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Abstract 

In the zombie argument against materialism, we are asked to conceive of a creature just like 

ourselves, but without subjective experiences or phenomenal consciousness. But in what ways is 

this zombie really just like you or me? In this paper, I show that we can imagine a zombie as 

physically identical to some human, functionally identical to some human, or both. I argue that, 

if we take the role of phenomenology in our lives seriously, then we are mistaken when we think 

we can conceive of a physically identical and functionally identical zombie, whose possibility 

would threaten materialism. In order to support this argument, I discuss the role of 

phenomenology in episodic memory, and then try to imagine a zombie with episodic memory. 

Since I cannot conceive of a zombie that has an episodic memory system and is also physically 

and functionally identical to me, I conclude that zombie arguments against materialism are 

untenable barring a better scientific understanding of the role of phenomenology in our mental 

abilities. 
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1. Introduction 

Much of the substantive debate on the nature of the mind centers on the epistemic gap 

arguments against materialistic views (according to which everything that exists, including the 

mind, is essentially physical). These arguments begin by asking us to conceive of a possible 

world or scenario where all of the physical facts of our own world are held constant (P) but 

where some or all of the mental facts are different or absent (not-Q). The conception of this 

scenario (P and not-Q) is supposed to entail its metaphysical possibility (such that P and not-Q 

could obtain if the natural laws or initial conditions of our world were different), even if the 

scenario is ordinarily impossible (according to the natural laws that our own world actually has). 

But as I will explain, this conjunction of physical facts and arbitrarily different mental facts rules 

out any hope of reducing our mental lives to the physical facts about our brain and explaining 

our mental states in terms of the physical states of the brain. According to proponents of these 

arguments, the reason why there seems to be an explanatory gap (a missing foothold in our 

knowledge about how the mind arises from the activity of the brain) is because there is an 

ontological gap (that is, there are no facts about the brain that can explain mentality). Therefore, 

materialism is false. 

A significant amount of the literature responding to epistemic gap arguments raises doubt 

that the mere conception of an idea entails its possibility. These arguments also require the 

specification of the kinds of conceivability and possibility that are logically related, if any. 

Materialists might express this objection by arguing that even if I am capable of imagining a 

world identical to ours in all ways except that our mental lives are very different, such a world 

may not be possible – there is no way of knowing from reflection. While I believe that the 

attention of philosophers on these topics is well-spent, I will focus on the different sorts of facts 
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that I have to hold fixed when I conceive of a scenario where the mental facts are different and 

what role those facts play in the argument.  I will do so in the context of a particular epistemic 

gap argument, known as the zombie argument, in the next section. In the remainder of the paper, 

I will argue that a detailed account of what goes into conceiving a zombie makes certain 

objections against the zombie argument worth revisiting. Ultimately, I suggest that a particular 

kind of phenomenology should make us hesitate to conclude that the zombies we can imagine 

entail the falsity of materialism. 

 

2. The Zombie Argument 

A zombie is identical in some way to a creature with phenomenal consciousness but lacks 

that variety of consciousness; he acts just like me or you, conversing about his inner mental life 

and reporting his experiences, but he has no conscious mental life or experiences. This is not to 

say that the zombie merely lacks internal emotions, but instead that he is never the subject of any 

sensation, simple or complex, such as the subtle nagging pain of a splinter or the contemplation 

of a painting. I can conceive of this zombie and therefore let us assume that it is metaphysically 

possible. But the metaphysical possibility of a zombie precludes the truth of materialism because 

such a zombie demonstrates a disconnection between the physical facts of our world (including 

our neural structure and activity) and the mental facts of our world (including phenomenal 

consciousness). As far as we know, the physical facts and the phenomenal facts do not actually 

come apart, but the metaphysical possibility of the zombie, who lacks any phenomenal properties 

in spite of having the physical properties associated with them, indicates that the physical and the 

phenomenal are distinct. Any connection between the physical and the phenomenal in our world, 

then, is not like the connection between physical causes and effects, but instead requires some 
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additional explanation. In other words, zombies demonstrate that gray matter is no guide to the 

rich world of our experiences because they have that gray matter but no experiences. One of the 

appealing aspects of materialism is its aim to explain mysterious, higher order phenomena (such 

as phenomenal consciousness) in terms of ordinary, low level physical phenomena (such as 

biochemistry). But if this sort of project is not available for an explanation concerning 

phenomenal consciousness, then materialism cannot be the complete theory of the world.
1
 

These remarks suggest that zombies suitable for epistemic gap arguments are physically 

identical to conscious creatures such as us. David Chalmers makes this stipulation in his formal 

version of the zombie argument (1996). However, there are several other ways to conceive of 

creatures that lack phenomenal consciousness, and the validity of epistemic gap arguments from 

zombies depends on the details of this conception. Ultimately there are three kinds of zombies 

that I will discuss as possible candidates for epistemic gap arguments. The only unstated quality 

that these different zombies have in common is their lack of phenomenal consciousness, but this 

leaves a lot to the imagination about how closely related the zombie is to their human twin (the 

human that the zombie is supposed to resemble in most ways).  

Firstly, my physically-identical zombie twin is physically identical to me although he 

does not necessarily realize all the same functional states as me. Loosely speaking, a function is a 

process defined by its interactions with a system as a whole and a mechanism is a particular 

physical means by which a function is realized. Something realizes a functional state whenever 

the relevant relationships are embodied for the function in question.
2
 For the most part, I will be 

                                                
1 This is not to say that, if epistemic gap arguments are correct, then we ought to give up all materialistic 

explanation, i.e., explanation of higher order phenomena to lower order physical events – just that we will need a 
new theory to accommodate phenomenal consciousness. 
2 For example, we have the capacity to realize a need for fluid intake. Thirst as a function is characterized by a 

desire to find something to drink, the belief that drinking something will satisfy that desire, and by a priority over 

less important behaviors. So any creature that monitors its liquid intake and generates the appropriate desire and 

beliefs counts as having the functional state when that process happens. 
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construing functions as they relate to beliefs and desires, but functions can be related to a wide 

variety of effects, including behavior. If such a functional difference existed between my zombie 

twin and me, then it would have to be explained by some non-physical facts. Secondly, my 

functionally-identical zombie twin realizes all the same functional states that I do but not 

necessarily because those functions are implemented in the same way and with the same 

materials – in other words, not necessarily by means of the same mechanism. For example, we 

might discover a way to design artificial intelligence that behaves in a psychologically consistent 

way as human intelligence but made with silicon or a very different neural network. Finally, my 

ideal zombie twin is a combination of the physically-identical and functionally-identical zombies 

– it realizes the same functional states as me by means of the same mechanisms as me. 

Therefore, it does everything that I can do, the same way that I do it, but without any 

phenomenal consciousness. One helpful way to think of the differences between these zombies is 

to consider the different ways they represent holding some facts (physical, functional, or both) 

about the world fixed (P) while changing the phenomenal facts (not-Q). In other words, if we 

want an epistemic argument against materialism, while conceiving of a world with different 

phenomenal facts, should we hold fixed the physical facts, the functional facts, or both? 

 

2.1 Physically-Identical Zombies 

Whether or not a physically-identical zombie is sufficient for an epistemic gap argument 

depends on the relationship between the functional and physical laws that govern the facts about 

that zombie. I will discuss three different relationships that could govern the total facts about a 

zombie. I find it most descriptive to explain these relationships in terms of three different kinds 
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of possible worlds or scenarios that could occur if the laws of nature concerning the functional 

and physical were different from the laws in our own world.  

In an ordinary world, functional states supervene on physical states in the same way that 

they do in our own world. In other words, changes in functional states can only occur because of 

changes in the physical world (e.g. brain, central nervous system). Physically-identical zombies 

in an ordinary world are ideal zombies because their physical and functional states are correlated 

in such a way that they realize the same functional states in virtue of the same mechanisms that 

we do.
3
 Physical damage to the zombie brain results in the same cognitive deficits as a 

neuroscientist would expect to find in a human. Phenomenal consciousness is the only difference 

in the mental life of my ideal zombie twin and me. When I discuss ideal zombies later on, I will 

argue that they are the zombies that should make us doubt materialism in the context of the 

epistemic gap arguments. 

In an alien world, totally different and perhaps bizarre functional states supervene on our 

familiar physical states. My zombie twin might have different functional states than I do despite 

our physical identity, or he might have the same functional states but realized by different 

mechanisms. Accordingly, it is an open question if we feel that anything is missing, so to speak, 

from an alien world zombie because it is not clear what, if any, phenomenal consciousness we 

would be tempted to attribute to such a zombie in a world where our physiology is the same but 

our functions (or their mechanisms) are different. Since materialism does not carry the burden of 

explaining the hypothetical phenomenology of functions generally and not just those that are 

associated with our own brain states, alien world zombies should not convince anyone to 

                                                
3 Physically-identical zombies that realize the same functional states we do but in virtue of different mechanisms are 

probably best understood just as functionally-identical but physically-disparate zombies since the correlation with 

our particular physical states is irrelevant to explaining their functions. I will argue as such later on. 
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abandon their materialistic intuitions unless there is some theoretic relationship between 

functions and their phenomenology. I will discuss this view in a short while. 

In a silicon world, no functional states supervene on our physical states. It turns out in 

this world that sentient life has brains structured the same as ours but made out of silicon; 

carbon-based structures do not support the functional states with which we are familiar.
4 

Without 

functional states, I would not expect my silicon world zombie twin to be capable of phenomenal 

consciousness even in a world where such consciousness is possible. However, materialists such 

as John Searle might be committed to the idea that something about the human brain itself is 

responsible for phenomenal consciousness, in which case the total or partial loss of functional 

identity might not inhibit phenomenal consciousness (1980). These materialists should feel the 

force of the epistemic gap argument with silicon world zombies because their physical brains 

exist without phenomenal consciousness. This undermines the idea that we might be able to 

explain phenomenal consciousness by appealing to brain processes. 

The plausible idea that physically-identical zombies in ordinary worlds (in other words, 

ideal zombies) pose the most serious threat to materialism is confirmed by this more rigorous 

discussion of the ways in which the natural laws might have been different. Physically-identical 

zombies realize the same functional states as we do by means of the same physical stuff that we 

have without the phenomenology that we are intimately familiar with. It is this disconnection 

between our physical stuff and our phenomenology in the functions that are realized at this world 

that ought to puzzle the materialist. Although there may be interesting questions or concerns 

raised by the other scenarios, the most compelling and broad epistemic arguments ask us to 

conceive of a world as much like our own as possible. But are there epistemic gap arguments 

                                                
4 In other words, functionalism is false in this particular world since minds cannot be made just from anything but 

instead require specific materials.  
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against materialism that are just as broad with an appeal to zombies that are only functionally 

identical to us? 

 

2.2 Functionally-Identical Zombies 

The most natural way to imagine a zombie that is functionally but not physically identical 

to some conscious creature involves designing that zombie to replicate the functional states of a 

human such as myself, in the same way that I realize all of those states, but with some synthetic 

substance. For example, what if my zombie twin were a prototype version of an android with 

sufficient cognitive capacities to realize all of the same functional states as I do but it has its 

brain structured differently from mine? Imperfect biological androids represent a particular 

instantiation of the functionally-identical but physically disparate zombies. These zombies seem 

possible because we can easily imagine them being constructed in the way I have just described 

and without any intention on the part of their designer to imbue or link their functions with 

phenomenal consciousness. Such a zombie could see the color red or recall information without 

having an experience of the color red or having some quality to their memory.  

Materialists such as Daniel Dennett who think that functional organization alone is 

sufficient for phenomenal consciousness would face an epistemic gap argument from 

functionally-identical zombies (these materialists would be committed to the idea that there 

would be something that it is like to be an android that realized the same functional states as us) 

(1991). This is because they would be confronted by the separation of phenomenal consciousness 

and functional organization in functionally-identical zombies. However, this is not the strongest 

version of the zombie argument because it only jeopardizes one flavor of materialism (even if it 

is a particularly popular flavor). For other flavors of materialism, the possibility of functionally-
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identical zombies is not sufficient for an epistemic gap argument. Without physical identity to 

some creature that is conscious, there may not be any surprise that the zombie lacks phenomenal 

consciousness, especially if we do not think that the creature physically identical to the zombie 

would be conscious in the ordinary world. If there is some reason to think that the zombie would 

not have consciousness in a world where it is possible, then conception and subsequent 

possibility of this scenario does not say anything definite about the relationship between mental 

and physical facts because it is unclear if there are any mental facts that would be different in the 

first place. Therefore, functionally-identical zombies such as the prototype android do not form 

as broad an argument against materialism as ideal zombies. 

 

2.3 Ideal Zombies and the Epistemic Gap 

The ideal zombie, or the combination of the physically and functionally identical zombie, 

forms a strong case against materialism in an epistemic gap argument. As we have seen, the 

physically-identical zombie is an ideal zombie in any ordinary world where the functional 

supervenes on the physical. Such a zombie twin, then, would be physically and functionally 

identical to me. When we conceive of an ideal zombie, we are conceiving of a scenario that 

demonstrates the disconnection between the physical facts that we hoped could explain 

phenomenal consciousness and phenomenal consciousness itself. It is clear in this case that there 

are some facts about my phenomenology that do not describe my zombie twin despite the fact 

that we have the same brain capable of the same functions – functions that we often feel are 

irrevocably tangled with phenomenal consciousness. The upshot of materialism is supposed to be 

explanatory reduction of the entire world to basic physical processes. Since everything about the 

ordinary situation is fixed but facts about phenomenal consciousness, materialists of all kinds 
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seem to owe us an explanation as to how the phenomenal facts can differ when the physical facts 

they are supposed to supervene on are held the same; this is why Chalmers makes the stipulation 

to use physically-identical zombies in epistemic gap arguments. 

In this section, I outlined the different ways that we might conceive of a zombie, and 

discussed why the ideal zombie makes the epistemic gap argument difficult for any materialist to 

ignore. In the next section, I will use this machinery to make a case against zombie arguments. I 

will argue that, when responding to arguments from phenomenological explanation about 

specific functions, proponents of the zombie argument must rely on what I call the austere 

function reply. These arguments and the subsequent reply will be detailed in the next section. I 

will go on to claim that the austere function reply is not a viable move because the success of 

such a defense trades on an ambiguity between physically and functionally identical zombies. 

Since zombies that are not physically but only functionally identical do not produce very 

worrisome epistemic gap arguments, some materialists can happily admit the possibility of 

functionally-identical zombies without endangering their position. If I am right, then zombie 

arguments are susceptible to certain problems against which they previously seemed impervious. 

 

3. The Role of Phenomenology in Folk Psychology  

Our intuitions about the minds and behavior of other people form something like a theory 

or loosely connected group of beliefs that we rely on when navigating the social landscape.
5
 This 

theory, which may be called folk psychology, exists prior to and separately from the development 

of psychology as a science. For example, we commonly refer to someone’s beliefs and desires 

when trying to explain or even predict their behavior. If I know that you believe that there is 

                                                
5 Whether this properly constitutes a theory is up for debate, but the existence of these intuitions about other minds 

is relatively uncontroversial.  
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fresh coffee in the next room, and that you currently desire fresh coffee, then all else being equal, 

I can predict that you will go into the next room to pour yourself a cup of coffee.
6
 Furthermore, I 

can explain those specific actions in terms of your beliefs and desires – maybe going so far as to 

posit causal relationships between your beliefs, desires, and actions. On the other hand, modern 

psychology, especially with the perspective afforded by neurology, could give us an explanation 

of your behavior in terms of the brain without any reference to beliefs and desires. It is natural to 

think that beliefs and desires are reducible to something in the brain, but it also might be the case 

that folk psychology is radically mistaken and there is nothing in the brain that consistently 

corresponds to how we use the terms ‘belief’ and ‘desire’. Empirical investigation is necessary to 

vindicate our pre-theoretic intuitions.
7
 

Likewise, we appeal to phenomenology in such pre-theoretic explanations of our beliefs, 

desires and actions. When pressed to give reasons for our desires and the subsequent decisions, 

we might refer to the relationship between the satisfaction of our desires and the corresponding 

phenomenology. For example, when I am deciding what my plans are for my evening this 

weekend, my deliberation takes into account not only that I should plan an enjoyable evening, 

but also what the experience of that enjoyment will be like. I may, for whatever reason, prefer a 

quiet night with close friends rather than socializing with a large group of people this weekend; 

in order to assess this, I might imagine what the experience of each possibility might be like. 

Ordinary, unreflective explanations of preference seem to include seeking out pleasurable 

experiences while avoiding displeasurable experiences. Like the belief-desire regularities, it 

seems that we refer to phenomenology when justifying our actions to others, as well as 

                                                
6 The ceteris paribus clause (“all else being equal”) is meant to convey that the regularity expressed by your desire-

belief pair will not hold in cases where there is a physical malfunction (e.g., broken bones) or other psychological 

regularities (e.g., you have stopped drinking coffee because one of its features, acidity, is undesirable to you).  
7 The foregoing discussion of folk psychology and predicting the behaviors of other agents is greatly informed by 

Dennett (1981) and Churchland (1981). 
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explaining other people’s behavior. But experiences link up to beliefs and behavior, too. Suppose 

I have a friend, Marcel, who visits his hometown, even though he no longer has any family or 

friends living there. From this fact alone I am inclined to infer that he visits his hometown out of 

a sense of nostalgia, and this is the reason he has been acting strangely recently; perhaps he 

desires to remember more vividly an episode from his childhood, and he believes that it will be 

meaningful for him to have such an experience. Whether or not any of these individual 

inferences is justified depends on how much I know about Marcel, but these inferences are 

nonetheless natural to make because I believe that Marcel has experiences which inform his 

beliefs, desires, and behavior, just like my experiences shape me. 

It is these intuitions that form the basis of the arguments from phenomenological 

explanation. I will flesh out the details of these arguments shortly. A final caveat: While 

reasoning about the mental and its relationship to the physical, we ought not to leave the last 

word to folk psychology or our intuitions in general. Arguments from phenomenological 

explanation, which posit an essential link between a mental function and its phenomenology, 

originate from pre-theoretic intuitions about the nature of mentality, but I do not wish to suggest 

that whether or not they are plausible arguments rests on the existence of folk psychology. 

 

3.1 Arguments from Phenomenological Explanation 

Arguments from Phenomenological Explanation question the conceivability of zombies 

by appealing to the strong relationship between psychological functions and phenomenology – 

the sort of relationship that we expect when we unreflectively think about the mind. At first 

approximation, the basic structure of these arguments is as follows: 

(1) Some function F is explained in part by F-type phenomenology;  
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(2) Any creature without F-type phenomenology will lack F. 

(3) Therefore, a creature with F but without F-type phenomenology is not 

conceivable upon reflection. 

In plainer language, some of our psychological functions are explained, in a sufficiently robust 

way that needs clarification, by means of the phenomenology that accompanies or corresponds to 

that function.  Since ideal zombies lack phenomenology by definition but are functionally-

identical to us, they must have some alternative way to realize those functions that correspond to 

phenomenology. Whether or not it is possible for these zombies to realize the same functions 

without corresponding phenomenologies goes far beyond our pre-theoretic intuitions about 

psychology and depends on the precise relationship between phenomenology and function. 

For example, suppose I claim that an important part of the explanation for the 

psychological function of pain is the experience of pain itself – it is, after all, what I will refer to 

when I explain some of my pain behavior, such as withdrawing my hand from a hot surface. 

Broadly speaking, pain is characterized functionally by beliefs about the source of the pain and 

desires to avoid the source of the pain. Pain is also characterized phenomenally by its 

unpleasantness and its sharp, stinging, throbbing, or dull qualities. On this view, the phenomenal 

qualities of pain play an explanatory role in the belief, desires and actions that fall under pain as 

a function (one of many that help us navigate through the world successfully). Since zombies 

lack phenomenology, their pain behavior cannot be explained by their phenomenology 

(presumably, though, the zombies would appeal to the existence of its pain phenomenology just 

as I would, despite their lack of such phenomenology). If they do not have the phenomenology of 

pain, there needs to be another explanation for their functional identity to their human twin (at 



Gubka 16 

 

least for pain). If no such explanation is available, then our conception of an ideal zombie does 

not survive reflection on the relationship between phenomenology and functional identity. 

However, proponents of the zombie argument can reject this argument by appealing to 

the immediately obvious counterproposal that there is nothing essentially phenomenological 

about psychological functions (even if phenomenology is an important part of our psychology in 

the actual world). I will explore this Austere Function Reply, as I refer to it, in the next section. 

The bulk of the argument from phenomenological explanation rests on the notion of 

explanation that links a function and its phenomenology. The success of such an argument 

depends on a necessary connection between function and phenomenology; merely contingent 

connections, as I will demonstrate, cannot serve as the basis for doubting the conceivability of 

ideal zombies. There are at least two ways that phenomenology could be construed as explaining 

a function – causally or constitutively. I take them up in turn. 

 

3.2 Causal Explanation 

 Phenomenology could causally explain a function if that phenomenology causes, either 

wholly or in part, the functional state or one of its components. One way to describe this causal 

relationship is by means of a counterfactual: for any instance of that function, there is also an 

instance of the corresponding phenomenology and without that phenomenology, the function 

fails to occur. Another way might reference a generalization across possible worlds: the 

phenomenology precedes the function in every possible world with the same relevant laws.
8
 This 

is more committed than the claim that phenomenology is causally related to a function but only 

as an effect or byproduct of a function. The reason for this is that phenomenology as an effect or 

                                                
8 These ways of describing a causal relationship represent two different sides of a debate on the nature of causation 

by Jaegwon Kim and David Lewis respectively. Taking a side in this debate does not matter for my present 

purposes. 
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byproduct of a function is easily bracketed away when we conceive of an ideal zombie. In this 

case the phenomenology would occur after a function or in tandem with it but play no integral 

role in shaping the functional states of the zombie. We can understand that phenomenology is 

causally efficacious with respect to functional states as either a contingent or necessary claim. 

This causal explanation could be contingent and nomic in nature, such that there may be 

possible worlds with different laws where duplication of the function could occur without the 

phenomenology. For example, it might be the case that in the actual world, the phenomenology 

of pain is causally implicated in any instance of the function of pain, but in other possible 

ordinary worlds, the phenomenology of pain is not causally implicated in the function of pain. In 

these other possible worlds, the laws are different such that other causal relationships not 

involving phenomenology are sufficient for the function of pain.  If there is a phenomenological 

explanation of pain that is causally contingent on the particular laws of the world in question, 

then ideal zombies without phenomenology (at least with respect to pain) seem conceivable 

because their status as physically and functionally identical is not threatened without the 

inclusion of phenomenology. 

Alternatively, a causal explanation could be metaphysically necessary, so that every 

possible world with an instance of the function occurs because of an instance of corresponding 

phenomenology. In this case, not only it is a law in our world that the phenomenology of pain is 

causally efficacious in the function of pain, but it is a necessary law and holds at every possible 

world. This stronger notion of causal explanation, if it is defensible, would allow opponents of 

the zombie argument to deny the conceivability of ideal zombies because they cannot be 

functionally identical without phenomenology. But are there any good reasons to think that there 

are necessary causal connections between the phenomenology and our functions, such that it is 
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impossible for any other regularity (or not regularity at all) to exist between the two? I will return 

to this question after I discuss the Austere Function Reply on behalf of the zombie advocate. 

Here is a second pass at the argument from phenomenological explanation that focuses 

on causal explanation: 

(1) Some function F is causally explained in part by F-type phenomenology;  

(2) Necessarily, any creature without F-type phenomenology will lack F. 

(3) Therefore, a creature with F but without F-type phenomenology is not 

conceivable upon reflection. 

One way to understand causal explanation might be as a kind of interactionist dualism. 

Interactionist dualism treats the physical and the mental as different substances or properties. For 

the sake of simplicity, I will only discuss substance dualism here. On such a view, the physical 

and mental are separate substances and can exist independently of each other, but happen to be 

linked causally in a way that allows the mind to direct the body and receive information from the 

world via the body. In this picture of the world, the mental state consisting of phenomenology 

characteristic of pain might be a result of something that happens to the body, and then the 

mental state causes beliefs and desires which lead the body to avoid the thing that caused its 

pain. If this is correct, then my mental state of pain is causally implicated in my body’s reaction 

to the pain. Causal explanation does not require a view exactly like this, but I find this to be a 

helpful way to think about what causal explanations might be like. 

 

3.3 Constitutive Explanation 

 Phenomenology could provide a constitutive explanation for a function if the 

phenomenology comprises the function itself. On this view, the functional state is just the 
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phenomenal state and there is an instance of the function if and only if there is an instance of the 

phenomenology. Along these lines, the phenomenology of pain explains the function of pain just 

in case every functional state of pain is also a phenomenal state of pain. 

Constitutive explanation does not seem to capture the way that we ordinarily talk and 

think about phenomenology. I have the intuition that the experience of sharp tenderness on my 

skin after I burn myself plays some role in my subsequent desires (“I do not want to be burned 

again”) and beliefs (“I should be more careful around hot tea”). But it does not seem that the 

phenomenology of pain solely comprises the psychological function pain because the 

corresponding kind of beliefs and desires are an important part of the function, especially in the 

context of a hostile environment. Without a more detailed account of functions, plausible cases 

of constitutive explanations do not seem at hand.
9
  

Like causal explanation, instances of phenomenology could constitute instances of a 

function merely contingently because of local laws of nature specific to particular worlds, or 

necessarily at every world because of a metaphysical connection between the phenomenology 

and function. For example, an ordinary sort of contingent constitutive relationship is the 

relationship that a statue has with its material. A statue is entirely made up of its material, but the 

specific kind of material is not essential – only that there is some material to constitute the statue. 

As I noted concerning contingent causal explanation, contingent constitutive explanation should 

not make us doubt the possibility of ideal zombies, because any functions that might be 

explained constitutively by phenomenology could be explained by some other means. 

Metaphysically necessary connections between phenomenology and function, however, would 

                                                
9 Part of the challenge here is deciding how fine-grained functions themselves ought to be. Maybe the “warning 

system” aspect of pain could be constitutively explained by the phenomenology of pain even if the surrounding 

systems that translate the “warning” into the appropriate beliefs and desires are explained without any reference to 

phenomenology. This issue deserves exploration but is outside the scope of this paper. 
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be good reason to doubt the possibility of an ideal zombie; such a zombie cannot be functionally 

identical to one of us if any of its functional states are essentially phenomenal states because of 

its lack of phenomenal states.    

This discussion of causal and constitutive explanation, as well as contingent and 

necessary varieties of these explanations, will serve as a backdrop for developing the austere 

function reply on behalf of the zombie advocate, as well as my responses to the reply. More 

specifically, I will pursue an argument of the following form: 

(1) Some function F is constitutively explained in part by F-type phenomenology;  

(2) Necessarily, any creature without F-type phenomenology will lack F. 

(3) Therefore, a creature with F but without F-type phenomenology is not 

conceivable upon reflection. 

I think that arguments from phenomenological explanation represent a commonsense, ordinary 

way of thinking about the indispensible role that experiences play in our lives. It just seems to us 

that the feeling of pain plays a role in our decision to avoid the heat of a fire, and that role might 

constitute or cause the function. Although I think that the zombie advocate has good reason to be 

initially dismissive and suspicious of arguments from phenomenological explanation (partially 

because its origins in folk psychology) I do not think that this class of argument has been taken 

seriously for long enough to receive a fair evaluation. I will focus on the austere function reply 

and an evaluation of arguments from phenomenological explanation for the rest of this paper. 

 

4. The Austere Function Reply 

 As I suggested earlier, advocates of the zombie argument have an obvious defense 

against arguments from phenomenological explanation, and I suspect that its obviousness is the 



Gubka 21 

 

reason why there is no formal discussion of phenomenological explanation for functions. If we 

are capable of conceiving of zombies as creatures just like us physically and functionally, even 

though they lack phenomenology, then this suggests that there is nothing essentially 

phenomenological about psychological functions such as pain. In other words, although we 

suspect that phenomenology has an explanatory role in our own world, it is simply false that this 

role is necessary for the realization of the function. This is the austere function reply to the claim 

that a particular function requires phenomenology for its functioning. A function is austere if and 

only if no phenomenology is necessary for the realization of that function.  

Here is a summary of the moves that can be made between myself and the zombie 

advocate. Suppose I claim that the phenomenology of pain causally or constitutively contributes 

to the explanation of the functional pain states that I realize when accidently spill hot tea on my 

hands. Further suppose that I am motivated by a folk theory of psychology when I make this 

explanation. The zombie advocate can take the position that pain is an austere function and that 

our folk theory of psychological explanations is mistaken to include the phenomenology of pain 

in an explanation of the psychological function of pain. In other words, although it appears to me 

that I have certain beliefs and desires about hot liquids because of the pain experience, this 

functional profile of beliefs and desires does not rely on in any way on my experience of the 

brief scalding pain of hot tea. My zombie twin, then, is affected in the same way that I am when 

he spills the tea – that is, he has the same beliefs and desires about
10

  hot liquids in spite of 

having no prior experience of the pain that follows his spilling of the tea. So my zombie twin and 

I can be functionally identical despite his lack of phenomenology. Appealing to austere functions 

                                                
10 I do not think that zombies’ beliefs and desires can have the intentionality that our beliefs and desires have for 

much the same reasons that Horgan and Tienson defend the thesis of phenomenal intentionality (2002). However, 

for the time being I am content to say that these beliefs and desires would be functionally equivalent to our own. 
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and thereby ruling out a causal or constitutive role for phenomenology seems to dissipate any 

tension that appears when consider our ordinary conception of phenomenology in our lives. 

 

5. Rejoinder to the Austere Function Reply 

 If there are some functions which are not austere, then ideal zombies are not conceivable. 

Rather than rely on folk psychology as a point of data in this argument, I will zoom in on a 

particular function. In this section, I will argue that episodic memory is not an austere function. I 

will do so by defending the following theses. First, episodic memory is distinct from semantic 

memory. Secondly, episodic memory has its own distinct phenomenology. Thirdly, episodic 

memory is necessarily constituted by this phenomenology. Finally, I will suggest that the 

episodic memory is immune to the austere function reply and should give zombie advocates 

some pause before endorsing the austere function reply. 

 

5.1 Episodic Memory and Phenomenological Explanation 

The cognitive scientist Endel Tulving is credited with developing and clarifying the 

distinction between episodic memory and other forms of memory. For my purposes, I will focus 

on the differences between episodic memory and semantic memory.  More specifically, semantic 

memory focuses on knowing. I know, for example, that I lived in Gilbert. This is a fact about me 

and my past. But episodic memory is another way I can recall things about my past and it 

focuses on remembering experiences. I remember moving to Tucson, and not just the fact that I 

moved here. I remember the experience of moving in, how it felt to move furniture in the dry 

desert heat with my father and brother, and not just the fact that I had that experience. Tulving 

argues that episodic memory is more sophisticated and more recently developed than semantic 
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memory, and that unlike semantic memory, the abilities of which are observable in non-human 

creatures, episodic memory is probably unique to humans. He has worked with a brain-injured 

subject that he believes has an intact semantic memory (because he can remember facts, even 

those about his life) without an episodic memory (because he disassociates himself from facts 

about his own life and has a limited ability to think about the future or past) (2005). If Tulving is 

correct about this subject, one of the important features of the episodic memory system, the 

ability to mentally time travel, as he refers to it, seems crucial in our ability to reflect on our past 

and plan for our futures. Operationally speaking, mental time travel allows us to treat the events 

we remember or imagine as subjectively past or future, and if what I suggest here is correct, 

mental time travel is our ability to remember an event with the feeling of it being past, or to 

imagine an event with the feeling of it being possible in the future. 

Along these lines, the primary difference between semantic and episodic memory is the 

distinct phenomenology associated with remembering episodically. This phenomenology should 

be thought of as what places your memory in your subjective time and what makes that memory 

different from a current perception of the world, a hallucination, or a product of your 

imagination. The implication here is that without a particular phenomenology of past-ness, there 

might be nothing to stop you from confusing the remembrance of an episode with daydreaming, 

thinking about the future, or any other number of cognitive activities. This phenomenology is the 

context in which you relive the experience of your memory as one of your personal experiences 

from the past. Tulving refers to this phenomenology as autonoetic consciousness or autonoesis.  

Autonoesis is the means by which remembering, or having an episodic memory, occurs 

and it is what permits the other functions of the episodic memory system more generally. The 
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phenomenology of episodic memory constitutes the function of episodic memory; this claim is 

just a specific argument from phenomenological explanation: 

(1) Episodic memory is constitutively explained in part by autonoesis;  

(2) Necessarily, any creature without autonoesis will lack episodic memory. 

(3) Therefore, a creature with episodic memory but without autonoesis is not 

conceivable upon reflection. 

The functions of the episodic memory system include remembering past experiences, but also the 

ability to relate experiences to a remembering self and future subjective time. None of these are 

possible without the initial autonoesis, which allows us to experience subjective time more 

generally. In other words, although we use episodic memory to do many things, autonoesis is 

sufficient to have an episodic memory. Whenever we deliberately think about the past as such or 

catch sight of something that reminds us of our personal history, we are engaged in autonoetic 

consciousness to recollect an episode in our lives.  

Furthermore, without autonoetic consciousness, there is no episodic memory system. 

Although we might act in certain ways because of our pasts, there are no instances of 

unconscious episodic memory. For instance, suppose that I have the long-standing disposition to 

avoid seafood because eating seafood has made me sick in the past and I know this fact about 

myself. When I remember eating seafood the time it made me sick, I do so by means of 

consciously recalling the past experience of the taste and subsequent nausea of the seafood. I 

might also involuntarily remember the past experience of the seafood if I happen to see or smell 

seafood. Remembering the past experience of the seafood is importantly independent from but 

connected to my dispositions concerning seafood and my belief that seafood will make me sick. 
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It is independent because the episodic memory of tasting seafood and subsequently 

becoming nauseous is something I can consciously revisit, and not as spontaneous experience or 

a part of my imagination, but through the lens of the past. This particular episodic memory is 

connected to my dispositions and beliefs because I am able to reflect on my experience as past to 

shape my dispositions and beliefs. This orientation towards a specific episode of experiences as a 

past episode is what makes such experiential recollection an episodic memory at all. Thus, 

episodic memory is a conscious experience of an event as a past event and autonoesis, the 

phenomenology of the event as past, necessarily constitutes episodic memory. 

 

5.2 Remembrance of Experiences Past 

What does this mean for our zombie twins? Consider Marcel. He tastes a bit of tea-

soaked madeleine and involuntarily remembers the connection between the taste of the 

madeleine and his childhood. This involuntary recollection operates by means of autonoesis; he 

re-experiences events in his childhood as past events and through a filter of mysterious nostalgia. 

These experiences prompt Marcel to reflect and to begin to tell us the story of his childhood. 

Now consider Zombie Marcel. I can imagine Zombie Marcel as behaving the same way 

as Marcel after tasting the madeleine, despite not having an experience of tasting anything. He 

would report to us with the same enthusiasm the sequence of events that occurred in his mind 

despite the absence of any re-experience of his past as his past. One explanation for his identical 

behavior may be that he is physically and functionally identical to Marcel, and as such, he is 

affected the same way by the madeleine. Can we fill in this story, though, if autonoesis 

constitutes episodic memory? 
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There is a straightforward sense in which an austere version of episodic memory cannot 

solve this problem. Autonoesis is not just the peculiar exhaust from our mental functions and 

does not influence the rest of the system. Instead, if the advocate of the zombie argument accepts 

this theory of episodic memory, he must provide a functional realization of episodic memory by 

means of a different mechanism. 

 

5.3 Objection from Austere Episodic Memory 

If you are convinced that ideal zombies are conceivable, then you may be certain that I 

am mistaken because episodic memory could be austere. Just like all the other cognitive 

functions we can imagine occurring without phenomenology, I should admit that it is at least 

possible that episodic memory could be among a zombie’s capabilities even though such a 

creature lacks what I have called the necessary phenomenology. I think the best way to discuss 

this issue is to try to imagine what austere episodic memory would look like. 

It is clear that austere episodic memory cannot just be episodic memory without 

autonoesis because representations of experiences as past are what allows us to reflect 

productively on those experiences. Austere episodic memory would need an alternative method 

of ensuring that we are connected to our experiences in a way that could facilitate such 

reflection. Perhaps we could substitute experiential representation with a set of beliefs that 

represent the content of the experiences. For example, instead of recalling the experience as past, 

I merely form the belief that I had the relevant experience, and use the content of this belief to 

reflect on the past and anticipate the future. This project seems hopeless, though, for two reasons.  

Firstly, our episodic memory system is crucial for reflecting and planning by means of 

mental time travel. Both of these activities require autonoesis to represent an actually 
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experienced or potentially experiential moment as experienced in-the-past or in-the-future. 

Reducing this experiential representation to a set of attitudes or beliefs that occur alongside 

representing the content of experiences (such as “I experienced the taste of the madeleine” or 

“Since hot tea will burn me if I spill it on myself, I should be more careful around hot tea”) 

reduces episodic memory system to the semantic memory system, which is an obviously related 

function but not the same as episodic memory. As I have argued, a narrow construal of episodic 

memory trades in experiential episodes, not just beliefs, and appears to be non-inferential in a 

way that semantic memory is not, especially in involuntary cases, because the phenomenology of 

the current experiences in some sense resembles the episode that it triggers.  

Secondly, although you could imagine creatures behaviorally indistinguishable from us 

with only semantic memory (which is essentially what episodic memory would be without 

autonoesis), such creatures would be much less computationally efficient and very limited in 

their planning abilities without the ability to index their experiences through an episodic memory 

system. I have no doubt that a broad construal of episodic memory as a mechanism for reflection 

and anticipation could just be a special function of the semantic memory system. But even if 

Zombie Marcel had the most efficient semantic memory possible and behaved the same under 

ordinary circumstances, he would still be physically different from his human twin because of 

the extra neural structure required for a semantic memory system of that magnitude, and 

functionally different from his human twin because of the way Zombie Marcel processes his 

experiences. Remember, the zombie advocate would like for ideal zombies to be conceivable, 

and a behavioral duplicate is not an ideal zombie. Neither is the zombie that is physically 

disparate, because it requires a very sophisticated semantic memory system to compete with the 

utility of real episodic memory. Because Marcel has the phenomenology to support episodic 
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memory, then, and his zombie twin does not, there does not seem to be any austere way to 

explain episodic memory. 

What if it were the case that, although Tulving has discovered some crucial differences 

between episodic memory and semantic memory, a scientifically finished account of episodic 

memory will not include a reference to the phenomenology of time or the self? I have two 

responses to this sort of objection. Firstly, I find it difficult to conceive of a computationally 

simple method of implementing episodic memory without autonoesis. Certain kinds of very 

quick recollections from involuntary episodic memory, such as that in the Marcel and the 

madeleine case, seem untenable without a connection between the content of the current 

experience and the content of the memory. Secondly, if it turns out that episodic memory does 

not essentially rely on autonoesis, or that episodic memory turns out to work just like semantic 

memory, then I will obviously have to recant my view. But not before more work is done on 

understanding the relationship between our brains and our mental abilities. In this way, our 

arguments about the nature of the phenomenal consciousness seem to turn crucially on 

discoverable facts about our mental lives. 

If I am correct, how is it that so many believe that they can conceive of their zombie twin 

with quite a bit of detail but turn out to be mistaken in a crucial way? I would like to suggest that 

for zombie cases especially, but perhaps in many thought experiments, mis-imagining is a 

common occurrence. Mis-imagining might usefully refer to cases in which one believes that one 

has succeeded in imagining one thing, but one has actually imagined something similar but 

perhaps more simple. For example, when I imagine my zombie twin, I do so visually and I 

imagine him going through the motions of my life without there being anything that it is like to 
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be him. I do not imagine exactly what his brain processes are like, or whether or not for any 

function I choose, he is a functional duplicate of me.  

What I am suggesting in this paper is that when we start considering the physical and 

functional identity of the zombie while keeping in mind our own physical structure and cognitive 

capabilities, we should begin to doubt that we can successfully imagine our zombie twin as an 

ideal zombie. Maybe one of the reasons that mis-imagining occurs is because there are not any 

internal success conditions on imagining something; there is nothing that you compare the object 

of your imagination to in order to double-check the output, so to speak, of your mental process. 

Such phenomena suggest that we ought to be more cautious when exploiting our imagination for 

the purposes of supporting our philosophical intuitions. 

 

6. Closing Remarks 

As I have attempted to make the case for concerning episodic memory, there seems to be 

at least one flavor of cognitive phenomenology, or the phenomenology that corresponds to our 

cognitive abilities more generally, which is arguably not austere because of the constitutive 

relationship between the function and the phenomenology. If I am correct, then ideal zombies are 

inconceivable, impossible, and do not entail the falsity of materialism. Other kinds of zombies, 

though, may be threatening to certain varieties of materialism if their commitments depend on 

certain physical or functional identities.  

Episodic memory systems and autonoesis seem to suggest that we should be more careful 

when imagining zombies and when making sweeping claims about the austere nature of our 

mental functions. Although I would like to believe that most or all of our phenomenology 

constitutively or causally contributes to our lives, making such an argument from one case would 



Gubka 30 

 

be a gross exaggeration of what, if anything, I have accomplished here. Functions that seem to 

correspond to sensory phenomenology, or the phenomenology that corresponds to our ordinary 

perceptual senses, could very well turn out to be austere functions. Arguments about sensory 

phenomenology playing a constitutive or causal role in our functions should incorporate our 

scientific accounts of these functions, though, and not an appeal to our intuitions. Perhaps in 

cases of sensory phenomenology, the more fruitful question to start with is not be why we have 

sensory phenomenology at all, but why we have the particular kinds of sensory phenomenology 

that we do have.  

I can imagine a zombie that behaves, externally, exactly like me. But I have a hard time 

conceiving of a zombie that does everything that I do, by means of the same mechanisms, 

without the rich experiences of our inner mental lives. Although it might be the case that 

episodic memory will turn out as matter of fact to be explainable without reference to autonoesis, 

our current scientific explanation suggests otherwise. In this sense, arguments about the 

metaphysics of mind cannot be conducted entirely from the armchair; we should be sensitive to 

what cognitive science has to say about how our minds are integrated in this ordinary world. 
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