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David Beisecker has me concerned.  If he’s to be believed, our world, the city we are 

currently visiting, the very room in which we currently sit are full to the gills with zombies.  
From Night of the Living Dead to 28 Days Later, my culture has led me to believe that this can only 
lead to mobs of reanimated cadavers devouring our flesh as we are pinned into increasingly 
tight spaces in a narrative arc that is either an incisive commentary on the monstrous nature of 
consumerism or a disconsolate fable of our own ineluctable mortality.  In conversation, Dave 
has assured me that this has something to do with ontology and consciousness.  I will operate 
under this assumption. 

Chalmers (1997) assures me that there could be zombies, though he seems less concerned 
that they surround him, or, in all likelihood, me.  Instead, he suggests that their conceivability 
entails the separateness of our phenomenal properties from our material constituents, thereby 
resurrecting a Cartesian argument that had been deadfor 350 years. (So, I guess the zombie 
argument is a zombie argument.)  Given that zombies are conceivable – that is, there could be 
beings physically and psychologically just like us without our phenomenal properties of 
consciousness and the like – they are presumably possible.  Rather than fight this intuition or 
swallow any explanatory gaps between neurological conditions and phenomenal properties, 
Dave is apparently committed to actual beings with no phenomenal properties who nonetheless 
have genuine phenomenal thoughts.  Indeed, this is how he characterizes those humans who 
populate our world, the city we are currently visiting, and the very room in which we currently 
sit.  We have met the zombies and they are us.  Broadly speaking, my sympathies are with Dave 
– Beisecker, that is – but we should consider a few trouble spots for this strategy before we start 
staggering around southwestern Pennsylvania feasting on the brains of others. 

Doing so is a project of deflating expectations and preserving the essential contours of 
certain sorts of conceptual content in another set of terms, of course.  Beisecker wants to 
establish a variant of materialism that preserves the use of phenomenal concepts in their present 
forms, but permits them to belong to beings that Chalmers should, in principle, call zombies. 
Giving this gambit some legs will require making it plausible that genuine phenomenal thought 
need not involve access to some special set of properties. He would recast the content of our 
phenomenal thoughts in performative and pragmatic terms, rather than relations between states 
of a subject and sets of supermaterial properties, as he calls them.  Instead, the distinctive 
character of phenomenal concepts demands the acquisition of appropriate sorts of justification 
rather than a direct relation to exotic relata.  Of course, the tricky part of any such deflate-and-



recast strategy is that it can easily wind up being a bait-and-switch strategy.  We might even 
accept Sellarsian points about the possibility that phenomenal properties first occur to us as 
theoretical posits, but still feel that a practical account of the practical management of our 
thoughts is insufficient if it leaves us with nothing to manage, nothing to be thought about.   

One minor detour before I get to larger matters, though.  I wonder how distinct Type-Z 
materialism is from Type-A materialism.  Type-A materialists insist, for various reasons, that 
the zombie scenario is simply not a genuine logical possibility.  They got no attention in 
Beisecker’s paper because he takes the much more serious problem to be that most materialists 
feel themselves in the grip of the problem of the explanatory gap and he is anxious to dissolve 
the problem by shifting the landscape, rather than accepting the challenge on Chalmers’s terms.  
Beisecker’s extensive argument that zombies in the full-blooded sense relevant to Chalmers’s 
argument would not be capable of genuine phenomenal thought, or at least not entitled to it, 
suggests that there are psychological differences between us and Chalmers’s zombies that 
cannot be resolved without either sacrificing the assumption that they are just like us or 
sacrificing the assumption that they are really zombies.  We may very well be things that do not 
have qualia and other supermaterial properties of the sort Chalmers ascribes, but we are beings 
with full-blooded phenomenal thought and therefore not the impoverished sorts of beings at 
the fringes of Beisecker’s argument.  Thus, it sounds as if the charge is that Chalmers’s is 
equivocating and that no resolution of that point will preserve both their resemblance to us and 
their zombiehood.  That sounds like a claim that zombies are not a genuine logical possibility, 
so I’d at least like to know how Type-Z materialism differs from this more general approach, if 
in fact it does. 

So back to our purported zombies.  Beisecker claims that if there were such beings as 
Chalmers describes them, they would be in an epistemically disadvantaged position when it 
came to knowing that they were zombies.  A great many of their purported behaviors would be 
mysterious or at least unsatisfactorily explained as dispositions to token reports of various sorts 
without phenomena that prompted the tokening.   I must admit, in reading these sections of his 
paper, I was tempted to think of the parallelism of Leibniz and Malebranche, whose God would 
create mind and body as separate substances unfolding in perfect synchronicity without 
interaction.  Any God that created zombies somehow simply forgot to create one of the 
substances.  Faulty divine intervention or no, a zombie would a curious creature that did not 
resemble us in some crucial respects.  Beisecker takes this as reason to charge Chalmers with 
illicit chicanery in the thought experiment, but the case might also be made that this is precisely 
why it is fair to attribute genuine phenomenal properties to us.  Zombies need only be a logical 
possibility for this thought experiment to get its hooks in us and the theoretical uptake of 
accepting genuine phenomenal properties and seeing the inadequacy of materialist responses to 



this depends on seeing them as impoverished in a way we are not.  Such a strategy would 
therefore strive to establish a logical possibility that does not in fact obtain, just as Dave accuses 
Chalmers of doing. 

Beisecker is also getting a lot of mileage out of focusing on behavior relating to 
observation reports in response to features of the environment.  If we restrict our attention to 
those modes of behavior, ascribing zombiehood or pseudo-zombiehood to us doesn’t seem 
wildly implausible.  Zombies and angels can share these dispositions to respond and plenty of 
systems in our world would seem to be as good as we are at certain forms of discernment 
without even a pretense to phenomenal consciousness.  Adding in Sellarsian notes just 
separates the norm-governed zombies from the plain old electric eyes at the fronts of stores.  
But other features of my consciousness seem more problematic.  If I recall an image from 
memory, there is something that it is like to have that experience, but that will at best indirectly 
relate to even a qualified sort of “experience with reality.”  My wife is not here with us today, 
but I can call an image of her to mind with little effort and report various things about this to 
you.  Presumably, a zombie can generate precisely the same behaviors.  There is something that 
it is like to be me having that experience at that moment and all the responsible disposition 
management talk in the world doesn’t seem to capture what it is.  While any zombie can 
produce an overt token of agreement with me, I would imagine that those of us considering this 
point can make the same sort of introspective observation, which the zombie cannot actually do.  
If so, then we do not seem to be zombies. 

The impact of this point for Beisecker’s paper from Chalmers’s perspective is that those 
cases in which we intuitively want to say that the zombies are in the worst position with respect 
to the justification of their phenomenal beliefs are the very ones that make it most clear that we 
are angels, not zombies.  Indeed, a zombie-me who makes the sorts of claims about a mental 
image like those I have described seems like the worst sort of irresponsible noise-maker – 
literally as bad as a tape recorder that makes report-like noises at curiously opportune 
moments, rather than a responsible concept-user.  But this is precisely why Chalmers and the 
supermaterialists have good reason to center the actual world on an angel world.  There is a 
deep continuity between the development of recognitional capacities requisite for ordinary 
observational reporting and those requisite for reporting on other sorts of events with 
phenomenal properties.  The disjoint here falls squarely in Beisecker’s lap, Chalmers should say. 
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