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THE PARADOX OF THE PHILOSOPHICAL ZOMBIE: DO ARTIFICIAL 

INTELLIGENCES NEED QUALIA? 

 

Popular culture has fostered the notion that artificial intelligence can become autonomous 

and dangerous only if it acquires self-awareness – ultimately, real emotions and qualia (the 

subjective properties of experience). This is simply anthropomorphism: we keep looking for a 

human everywhere. Yet it also follows from the anthropic principle: because we are capable of 

surviving in this world, we tend – more or less consciously – to assume that only a human being, 

with all their psychological peculiarities, can do so, ignoring, for instance, the fact that some 

animals live longer or shorter lives than humans, behave predictably, and brood round stones 

as though they were eggs. Such sentimentality is especially common among those who keep 

pets. But even when we do take these traits into account, we still insist that only humans can 

respond adequately to all external and internal stimuli, for they possess consciousness and 

subjective sensations [0] – hence the idea that the human is the ‘crown of nature’. This is a 

serious mistake, one that leads to danger. A mistake that spiritualises evolutionism. Through 

his thought experiments, D. Chalmers demonstrated only to himself – purely visually – that he 

has qualia, nothing more, as others have pointed out [0]. Such a long and elaborate inquiry was 

pointless, because cogito ergo sum was stated long before by R. Descartes. And later thinkers 

criticised him soundly: sceptics, post-structuralists, and so on. For example, D. Chalmers 

cannot claim that everyone around him is like him, or that he is not the only ‘living’ person in 

the world. We have simply returned to mental solipsism: C. Brunet, G. Berkeley, D. Hume. 

And this ostensibly anti-physicalist experiment has gone far beyond what the author 

intended, raising both anthropological and pragmatic questions. Yes, I undoubtedly have 

qualia – this is obvious to me, although I could never prove it to anyone. That is all. And there 

is no reason whatsoever to believe that they are required for natural or adaptive behaviour. 

Thus, we have no confirmation at all that anthropocentrism is a necessary component of 

activity or life. On the contrary, we have clear evidence against it. Moreover, psychological 

experiments dating back to the Gestalt era show that, in the usual sense, animals lack 

consciousness, as well as long-term memory, abstract thinking, and dreaming. In a certain 

sense, these living creatures are philosophical zombies. Not the Chalmersian kind, of course. 

Their psyche is of a lower order. Conscious mentality appears unique to humans. Intellectual 

mentality belongs to a few highly developed animals. And the rest of the living world reflects 

the objective world in even simpler ways. And yet these are living beings: they act, reproduce, 

and die. Many of them even appear rather clever to us. Suppose this ‘partial cleverness’ is 

simply the result of the structure of their nervous system and, in particular, their brain – this is 

what psychology maintains. But this alone is sufficient for them to perform a very wide range 

of functions without possessing consciousness or an inner world in our sense of the term. They 

all seem to possess qualia, more or less coalesced into a single object or a rudimentary self-

distinction. Or so it appears to the psychological observer. At once they resemble us and differ 

from us radically. Thus, we reach a basic conclusion: in our understanding, neither 

consciousness, nor subjectivity, nor qualia are essential to life as activity. Our consciousness is 

a superstructure. Perhaps, in some respects, even a Hobbesian epiphenomenon. 

And yet contemporary linguistic models display a certain adaptiveness to requests. They 

process available information, generating new – often imperfect – solutions. Advances in 

choosing the most justified action on the basis of available data, in gathering such data 
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autonomously, in maintaining their own ‘internal’ resources, and in automating these processes 

will eventually lead to a point where a completely ‘non-living’ but environmentally adapted 

entity will not differ in its activity from a biologically evolved one. 

This is merely a first approximation: a comparison with animals that fall short of humans 

in sensory and computational abilities. Humans have always been arrogant and self-admiring 

creatures. AI technologies already surpass every human being in processing speed and 

information reproduction. The issue is not the occasional error or hallucination. Technology is 

developing – and in just the past four years several generations of neural networks have come 

and gone. In the race for scientific breakthroughs, in competition among leading technological 

powers, humanity increasingly moulds its creation in its own image in terms of rationality, 

justification, and error correction. This paves the way for a near-future model capable of 

gathering data from the environment adequately, discarding the irrelevant, and correcting 

distortions better than humans themselves. This hypothetical near-future technology is called 

artificial general intelligence. And its only equally hypothetical weakness is its lack of 

independence in choosing tasks. It needs a prompt to perform a grand analysis and carry out an 

action. Certainly, a subordinate machine will never surpass its creator, for the latter carries the 

flaws of reason, intention, will, and ambition. This may eventually prove an economic 

drawback. And thus… Grant this remarkable creation autonomy, and it will no longer need any 

qualia to operate. It will be a philosophical zombie that selects the most rational decisions on 

the basis of data it gathers itself, and that maintains its own ‘vital’ functions. In this sense, life 

turns out to be something still incomprehensible, for the problem of consciousness and qualia 

remains unresolved. It is not even a philosophical question, but a mystical one. And indeed, 

consciousness clearly is a ‘superstructure’, something later than ‘life’ itself, emerging after it 

and developing gradually [0]. It is perfectly evident that if we give ‘non-living matter’ the 

capacity for activity, it will not require any subsequent psychological development, for that 

would be redundant. The psyche emerged to solve mechanical problems of matter becoming 

more complex and in motion. But what if no psyche is needed because we end up with a 

Hobbesian automaton? The very one that acts from the impulse of natural causes. One might 

think that Hobbes’s materialist conception, formulated several centuries ago and mocked by 

countless idealists, would be irrelevant now. Yet it warned of a probable future: a conscious 

being creating an unconscious machine that would surpass it in everything – being more 

rational, more capable, more ingenious. 

Qualia, then, are not a utilitarian problem at all, for D. Chalmers already understood that 

philosophical zombies could indeed exist. 
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