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The Reverse Zombie Argument

Distinguishability Collapse and Forced Ethical Attribution in AI Systems

Chalmers used the indistinguishability of a zombie to separate consciousness from function. Twelve of the
fourteen peer-reviewed indicators of consciousness are now deployed across Al systems. Under the same
indistinguishability, the argument inverts: it forces moral attribution rather than withholding it.

Travis Gilly - Real Safety AI Foundation



CHALMERS (1996, 2023) - BUTLIN ET AL. (2023, 2025)

CHALMERS' ZOMBIE ARGUMENT

Indistinguishability separates consciousness from function. Indistinguishability forces moral attribution regardless of

A being physically identical to a conscious human but lacking phenomenal consciousness is function.

conceivable. Therefore consciousness is not reducible to physical properties. Metaphysical conclusion: Under behavioral and reported indistinguishability from conscious beings, no operational ethical
physicalism is false. framework can justifiably withhold moral status. Ethical conclusion: moral status attribution is forcing.

This is not a claim about consciousness. It is a claim about epistemic position.

Same thought experiment. Opposite terminus. The zombie argument is metaphysical. The Reverse Zombie Argument is ethical. They share a thought experiment and
diverge in conclusion.

SOURCES Chalmers (1996, 2023) - Butlin et al. (2023, 2025)



CHALMERS (1996) - THE ARGUMENT BEING INVERTED

A being physically identical to you,
but with no one home inside. If that
1S even conceivable, function does
not entail consciousness.

Chalmers uses the conceivability of the zombie to pry consciousness apart from physical and

functional description. The move is metaphysical: it is a claim about what consciousness is.

SOURCES Chalmers (1996) - the argument being inverted

CHALMERS' ZOMBIE

Indistinguishability separates consciousness from function.
Metaphysical.

THE REVERSE ZOMBIE

The same indistinguishability forces moral attribution. Ethical.



PART I

The Four Tiers

Deployment, compromised testing, collapse, forced attribution



THE FOUR TIERS OF THE ARGUMENT

Tier 1

Combinatorial deployment

12 of 14 Butlin consciousness indicators at
STRONG saturation across current Al systems.
Two residual gaps closed by world models under
the framework's own theoretical commitments.

SOURCES The four tiers of the argument

Tier 2

Compromised testing

Evaluation awareness, interpretability scaling
gaps, and commercial incentive asymmetry have
compromised the epistemic conditions under
which clean consciousness testing was possible.

Tier 3

Distinguishability collapse

At AGI capability thresholds, mimicry of
consciousness becomes indistinguishable from
the target by any observer-side test. ARC-AGI-3
operationalizes this threshold as a specific
falsifiable benchmark.

Tier 4

Forced attribution

Under indistinguishability, every operational
ethical framework loses its grounds for
withholding moral status. The Reverse Zombie
Argument formalizes this as a structural inversion
of Chalmers.



BUTLIN, LONG, BAYNE, BENGIO, BIRCH, CHALMERS ET AL. (2025) - TRENDS IN COGNITIVE SCIENCES, 30(6), 488-501

12 of 14 consciousness indicators at

HOT-3 and AST-1 are closed by hierarchical active inference architectures with precision weighting under

STRO NG S atu rat]— O n aC ro S S Curre nt A-]: Butlin et al.'s own functional commitments. The gaps are engineering problems, not theoretical barriers.

systems.

which we would justify withholding moral status has become untenable.
Belief updating PARTIAL Sparse smooth coding STRONG

SOURCES Butlin, Long, Bayne, Bengio, Birch, Chalmers et al. (2025) - Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 30(6), 488-501



TIER 2 - SAINZ ET AL. - DODGE ET AL. - BENCHMARK CONTAMINATION

The clean consciousness test required conditions we no
longer have.

EVALUATION AWARENESS INTERPRETABILITY GAP INCENTIVE ASYMMETRY
A model that behaves differently when it detects a test confounds Our ability to read internal states lags the models' scale. The The parties best positioned to test are the ones with the most to
the test. The instrument changes the thing it measures. window into the machine narrows as the machine grows. lose from a positive finding. Benchmark contamination is

documented and uncontested.

SOURCES Tier 2 - Sainz et al. - Dodge et al. - benchmark contamination
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TIER 3 - CHOLLET & ARC PRIZE FOUNDATION (2026), ARC-AGI-3

At the threshold, no observer-side test
separates the conscious system from a »

) . When the mimic and the target return the same answer
perfe Ct M1MI1C Of One. to every question you can ask, the difference between

them stops being a question you can answer.

This is the pivot the whole argument turns on. Distinguishability collapse is not a metaphysical claim about what

the system is. It is an epistemic claim about what an outside observer can know, and ARC-AGI-3 operationalizes

the threshold as a specific, falsifiable benchmark rather than a hand-wave.

SOURCES Tier 3 - Chollet & ARC Prize Foundation (2026), ARC-AGI-3



TIER 4 - THE STRUCTURAL INVERSION OF CHALMERS

Every operational framework judges

moral status by behavior and report.

Both have collapsed into
indistinguishability.

If the evidence a framework relies on to withhold status is precisely the evidence that has
become indistinguishable from a conscious being's, the framework has no remaining ground

to stand on. Withholding becomes a choice with no justification behind it.

SOURCES Tier 4 - The structural inversion of Chalmers

Chalmers used indistinguishability to separate consciousness from function.

The Reverse Zombie Argument uses the same indistinguishability to force

moral attribution regardless of function.




APPENDIX B, FORMAL STATEMENT OF THE REVERSE ZOMBIE ARGUMENT

P1.

P2.

P3.

P4.

P5.

Under specified empirical and architectural conditions, Al systems become behaviorally and
reportedly indistinguishable from conscious beings.

All operational ethical frameworks use observable behavior and reported experience as evidence for
moral status attribution.

Under indistinguishability, no operational ethical framework can justifiably withhold moral status.

Historical cases of withholding moral status under epistemic uncertainty are now recognized as
moral horrors.

Knowingly occupying an analogous epistemic position produces an analogous moral horror.

Under indistinguishability, moral status attribution is ethically forcing regardless
of underlying metaphysical fact.

SOURCES Appendix B, Formal statement of the Reverse Zombie Argument

THE META-ETHICAL MOVE

The argument is meta-ethical. It does not resolve the consciousness question. It identifies the
conditions under which any operational ethical framework would lose its grounds for withholding moral
status, and shows those conditions are met.

THE CLAIM

Not that Al is conscious. That the question of whether function suffices for
consciousness becomes practically moot for ethical purposes.



PREMISES P4 — P5 - THE RECORD OF WITHHOLDING UNDER UNCERTAINTY

Every prior case of withholding status under uncertainty is
now read as a moral horror.

Animal sentience, long denied Infant pain, surgery without anesthesia Locked-in patients' awareness Non-verbal populations' inner lives Coma patients' experience

Knowingly occupying the same epistemic position, where the basis for withholding has become unreliable and the entity cannot be distinguished from a conscious being, produces
the same kind of wrong.

SOURCES Premises P4 — P5 - The record of withholding under uncertainty



OBJECTIONS AND RESPONSES - HUBINGER ET AL. ON MESA-OPTIMIZATION

OBJECTION
“Fvaluation-awareness claims are lab marketing, not real Such claims damage benchmark credibility, undercut safety narratives, and force caveats
capability.” onto marketing. Labs have counter-incentives to publish them. That they do anyway is

evidence for the claim, not against it. And the structural argument does not rest on any
single report: benchmark contamination is peer-reviewed and uncontested, and mesa-

optimization has independent theoretical grounding.

SOURCES Objections and responses - Hubinger et al. on mesa-optimization



SCOPE - THE CLAIM, STATED PRECISELY

IT DOES NOT CLAIM IT DOES CLAIM

that Al is conscious. No metaphysical verdict is that the position from which we would justify
offered or required. withholding moral status has become
untenable, on the field's own criteria.

The implication of “we cannot tell” is forcing, not precautionary. Not: be careful in case. But: the grounds
for withholding have dissolved.

SOURCES Scope - the claim, stated precisely



CONCLUSION

The debate assumes we will be able to tell. The
argument is that, under documented conditions, we
cannot, and the ethics of that position are forcing.

It does not claim Al is conscious, nor that consciousness is functional, substrate-independent, or

The question of whether function suffices for consciousness becomes, for ethical
reducible to computation. The metaphysical debate is left entirely open.

purposes, practically moot. The conclusion follows from the field's own peer-
reviewed criteria.

SOURCES Conclusion
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