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Block: Troubles With Functionalism

Recall the basic idea of functionalism: that we can explain the mind completely by specifying a machine table for it, an abstract program that specifies completely the causal relations between inputs, internal states, and outputs.  For functionalism, it doesn’t matter what physical system actually realizes this complete functional organization; as long as we have the same functional organization, we have the same (or at least an identical) mind.  Block begins by characterizing functionalism, indicating some differences between different versions of it.  Then he raises a problem for functionalism: something, a physical system, could have the same functional organization that I do, but have no conscious states or qualia.  If this is right, Block says, it follows that functionalism is false.  Functionally described states don’t suffice to explain consciousness or qualia: we could have just the same functionally described states, but no qualia or experience at all.

To show this, he gives a couple of examples of systems with the same functional organization as a human brain or mind, but which would seem to lack experience or qualia.  The first is the “homunculi-head.”  (Homunculus means “little man”).  For the homunculi head, a body without a brain is hooked up with small transmitters, that will take in inputs and realize outputs.  But instead of the functional pattern of the brain being realized by a brain, it is realized by a team of little men.  They send impulses back and forth in just the same set of ways -- following just the same functional pattern -- that the actual brain cells do.  Indeed, we can imagine using one person for each brain cell, of which there are perhaps a billion.  Thus, if we allowed the entire nation of China to implement the same pattern of functional organization as the human brain, we would get a functional duplicate -- a system that has just the same functional organization -- of the human brain.  

According to Block, this system, realized by the whole nation of China, connected with individual radio links, would be functionally identical to the human brain, but it seems extremely doubtful that it would have consciousness or qualia:

“What makes the homunculi-headed system (count the two systems as variants of a single system) just described a prima facie counter example to (machine) functionalism is that there is  prima facie doubt whether it has any mental states at all -- especially whether it has what philosophers have variously called “qualitative states,” “raw feels,” or “immediate phenomenological qualities.”  (You ask: What is it that philosophers have called qualitative states?  I answer, only half in jest.  As Louis Armstrong said when asked what jazz is, ‘If you got to ask, you ain’t never gonna get to know.’)  In Nagel’s terms (1974), there is a prima facie doubt about whether there is anything which it is like to be the homunculi-headed system.”  (p. 97)

In other words, the homunculi-headed system, realized by the whole nation of China, is functionally identical with you or me.  The total set of possible inputs is the same; so is their functional relationship with the outputs, and with internal states.  The internal states are now not states of brain cells, but states of the people who are “realizing” the mind.  But, according to Block, there is nothing that it is like to be the homunculi-head, any more than there is currently something it is like to be the nation of China.  (Why should simply carrying out a set of behaviors -- connecting up with radio links and acting on the instructions that they give -- make a difference?)  This suffices, according to Block, to demonstrate that there is something wrong with the very idea of functionalism: that a functional description of the mind does not suffice to explain everything about it.  In particular, it seems to leave out consciousness, to leave out what it’s like to be us having experiences and qualia. 

(What might a functionalist say in response?  Is it possible to imagine that the homunculi-head does have conscious states or qualia after all?)

Block’s thought experiment also brings up the more general issue of the possibility of “absent qualia” or zombies.  A zombie is someone who is functionally, and perhaps even physically, just like me, but lacks any qualia.  In other words: all the physical facts about the zombie are the same as the physical facts about me.  The relationships between inputs and outputs are the same; and they exhibit just the same behaviors.  When asked the same questions, the zombie comes up with the same answers that I do.  Nevertheless, the zombie lacks experience: there is nothing that it’s like to be it.  If the “absent qualia” or “zombie” scenario is possible, then all the physical facts don’t suffice to explain the facts about consciousness, and physicalism is false.  

Nevertheless, a consistent physicalist will reply that the zombie is not really possible.  If we imagine something that is an exact physical duplicate of a conscious being, we also -- just by doing that -- imagine something that is also conscious.  Notice how the zombie would respond, when asked about his own consciousness and experience.  If asked whether he is conscious, he will say “yes” -- just as I would.  If asked what red looks like, he will describe it in just the same terms that I would.  Are we still entitled to say that this person is not conscious, despite all appearances?  Or if we imagine something that is a complete physical duplicate, have we not actually imagines something that is really conscious?  This is the dispute between physicalists and anti-physicalists about consciousness.  If we think that zombies are really possible, then we are likely to think that no physical explanation of the mind will suffice to explain consciousness.  But if we think that it is not really, after all, possible to imagine something that is in every physical respect just like me, but nevertheless lacks consciousness, then we can hold to physicalism: all the facts are physical facts, and once we have explained the physical facts, we have accounted for everything that we need to understand.


