properties, together
with nomic relations, or laws, that hold between certain types of objects under various
conditions.
As a materialist, I think that the phenomena of this world, including mental phe-

nomena, can be explained in physical terms. Not likely, say opponents of materialism.
One brass ring will forever remain beyond the grasp of physical explanation: con-
scious experience. There is a particular argument about the inadequacy of physical
theory to explain conscious experience that I examine in this article. This is the dualist
argument regarding the possibility of zombies, which finds a forceful proponent in
David Chalmers.
Zombie arguments are conceivability arguments which ask us to imagine the logi-

cal possibility of worlds that differ from ours in certain details. If such a world appears
logically possible, then we cannot rule out that the imagined world could exist or
perhaps in some cases that our very own world is structured in that way. Of course,
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THE ANTI-ZOMBIE ARGUMENT

B K F

The zombie argument has come to occupy a central role in the case for a non-physicalist theory of
consciousness. I seek to turn the tables on ‘zombists’ by showing that a parallel argument can be run
for physicalism. This argument invokes anti-zombies, purely physical creatures which are conscious.
I show that using the same resources as those employed by zombists, it is possible to construct an
argument from the conceivability of anti-zombies to the truth of physicalism. I go on to defend the
claim that anti-zombies are conceivable, and to argue that the anti-zombie argument can be defeated
only at the cost of rendering the zombie argument itself redundant. The moral is that dualists should
not be zombists.

Kline had mentioned several reports suggesting that a chemical antidote was
administered to the zombi victim in the graveyard at the time of his resur-
rection.... When I asked [Marcel] if he would be able to prepare it for us, he
looked momentarily bewildered. Naturally, he replied, one would never make
the poison without making the antidote.

(W. Davis, The Serpent and the Rainbow, New York: Warner, , p. )

In recent years the ‘zombie argument’ has come to occupy a central role in
the case against physicalist views of consciousness, in large part because
of the powerful advocacy it has received from David Chalmers.1 In this
paper I seek to neutralize it by showing that a parallel argument can be run
for physicalism, an argument turning on the conceivability of what I shall
call anti-zombies. I shall argue that the result is a stand-off, and that the
zombie argument offers no independent reason to reject physicalism.

1 D.J. Chalmers, The Conscious Mind: in Search of a Fundamental Theory (Oxford UP, );
‘Materialism and the Metaphysics of Modality’, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 
(), pp. –; ‘Consciousness and its Place in Nature’, in D.J. Chalmers (ed.), Philosophy of
Mind: Classical and Contemporary Readings (Oxford UP, ), pp. –; ‘Does Conceivability
Entail Possibility?’, in T.S. Gendler and J. Hawthorne (eds), Conceivability and Possibility (Oxford
UP, ), pp. –; ‘Phenomenal Concepts and the Knowledge Argument’, in P. Ludlow,
Y. Nagasawa and D. Stoljar (eds), There’s Something About Mary: Essays on Phenomenal Consciousness
and Frank Jackson’s Knowledge Argument (MIT Press, ), pp. –; ‘The Two-Dimensional
Argument Against Materialism’, in his The Character of Consciousness (Oxford UP, forthcoming;
pre-publication version available at http://consc.net/papers/dargument.html).
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DO ZOMBIES HUNGER FOR HUMEAN 
BRAINS? 
 

 

NEIL E. WILLIAMS (University at Buffalo) 

from: SWIF, 2007, Volume 6, Number 2.  Part of Invited Symposium on: 

Heil, John. (2003) From an Onto lo gi cal  Po int  o f  View , OUP 2003. 
  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

John Heil’s From an Ontological Point of View (Heil 2003) is a tremendous philosophical 

work.  The neo-Lockean ontology the reader finds within its 267 pages is a sensible 

and refreshing alternative to the neo-Humean ontologies which presently occupy the 

vast majority of the metaphysical literature.  What Heil offers is a much needed 

change in perspective.  Nor are the strengths of the book limited to Heil’s willingness 

to approach central metaphysical problems in largely untried and unpopular way; 

the book is very clear in its presentation, accessible to wide readership, and tightly 

argued throughout.  Heil’s efforts in this book are to be applauded, and the result is 

one that warrants serious consideration by all those interested in serious metaphysics.  

But the interest should not end there: the lessons of Heil’s book are ones that almost 

all philosophers ought to take seriously. 

 Despite the criticism that follows, my overall position should not be taken as 

anything short of a whole-hearted endorsement of Heil’s book.  Nonetheless, when 

philosophy is one’s trade, there is always going to be something to disagree about, 

however much one is amenable to a view. 

 

METAPHYSICS COMES FIRST 

 

One of the central theses of Heil’s book is that in philosophy, metaphysics comes 

first.  Once the metaphysics is in place, the problems of other various philosophical 

sub-disciplines are to be solved through applications of that metaphysic.  For 

instance, Heil claims of the philosophy of mind that “if you get the ontology right, 

problems in the philosophy of mind take care of themselves.” (Heil, 2003: 240).  Heil 

puts this claim to the test by applying the ontology defended in the first two-thirds of 

the book to a variety of problems: colour, conscious experience, intentionality, and 

so on.  Amongst the problems Heil seeks to tame with his ontology is that of 

philosophical zombies. 

 The purported possibility of zombies is the product of thought experiments 

in the philosophy of mind designed to draw out our intuitions about the nature of 

consciousness and conscious experience.  In the final chapter of his book Heil applies 

his ontology to the question of zombies, arguing that despite appearances to the 

contrary, zombies are not possible.  Heil claims that the mistaken belief that zombies 

are possible arises from treating qualities and dispositions as contingently related; as 

Heil’s ontology is one that makes the relation between quality and disposition 

necessary, zombies are no longer a live possibility (nor an undead one for that 

matter).  I will argue that Heil manages to rule out the possibility of zombies in as 
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a blueprint of a car is not a car
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The Queen's Pawn (e4) and King's Pawn (d4) openings.
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A truncated decision tree for the opening moves e4 and d4 
with the evaluation function applied to the terminal leaves. 
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Detroit World Computer  Chess Championship (1979)
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