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Abstract 
 

The first chapter will elucidate the overall subject of qualia and the evolution of 

consciousness, and provide current information as of this writing – as well as some key terms 

that better be clarified than left in obscurity. From there, arguments of both sides, the non-

physical and physical status about the existence of qualia and its connection with 

consciousness will be examined in the following chapter. Equipped with these arguments, the 

last investigatory chapter will place them within the framework of evolutionary theory in 

order to clarify the paper thesis, and hopefully narrow down the strongest and weakest 

arguments so that a reasonable conclusion can be arrived at.       
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1. Introduction 

 

The key question to keep in mind for this paper is the very subtitle of the front-page, namely; 

what are the arguments for or against the existence of qualia according to evolution? But the 

answer cannot be provided in a vacuum. There has to be some mention of what qualia is, how 

it relates to consciousness and the evolution thereof. There will be heavy focus on arguments 

rather than straight-down facts regarding qualia, almost entirely because of its elusive nature 

in the philosophy of the mind. These arguments will be evaluated through the lens of the 

theory of evolution, and will thus either be strengthened or weakened according to this 

perspective.   

The best way of doing this will be to partition the arguments about qualia under the 

categories of non-physical and physical, as well as non-existence. This will grant the reader a 

sufficient overview of the separate elements in the paper, and how those elements will be 

evaluated according to evolutionary theory. Since the issue of non-physicality and physicality 

is central to discussions about qualia, they will both be considered during the aforementioned 

evaluation. In the end, the arguments will be weighed against each other on the basis of their 

relevance and tenability with the methods of evolutionary theory.  

There will be quite a few omissions. Most arguments and facts are omitted because they 

both 1) don’t add any more substance or force to the already sufficient and presented 

arguments, and 2) didn’t happen to be on my current radar, so to speak. Examples of the most 

prominent omissions will be the dualistic arguments that would, according to me, be prima 

facie superfluous, and will only receive mention. Another omission is the lack of comparative 

analysis between human consciousness and animal consciousness, since this paper will focus 

wholly on what conscious experiences, qualia, mental states etc. signifies for humans. The 

reason for this being that the investigation of qualia and consciousness ought to be more 

general rather than split into two specific groups. Other omissions in the form of “loose 

threads” may appear depending on one’s interpretation of the content. Despite that, as long as 

it adds a further dimension to an argument, the better. 

The sources used to write this paper will be very varied. If estimated (to use the term 

loosely) in percent, it might look like this; 50% paperback literature, 25% other papers written 

mainly by philosophers, and the remaining 25% from common internet encyclopedias 

pertinent for philosophical studies.        
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2. The current data on qualia and consciousness 

 

2.1 Key Terms 

 

Qualia/Phenomenal Experience 

(Singular quale), are phenomenal properties of conscious experience, the what-it-is-like feeling one experience.    

Phenomenal Consciousness  

The subjective, first-person point of view and experience. 

Functionalism  

That mental states should be explained in terms of causal roles, not intrinsic physical features. 

Epiphenomenalism  

That consciousness is a non-causal “side-effect” of physical processes in the brain. 

Representationalism  

That the mind represents external physical objects as mental images. 

Eliminativism  

The view that mental phenomena and conscious states do not exist. 

Mental State  

An instance of a conscious experience or intentionalism. 

 

2.2 About the nature of qualia 

 

What are qualia? Almost all philosophers can agree on qualia being, as Daniel Dennett 

defined it, “the way things seem to us”, or alternatively the “what-it-is-like” feeling whenever 

they are experienced. They are introspectively and consciously accessible and are the 

phenomenal property of consciously experienced mental states. A common example is that of 

pain. Despite all the physiological and physical explanations of pain (the firing of C-fibers), 

we as consciously aware creatures experience and feel what pain is like.
1
 Whether or not this 

is the most accurate description of what qualia (singular, quale) is is debatable, nonetheless it 

will suffice for the investigation in this paper. Its very existence is also a highly debated topic 

among most contemporary philosophers. Nevertheless, despite the multifaceted definitions of 

the thing under consideration, there are some agreed upon properties that qualia has, or could 

be said to have.  

 

 

1. A. Kind, Qualia, intro. 
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Although Dennett is no believer in qualia, (and perhaps because of it) he summarizes qualia 

as being properties of a subject’s mental states that are; (1) ineffable, (2) intrinsic, (3) private 

and (4) directly or immediately apprehensible to one’s consciousness. What these traditional, 

and commonly agreed upon, views about qualia mean is that (1) one is unable to express with 

words the way which one is sensing and experiencing something, (2) that qualia is un-

analyzable and beyond immediate grasp, (3) it is not possible to test qualia in an objective or 

psychological manner, and (4) is consciously directly available for the one having an 

experience.
2
  These are good starting points, but in this paper, some – potentially (3) – will be 

under closer scrutiny. 

Dennett came to his conclusion by the use of thought-experiments called “intuition pumps”, 

which are designed to “flush away” the intuitions one has about something, in this case it’s 

our faith in the concept of qualia. Provided that the above four criteria of qualia is the case, 

Dennett argues that those are properties that cannot live up to its own criteria, due to internal 

inconsistency. He presents this theory via the thought-experiment of Chase and Sanborn 

working for Maxwell House coffee to show the process by which he came to his conclusion. 

It goes as follows; Chase think that the coffee, after several years of enjoyment, still tastes the 

same but that his personal taste for it has changed, conversely, Sanborn thinks that the coffee 

itself tastes differently. Either Chase’s taste receptors have changed or Sanborn’s personal 

standards for good coffee have changed. It is precisely because either one of the coffee tasters 

can be in the others’ situation that such qualitative experiences are called into question, and 

qualia is thus deemed “tactically obtuse”. Because of the four criteria, there will never be a 

way to know. Therefore, the concept of qualia harbors such confusion that Dennett rather 

thinks that we all should admit that there are no such thing as qualia. In other words, we ought 

to be eliminativist about qualia – unless there is (or might be) a scientifically objective way of 

investigating qualia, one is justified in presently abandoning it.
3
         

On the other hand, Frank Jackson, self-admitted “qualia freak”, argues that the physicalist 

accounts of our physical make-up omit something that happens to be qualia. Jackson also 

argues that the mental state we call qualia is an epiphenomenon. Qualia are caused by 

physical processes but are not themselves causes of physical processes. How, for example, 

can the quale of pain then cause one to recoil from an electric fence? Aside from reflexes, one 

doesn’t actively hold on to the fence due to the experienced pain.  

 

 
2. D. Dennett, (1988) Quining Qualia, p. 385. 

3. A. Kind, Qualia, section 5. 
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The mental state one has when letting go of the fence is causally efficacious with the 

associated quale, so the quale of pain can only affect other mental states – that can cause 

physical effects – but never directly something physical. Thus, it is allowed that qualia are an 

epiphenomenon yet can only indirectly cause physical effects. Another, and more commonly 

held view of epiphenomenalism, is that qualia would have no causal effect at all and that 

behaviors are caused entirely by the brain processing stimuli. Additionally, epiphenomenal 

qualia are considered evolutionary by-products of brain processes that are conducive to 

survival, but more on this later.
4
  

So far, qualia appear to be something non-physical or not explainable by physical processes 

alone. What of alternative explanations where reconciliations between qualia and the physical 

world are made? Despite denial of the existence of qualia, adherence to epiphenomenalism or 

dualism; there are candidate theories that aim to reconcile qualia with physicalism.  

A view that allows for qualia to be compatible with physicalism – to a certain 

epistemological degree – is variations of functionalism. However, at its core, functionalism – 

at least in the philosophy of mind – is the view that different mental states are to be explained 

by their causal roles. E.g. a machine may have any kind of configuration and still fulfill its 

intended function. Analogously, states of mind aren’t necessarily bound by or caused by the 

physical make-up of the brain, but by the causal structure of mental states that an organism 

exhibits. In humans, the causal relationship is generally applied to between physical 

sensations, mental states – or brain states – and behavior. For example, Joe touches the 

electric fence, feels pain and let go of the fence. In this case, when Joe touched the fence he 

experienced the quale of pain, or discomfort, from the received shock.
5
 Can qualia be 

accounted for by such causal structures of mental states? The answer(s) to this is contentious.   

There is potentially more strict scientific support for qualia, the so-called identity theory. 

This theory purports that fMRI (functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging) scans can reveal 

distinctive and common neural patterns associated with different perceptual experiences. If 

human subjects are experiencing pain or the experience one has when viewing a patch of red, 

then a specific patterns of increased blood flow is detected due to the magnetic properties of 

blood.
6
  

 

 

 

 
4. F. Jackson, (1982), Epiphenomenal Qualia, p. 133 f. 

5. Various Wikipedia contributors, Absent qualia. 

6. V. Stenger, (2008) God: The Failed Hypothesis, p. 82 f. 
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All that is left to do then is to match the patterns with the reported phenomenal experience of 

the subject. This method might help identify certain mental states with their corresponding 

neural patterns; however it restricts itself to only be applicable to humans. Qualia, according 

to this theory are the brain states.
7
 Even though the senses of the terms used to identify the 

two – brain states and qualia – differ, they still have the shared referent of being the 

experienced qualities themselves.
8
 Another more parsimonious variant of the identity theory 

claim that there is no qualia, in accordance with eliminativism.   

Trying to reconcile physicalism with the qualitative aspects of conscious experience is not 

easy, or it’s “The Hard Problem”. The Hard Problem was coined by David Chalmers and 

conveys the idea that to resolve the apparent incompatibility between physicalism and 

consciousness one has to cross the explanatory gap that it causes. This is an influential factor 

for philosophers and thinkers to settle with a version of dualism or epiphenomenalism.
9
   

 

2.3 About the evolution of consciousness 

 

It’s challenging to argue for the potential evolution of qualia without invoking the evolution 

of consciousness. In fact, the evolution of consciousness will be the relevant form of 

evolution referred to in this paper, seen as consciousness is a prerequisite for qualia. We know 

enough about the brain to be assured that it is the best place for investigations about 

consciousness and qualia. It is quite evident that the brain is susceptible to evolutionary 

mechanisms, requiring causal interaction to enable descent with modification. This forms the 

main reasoning behind the thesis for this paper. Well then, in which ways did consciousness 

possibly evolve?  

In order to achieve the social complexity of early humanity and the use of recursive 

language – two important factors for the development of consciousness – the underlying 

neural circuitry and its scope in terms of brain size plays into the evolution of consciousness 

in several of out early ancestors, most notably us, Homo sapiens. The expected ratio between 

brain weight and body weight can be measured by the so called encephalization quotient 

(EQ).  

 

 

 

 
7. J. Levin. (2011), Qualia, section 2. 

8. S. Schneider, Identity theory, section 1. 

9. A. Kind, Qualia, section 1. 
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If a species’ EQ is under 1.0, then it has a smaller brain to body weight ratio and conversely 

for species above 1.0. Over the span of roughly 5 million years of hominid evolution, an 

increase in EQ can be detected with Homo sapiens’ EQ amounting to 7.6 contrasted with 

Australopithecus aferensis of 3.1. Biologically, bigger brains allow for more cognitive 

development in several areas such as learning, memory storing, language use, recursive 

thought (see lower section) and “enhanced” navigation in dynamic environments. Since 

bigger brains require a higher metabolic capacity, it is generally prevalent if the species is 

long-lived. Additionally, to accommodate for higher EQ, the gestation period would have to 

be quite long – in the case of humans, 9 months is below what is actually expected for our 

brain size (the estimate is 18 months if measured by EQ). During this time, more neurons tend 

to be generated, explaining why the human brain is well-equipped with the then 

unprecedented cognitive tools to handle social interactions and communication. However, it 

should be said that the link between brain size and the potential for developing consciousness 

isn’t clear, but it might nonetheless have been the precursor of a need for humans to evolve, or 

at least, refine, consciousness.
10

  

The evolutionary mechanism itself for evolving consciousness is with all likelihood genetic 

drift.
11

 This is when a gene’s allele frequency fluctuates over generations and can happen at 

random. Consequences for a small population (ca. 120 – 150 in groups of early humans) due 

to genetic drift were loss of genetic variation and causing certain alleles to be fixed.
12, 13

 This 

tends to be a more accurate story of how consciousness evolved; the main reason being that 

for differential reproduction to occur (propagation of conscious vs. non-conscious organisms) 

there has to be an adaptive advantage involved – but not for all aspects of consciousness. 

Indeed, consciousness cannot be one single function of an organism; it is a complex of a 

variety of individually evolved forms of consciousness. Some might have had adaptive value 

while others did not, and qualia belonging to the latter category most probably.
14

        

A psychological mechanism that added an extra dimension to consciousness is recursion. 

What makes the human mind recursive is that it re-uses preceding thoughts and terms to make 

the sequence indefinitely longer, more diverse and more complex.  

 

 
10. J.M. Bering, D.F. Bjorklund, The Serpent’s Gift: Evolutionary Psychology and Consciousness, p. 603 f. 

11. T. Polger, O. Flanagan, (1999), Explaining the Evolution of Consciousness: The Other Hard Problem, 

p. 6. 

12. Various Wikipedia Contributors, Evolution of human intelligence, section 2.1. 

13. J. B. Reece et al. (2011), Campbell Biology, p. 523 f. 

14. T. Polger, O. Flanagan, (1999) p. 7. 
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This can be applied to many attributes unique to humans, such as story-telling, social 

interactions, episodic memory – meaning that one can engage in “mental time travel” and 

simulate hitherto un-experienced situations – and even human actions like manufacturing 

tools to make tools, the use of language, among many other aspects.  

Yes, a computer can “act” recursively as well and it certainly does not possess 

consciousness, as far as I’m concerned. So, having the ability to think recursively and in 

higher orders of intention, or thought, might have added to the complexity we now recognize 

in consciousness. Presumably, it’s a basic addition for being socially complex beings such as 

humans.
15 

These complex social interactions with conspecifics widened the scope of application for 

early humans because of the cognitive abilities provided by an enlarged brain. Other theories 

suggest that social factors dominated the transition from primitive life to the “human 

revolution”. The use of language greatly improved our social life. Language, as we know it 

today, is a relatively new invention. The requirements for producing and perceiving articulate 

speech is most prominent in H. Sapiens alone, due to an intermix of genetic and anatomical 

factors selected for along the phylogenic split between the human and chimpanzee lineages.
16

 

What all this implies, is that verbal communication made almost all communication between 

humans more efficient, a requirement for maintaining cohesion in relatively large groups. In 

turn, ideas and concepts, laws and rules and social condemnations and social approvals of 

certain behaviors took the first steps into modernity.
17

 A time period where the seeds of a 

“Theory of Mind” flourished. 

Then, is there any beneficial advantages for humans – or perhaps other species as well – to 

have evolved consciousness? Aside from the aforementioned specific areas and influences 

that can only be considered refinements of consciousness at best, the evolutionary benefits of 

consciousness are a mixed bag. The advantage it provides is chiefly our interaction with 

conspecifics, to be able to predict and control others’ actions and behaviors. Being aware of 

and able to reflect on other’s epistemic contents implies the agents own capability do 

likewise. The early humans were then the only species capable of making tools for making 

tools; they could apply information gained by reflection to manipulate their environment, at 

least to some degree.  

 

 

15. M. C. Corballis, The Evolution of Consciousness, p. 576 f. 

16. M. C. Corballis, p. 586 f. 

17. See note 12. 
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This, alongside the development of language, made transmission of knowledge over 

generations and with each other possible. Consequently, one’s ability to learn, imagine 

scenarios based on knowledge alone, capabilities that are secondary to our biology (e.g. 

reading, arithmetic, navigation etc.) and self-regulation distinguished them as a species 

capable of higher thinking, presumably as possessing consciousness.
18

 

Naturally, self-consciousness strengthened our survivability and adaptability; however it 

would also be expected that something like consciousness, and all that it entails, would come 

with drawbacks as well. From an evolutionary standpoint, being conscious about one’s 

actions can lead one to make biologically poor choices and disrupt behavioral patterns 

previously kept stable by evolution. This makes sense if consciousness is a byproduct of 

another evolved trait, in this case, the relatively rapid expansion of the frontal cortex – the 

brain region responsible for planning and higher-order thought processes. Despite these 

disadvantages, natural selection did not do away with consciousness at it might well have 

done, as supported by the theory that genetic drift is an underlying cause, but instead 

remained in spite of the fact that new psychological adaptations demanded costly evolutionary 

trade-offs.
19

  

                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18. J.M. Bering, D.F. Bjorklund, p. 612. 

19. J.M. Bering, D.F. Bjorklund, p. 614. 
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3. The brain, consciousness and qualia 

 

3.1 The Hard Problem and The Knowledge Argument  

 

3.1.1 The Hard Problem of Consciousness 

 

What exactly the hard problem is can be discussed in length and variation. It is almost easier 

to establish what the hard problem is in contrast with the so called easy problems of 

consciousness. These tend to be; one’s ability to report one’s mental states, respond to stimuli, 

focus one’s attention, integrate information via cognitive systems and other functions that can 

be explained empirically by cognitive sciences and neuroscience. These are all constituents of 

what we call consciousness, in which one acts deliberately and wakefully. What remains then 

is the part of our conscious lives we call experience, and this is the hard problem.
20

 How come 

we possess these qualitative experiences with phenomenal properties that are so often 

reported? What arguments are there for the existence of qualia?  

 

3.1.2 Epiphenomenalism 

 

Our phenomenal experiences appear to defy any functional explanation of neural 

mechanisms; this is where the explanatory gap appears – qualia is accompanied by the 

functional systems of the brain, but the systems themselves doesn’t seem to point towards any 

closer answer about phenomenal experience. It is a thing on its own. It’s currently tough to 

pinpoint the “how” and “why” of qualia in terms of physical neural processes, (well, more on 

that in the next part) however that would suggest that phenomenal experiences aren’t physical 

per se, but something else.  

An alternative is to view qualia as an epiphenomenon, a view most notably held by Frank 

Jackson. This theory is attractive mostly due to its plain irrefutability and fair adherence to the 

theory of evolution, as well as satisfying the four criteria of what qualia is. For example, 

consider polar bears. The possession of a thick coat entails a disadvantage of having a heavy 

coat, and thus being more vulnerable to environmental conditions. Adaptation to environment 

and reproducing to pass of genes are key mechanisms of evolution.  

 

20. D. Chalmers, The Hard Problem of Consciousness, p. 225 f. 
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However, in the above examples, the organisms’ disadvantageous and advantageous 

phonotypical properties level out, thus the heavy coat is a byproduct of a trait that is 

conducive to survival. Jackson argues that the same can be said for epiphenomenal qualia. 

Since epiphenomenal phenomena are causally inert, something that is conducive to survival – 

and therefore causally efficacious – must have produced a byproduct that is qualia. 

Epiphenomenalism in this case would create a bridge for the explanatory gap and reconcile 

the physical neural processes with the non-physical qualia. 

Thus, according to this naturalistic dualist view of qualia the thought-experiment of 

philosophical zombies gains strength in terms of conceivability since qualia doesn’t play any 

important causal role in physical actions. Jackson also provides a response to the objection 

regarding causality and epiphenomenal qualia with the example of pain and subsequent 

avoidance behavior, as support for his view. Instead of qualia being causally relevant to the 

behavior, both pain and behavior are caused by brain events alone. Additionally, since qualia 

are properties of conscious mental states that can be causally efficacious with respect to other 

mental states, but not directly with anything in the physical world, it would support the idea of 

it being an exaptation. If indeed the fundamental constituents of consciousness are a 

byproduct of evolution, it also supports the argument that qualia might be one as well.
21

  

 

3.1.2.1 The Knowledge Argument 

 

Working on the theory that qualia is indeed an epiphenomenon and thus non-physical in the 

manners mentioned above, the knowledge argument and the conceivability argument acts as 

support for that theory, although it is important to note that they are not without contention (as 

is the case with many theories arguing for qualia, be it physical or non-physical).  

The former argument is classically put forward by this though-experiment; imagine Mary, a 

neurophysiologist and color scientist who wear lenses that limit the visible spectrum to black 

and white and has been confined to a black and white only environment. Her entire life, she 

has studied the physical attributes and functions of color (their wave-length, frequency, 

composition of the eye, the optic nerve etc.), she knows all the facts about colors without ever 

having experienced any visually. Then, one day, she is allowed to take a walk in a field of 

various colorful flowers with the lenses off. For the first time, she experience how it is to see a 

rose, and exclaims “So that’s how red looks like”.  

 

21. See note 4. 
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Thus, there is more to conscious experience than physical facts; there is a way colors seem to 

us. This is meant to point out that certain experiences must be had – must be phenomenally 

experienced – in order to understand how they seem or feel like. Despite possessing all the 

knowledge about the physical aspects behind having an experience, there is something 

lacking. If this information cannot be attained by physical means, then it must mean that the 

phenomenal properties of experience that are qualia are non-physical.
22

  

 

3.1.2.2 The Conceivability Argument 

 

The argument harkens back to Descartes, but has recently been used by David Chalmers, to 

argue that something that is conceivable is also metaphysically possible, meaning that it is 

imaginable for something to be the case in a possible world with natural laws different from 

ours. He uses “philosophical zombies” to present his argument. According to which two 

individuals are exactly alike down to their atoms, but one has phenomenal conscious 

experiences and the other does not i.e. “it’s all dark inside”. There are two basic premises of 

the argument; 1) that one could imagine (or conceive of) having a certain phenomenal 

experience, say coldness, without it having to be in tandem with the brain activity physically 

associated with that actual experience. 2) Leibniz Law is applied. If an objective molecular 

reaction X can occur without also having the experience Y, then they are separate and 

possible properties, since such a scenario is conceivable. Thus, it is implied that the qualia of 

a coldness experience is not necessarily a physical property. Moreover, it is also argued that 

despite the possibilities of identifying properties in more than one way, qualia are essential to 

certain experiences and not a contingent property of an experience.
23

  

 

3.2 The Identity thesis and Functionalism 

 

3.2.1 Identity theory of mind 

 

The identity theory of mind, or identity thesis, links mental states with brain states. This is 

what scientific developments in neuroscience concluded with fMRI scans (among other neural 

scanning methods) and our growing body of neurological knowledge.  

 

 
22. A. Kind, Qualia, section 3. 

23. J. Levin, (2011), Qualia, section 1. 
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As such, the theory faces the challenge of reconciliation with “raw feels” otherwise known as 

qualia and conscious experiences at large. If qualia have a physical correlate in the brain, what 

can be said about it in terms of neuroscientific approaches? 

Neuroscience has come a far way the last decades and revealed a lot about how certain key 

aspects of consciousness, such as perceptions, emotions, language, memory, learning etc., 

operate via electrochemical reactions from axon to dendrites in complex patterns. These are 

what Chalmers would call “the easy problems”. And precisely as with the non-physical 

arguments about qualia, the best that can be done is to falsify hypotheses until one is left with 

most probable answer. One such attempt is to invoke the conservation laws of physics. 

Energy, in any form, must be conserved during reactions, and thus, the mind – and 

consequently, qualia – cannot be something immaterial or non-physical. This would violate 

the conservation law since something non-physical would have to conjure up energy out of 

nothing in order to act upon the physical world. Note that this does not however apply to 

epiphenomenalism, since there the reverse occurs, but it does apply to dualism. Seemingly the 

best way of somehow connecting experiences of qualia with neural patterns is to observe the 

consistency in the correlated behavior of the experiencer.
24

  

Although behaviorism shares a conceptual link with certain mental states, causality 

between them is debatable. On the other hand, the common-sense view state that mental states 

are the underlying cause for a behavior, e.g. experiencing an itch causes the behavior of 

scratching it. It is not to say that behavior and mental state is identical, but causal. We know 

much of this by relying on subject reports, which makes it harder to distinguish an experience 

of qualia rather than, say, directing attention on stimuli. Occam’s razor would after all dictate 

that one rather has a single conceptual system than dividing into one with inexplicable 

phenomenal experiences and another with stringent neurophysiological processes.   

 

3.2.2 Functionalism 

 

Since functionalism emphasizes the causal role that mental states play, and not the physical 

structure it is supposedly based on, uniting this idea with qualia is quite challenging, 

especially as an argument for it in physical terms.  

 

 

 

24. F. Jackson, (1998), Mind, identity theory of, section 1. 
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As mentioned above, a complex enough network of interacting neurons (or artificial 

counterparts of neurons in the case of an android) could produce perceptive information and 

physically react to this information as to appear conscious. If such a system would indeed be a 

complete replica of the human brain, then it would have to be subject to all the beliefs we 

ourselves have of our internal state, because if the network is sufficient enough to produce 

belief that it has an experience, then it cannot not have experiences with at least some 

phenomenal characteristics.   

Ned Block for one devised the thought-experiment of the homunculi-headed robot, whereas 

billions of humans play the role of single neurons in a brain that produce complex perceptual 

experiences for the robot. According to common-sense theories of mind, the robot would then 

possess mental states that would lack qualia, or actual mental states for that matter. 

Nonetheless, there are philosophers, such as Dennett, who think that a full understanding of 

how the robot would in reality work in order to produce mental states, if any, would either 

show that those mental states aren’t similar to human mental states or that even the 

homunculi-headed robot would indeed possess qualia as a natural consequence in virtue of 

being similar to the functions of a human brain.
25 

Whether or not such a network would produce mental states that have qualia is uncertain. If 

it would, then one way of supporting the notion would be to invoke representationalism. A 

much quoted example of this comes from Gilbert Harman:  

 

“When you see a tree, you do not experience any features as intrinsic features of your experience. 

Look at the tree and try to turn your attention to intrinsic features of your visual experience. I predict 

you will find that the only features there to turn your attention to will be features of the presented 

tree, including relational features of the tree ‘from here’”
 

 

This is to say that as one attempts to describe the qualia of an experience, one does not 

describe the properties of our perceptual experiences but of the real-world objects and its 

relational properties. These representational properties can be explained in terms of a causal 

relation between what is perceived and the contents of that perception. Thus, if an experience 

of say, coldness, can be said to have a functionally causal role and also represent the 

properties of coldness, the result would be sufficient theory of qualia reconciled with 

physicalism by earning a place in a causal chain of events.
26

     

 

 
25. A. Kind, Qualia, section 2. 

26. J. Levin, (2011), Qualia, section 2. 
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3.3 Eliminativist views of qualia 

 

This position is defined by – mostly – an empirical conviction that mental states and 

intentionality, such as desires, beliefs, volitions etc., does not exist. Instead, behavioristic 

psychology and neuroscience is the most reliable way of knowing the ontological status of 

mental states, including, of course, qualia. The view is supported and motivated mainly by the 

lack of any physical account of mental states such as qualia or intentionality, and in virtue of 

them being something private and therefore not objectively and scientifically examinable. 

Eliminativists typically advocate their position due to the historical shortcomings of now 

outmoded theories, such as the notion of a “life force” in relationship to the now well-known 

physiology of the human body. Likewise qualia will also remain discarded until neuroscience 

has matured to the point of explanatory sufficiency. Indeed, why lend credence to qualia if all 

the proof ever provided is due to anecdotal testimonies? When it comes to empirical research 

of the workings of nature, presuppositions doesn’t tell us anything meaningful in how one 

should go about investigating a phenomenon. Of course, this is easier said than done given 

that phenomenal experiences are had by anyone and everyone who reports it. Though, one’s 

perceptual judgment of a physical property e.g. the color red, are not the same as one’s 

experience of an internal property of red. In the same vein, Dennett characterize these internal 

properties of qualia as being “figments” in the “Cartesian theatre” of the mind. That is to say, 

it is unjustified to infer that the reality of physical properties has the same validity as qualia in 

being the properties of internal states.
27

    

To further the notion of qualia as a gap in current knowledge, a response to the Mary’s 

Room thought-experiment, some philosophers argue that she doesn’t really learn anything 

new. Patricia Churchland argues that in order to know everything about the physical facts 

about color vision, Mary would have knowledge about it in a way beyond the current body of 

physics. She would’ve expected exactly what the experience of seeing red would be like since 

her entire perceptual experience of the world would be near incomprehensible to us. 

Philosophers who allow that Mary did in fact learn something new upon being released, claim 

that she gained only new cognitive abilities regarding visual perception. She could then 

imagine, remember and recognize the color red but did not learn any new facts from the 

experience.  

 

 

27. J. Levine, (2011), Colour and qualia, section 7. 
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Another, but similar approach, is to claim that Mary gained the phenomenal conceptual 

machinery to apprehend the color red in a different way than she did in her room, different 

than what she derived from studying the physical facts. If these responses to the knowledge 

argument hold, then the qualia she experienced would either 1) be somehow composed of 

physical objects and their interactions, and/or 2) highlight the incompleteness of our 

knowledge about physics.
28

    

Another quite radically different possibility is to accept that the mystery of conscious 

experience will remain just that, according to Susan Blackmore. If one were to discard any 

alternative that carries with it uncertainties, one could begin afresh by asking themselves, 

“Am I conscious right now?” and the answer will by necessity always be “yes”. So, the idea 

goes, was one conscious during the intermediate time of affirming one’s own consciousness? 

It’s tough to find out, so we invent thought-experiments and metaphors in order to fill the 

gaps. Accordingly, those fleeting moments of consciousness are an illusion – in that 

consciousness is not what is seems to be. This so-called grand illusion constructs intervening 

events between moments of conscious awareness, so what is left to do in order to explain 

conscious experiences would be to learn how the brain constructs the illusion. This feat 

would, arguably, be easier than solving the Hard Problem.
29, 30

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
28. A. Kind, Qualia, section 5. 

29. S. Blackmore, (2005), Consciousness: A Very Short Introduction, p. 128 -133. 

30. S. Blackmore, (2002), The Grand Illusion: Why consciousness exists only when you look for it. 
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4. The evolutionary perspective 

 

The path towards the evolution of consciousness – and perhaps qualia – could have taken 

different routes to be what it is recognized as today. Even as of this writing, the vast majority, 

if not all, discourse of how and why consciousness evolved is based on plausible speculation 

and purely theoretical inference. However, let’s review what we got so far and narrow down 

these possibilities for simplicity, while asking what might have caused qualia to evolve. 

 

1. Qualia are non-physical properties of conscious mental states (epiphenomenalism).  

2. Qualia are physical properties of conscious mental states (functionalism, identity theory). 

3. Qualia are non-existent (eliminativism, identity theory). 

 

4.1 Evolutionary biology and qualia 

 

1. 

If qualia are epiphenomena, then it is either a by-product, an adaptation that was a 

compromise, or an exaptation. Since Jackson views qualia as a by-product, in the same 

manner in which other anatomical traits can be considered by-products, it is ultimately the 

result of earlier adapted attributes. In favor of his conception of epiphenomenal causality (that 

qualia are properties of mental states that can affect other mental states that in turn affects 

physical brain sates), the increase in brain size might have offered spaces for novel 

developments and with them the by-product of having a mind – and all that it confers. By-

products are only associated with adaptations in accord with natural selection, and usually not 

deliberately selected for. By the same argument, a bigger brain and possession of a mind are 

not necessarily concomitant in that the neurophysiologic functions of a bigger brain could 

fulfill the requirements of survival on its own. The thickness and heaviness of a polar bear’s 

coat are a natural consequence in virtue of basic physics, yet no such causal requirement is 

evident between mind and brain – an inefficacious mind hardly necessitates a big brain.
31

  

Another option is that qualia resulted as an exaptation. Meaning, it’s a feature that is 

currently useful to the organism but wasn’t originally selected for its current role. An example 

of this is flight in birds.  

 

 

31. S. Walter, Epiphenomenalism, section 5c. 
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Their feathers functioned for a thermoregulatory purpose, but were co-opted (or exapted) to 

facilitate flight. Thus, flight eventually became a necessary adaptation in virtue of birds being 

the creature they are. In other words, natural selection used the “available material” of past 

features and incorporated them into a feature that fits with the current environment. This 

provides the possibility that certain areas of the brain together with their specific functions 

were rehashed from older ones.
32

 However; this seems to imply that experiencing different 

qualia is just an evolutionary accident, which is not out of the question. More than this is 

tough to give a purely biological account for, especially given the causal inertness of 

epiphenomenal qualia. 

 

2. 

The development of our enlarged brains, in disproportion to our body weight, required an 

extension of time it could grow in the womb. This extra time made the production of more 

neurons possible, as well as allowing for greater dendritic and synaptic growth. The increase 

in brain size provided natural selection to act upon the micro-circuitry of the brain, so the 

volume of the brain as a lone factor did not set humans apart from our earlier ancestors in 

virtue of possessing higher cognitive functions. These added neural structures would 

presumably add a sufficient amount of complexity for complex experiences to emerge.
33

    

If viewed as a matter of functionalism, such complexity offers up the possibility that it can 

cause one to have mental states with qualitative experiences. Indeed, Sidney Shoemaker’s 

argument against the “absent qualia” argument (of which the example of the homunculi-

headed robot is part) reveals that the function that defines causal roles of certain mental states 

must have essential qualitative properties. Take the example of coldness again. The causal 

role of coldness does three things; 1) influences behavior – find a warmer place, 2) produce 

the belief in the experiencer – “I’m convinced that it’s cold here” and 3) produce a recursive 

qualitative beliefs – be aware of the nature of the quale one experiences right now. A 

functionally identical coldness state will include these three aspects, which tend to be 

knowable via introspective or behavioral evidence. Thus, it is not possible for a state that is 

without qualitative properties to be functionally identical to a coldness state.
34

 If this 

reasoning is to strengthen qualia’s stance within functionalism, then we can continue.    

 

 
32. Various Wikipedia contributors, Exaptation, section 5. 

33. See note 10. 

34. S. Shoemaker, (1991), Qualia and Consciousness, p. 507 f. 
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What does this tell us about the biological basis of qualia and its evolution? A certain brand of 

functionalism invokes teleology, or more fitting to the situation at hand, teleonomy. This 

concern the biological purpose for which mental states has been “designed” to fulfill in due to 

its functional organization of causal structures. In this way functional teleonomy offers an 

evolutionary explanation that can be readily given for why a causal structure has evolved. If 

adding qualitative experiences to the causal structure, then the question instead becomes; for 

what biological purpose did qualia evolve? (a question an evolutionary biologist would never 

allow).
35

 This doesn’t make any accurate answer easier to find, but it makes theoretical 

speculations and inferences easier to tackle regarding the issue of qualia. One putative 

assumption is that qualia might have played a positive role as a part of our detection system 

i.e. correlated with the sensory organs. Since our ancestors’ lives were more hectic and 

demanded around the clock vigilance in a dynamic environment riddled with life-threatening 

hazards, it might’ve been advantageous to keep oneself alert in order to behave in the optimal 

manner given the environment. Conscious experiences might have provided an “extra reflex” 

so to speak, or even a superior one.     

 

3. 

Eliminativist theories claim that qualia and other mental states do not exist. And even here the 

identity theory can be used as an argument against it, since some eliminativists tend to also be 

identity theorists. Either there are no phenomenal properties of conscious experience 

according to rigorous scientific analyses, or, what we call experience of mental, qualitative 

states are one and the same as brain states. It can be assumed under the eliminativist position 

that even a neurophysiological explanation is sufficient, without the need to drag qualia into 

the picture. To try and explain why this is so according to the theory of evolution would not 

amount to more than an account of how the brain evolved, and that is not the goal of this 

paper. Moreover, much of the eliminativists critique against the existence of qualia is based 

on the lack of physical evidence and against the theories trying to explain qualia.          

 

 

 

 

 

 

35. D. Papineau, (1998), Functionalism, section 6.  
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4.2 Evolutionary psychology and qualia 

 

1. 

The ability to reflect over one’s own internal states, do so recursively and at higher-order 

thoughts, can endow the individual a great survival and adaptive advantage while also 

understanding the similar thought processes in conspecifics. Contrary to this, the model of 

cognitive operations that can best explain the role selection pressures play doesn’t require any 

inclusion of self-consciousness to begin with. As long as adaptive behaviors towards 

environmental conditions are met, the causal interpretations of such behaviors are fairly 

irrelevant in the long run, since they don’t appear to contribute anything that would further 

expound upon psychological mechanisms of adaptation. All that is needed to make a 

psychological assessment about the causes behind an action can be reduced to unconscious 

decision-making processes leading to genetic fitness. Psychological mechanisms are 

ultimately what constitute the behavior of modern humans, but did self-consciousness, as 

epiphenomenal as it appears to be, play any significant role in the course of human evolution?   

Yes, according to the argument at hand. A disruptive role. That is, it disrupted 

psychological adaptations human shared with other species, leading to humans being 

distinguished by their ability to assess old problems through the newly acquired lenses of self-

consciousness – with mixed results. Consequently evolutionary psychology divided the purely 

behavioristic and the consciously driven causes into two explanatory levels. One of which is 

the so-called proximate cause, and is what causes certain behaviors based on perceptual, 

motivational and epistemic states that an individual experiences subjectively. Thus, I argue 

that the proximate causes are closely tied with qualia, albeit as an epiphenomenon. If this is 

the case, then consciousness would hardly be an epiphenomenon, since causality would be 

only one-way. However, as we have mentioned above, modifications can be applied to the 

theory, even if such modifications might risk leading to a form of dualism.
36

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

36. J.M. Bering, D.F. Bjorklund, p. 600 ff. 
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2. 

There really isn’t a great difference in viewing consciousness and qualia in the same manner 

as has been in the previous section, minus the epiphenomenal implications. Conscious 

experience of the external world would have to be confined to the brain since it plays an 

active part in how humans interacted with conspecifics – consciousness was important for the 

maintenance and development of complex social groups, in its affectations as well as the 

capacity to receive social treatment from others. As stated earlier, knowledge and awareness 

of others’ psychological states – in virtue of one’s own states – and behaviors gave them a 

great advantage in terms of survival and reproducibility. These evolved social skills led to 

advancements in how to transfer knowledge over generations, how to communicate 

(language) and solve new problems. Now, how did the possible emergence of qualia 

contribute to human survival and behavior? 

In order to anticipate conspecifics’ actions and evaluate them (among many other forms of 

interaction), one would have to have a fairly accurate sensory detection skills. It would be 

hard to argue that any meaningful judgment of qualia would be possible without any sensory 

connection to the external world.
37

 Since we can in fact discern different qualia and be aware 

of them, implies that we can recognize them, remember them etc., in other words, we can 

experience them. For the survival of an individual in a dynamic and ever-changing 

environment, retaining past experiences and apply them in new (real or imagined) scenarios 

would be invaluable, and consequently, more or less unique every time. To associate certain 

qualitative contents of conscious experience with certain environmental stimuli, would 

provide the experiencer with a tailored mental state for potential future use. Thus, for 

example, that particular what-it-is-like feeling one has when anticipating sexual intercourse 

with a potential mate or consuming one kind of food instead of another based on previous 

experiences, can be said to leave a unique impression. Although it can also be argued that this 

doesn’t always lead to greater survival odds if one takes into account the consequences of 

qualia functioning this way. A quale for one individual tends to differ in another. Having 

expectations based on one’s own internal impression of an experience put on conspecifics 

might cause more than one problem. Perhaps, I suggest, phenomenal properties of conscious 

experiences are evolved to leave impressions that can better guide one through the rough 

unexplored lands of the world.                      

 

 

37. C. E. B. De Sousa, (2009), The Nature Of Qualia: A Neurophilosophical Analysis, p. 127 f. 
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3. 

What we can tell about the processes and mechanism of evolution doesn’t leave much room 

for alternatives as long as an alternative explanation tries to impinge on already well-

established theories. Such an alternative might perhaps in this case be psychological 

explanations for the evolution of consciousness. That is not saying they can’t be true or 

plausible, but inadequate to prove empirically in support of either consciousness or qualia. 

Qualia aren’t acknowledged to exist according the eliminativist, so one cannot give an 

evolutionary story of how it came to be. The fact that identity theory sees no distinction 

between brains and mental states, all has already been said.    

 

4.3 Explanatory limitations  

 

What information psychology and biology provides regarding the evolution of consciousness 

is largely hypothetical and so-called “just-so” stories. All of the above arguments might hint 

at possible occurrences in our evolutionary past based on current knowledge and observations 

of the brain, but do not take into account that the processes of evolution are contingent.
38

 This 

begs the question; what exactly can evolutionary mechanisms and processes tell us about 

consciousness? 

First off, it is important to note that natural and non-natural tend to also imply causal and 

non-causal, respectively. Evolution operates by causal means; otherwise it could not operate 

at all. Consciousness in this case would have to impact the physical world for the organism 

that possesses it, and reciprocally so. This does not so easily apply to non-causal 

interpretations of consciousness such as epiphenomenalism or dualism, but it isn’t entirely 

excluded either, however the case for it would have to be far more convincing than it 

currently seems to be. As Polger rather sensibly argues, epiphenomenalist conclusions about it 

being the only alternative when argued that consciousness isn’t essential to what the brain 

does is restrictive, invalid and fallacious. Caution is in place here; since it isn’t exclusively 

confirmed that consciousness is not an epiphenomenon, it could still be the case that it is, 

albeit an unlikely one.
39

 This is why, in offering a reliable evolutionary explanation of 

consciousness and the mental states associated with it, one must do so based on the rigorous 

study of evolutionary biology.  

 

38. T. Polger, (2009), Rethinking the Evolution of Consciousness, p. 20 f. 

39. T. Polger, p. 13 f. 
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Second, the issue also lays with how to apply psychological theories on the theory of 

evolution. Paul Churchland, very much an eliminativist, argues that the framework of “folk-

psychology” has a misguided view on the inner workings of the conscious mind. Note 

however that Churchland criticizes folk-psychology (or common-sense psychology) from 

outside its own framework of expertise. And when explanations are wanted about mental 

states and their properties, neuroscience will do a more precise job of explaining whether or 

not such mental phenomena exist. He compares the situation to one applying Newtonian 

mechanics to relativistic phenomena; it just breaks down if attempted. One simply has to wait 

until a better theory replaces obsolete and flawed theories.
40

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

40. P. Churchland, (2006), Eliminative Materialism. 
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5. Conclusions 

 

It was asked what the arguments for or against the existence of qualia according to evolution 

was, and what argument would hold the most weight. To a certain extent, arguments from 

both sides have been presented and they should be judged on reasonable grounds. There will 

always remain potential unknowns when investigating any subject of which we have limited 

access. Qualia would match this standard perfectly. Because of this inherent uncertainty in 

how to confront this particular subject – both as to what qualia is and how the consciousness 

required for its existence evolved -  the optimal way forward to finding a feasible method for 

investigating qualia would be one closely connected to what we already have firm knowledge 

of. An obvious proposal would be objective and scientific research and the rules of conduct it 

entails. Keep in mind that it is from an evolutionary perspective, so some omissions of the 

subject matter as a whole will be present.  

Are what-it-is-like experiences physical or non-physical? Qualia as an epiphenomenal by-

product depend mainly on convenient arguments and last resorts. The fact that one cannot 

disprove it to be the case is not a strong argument for its validity, nonetheless, by similar 

token the critique it receives from eliminativists that because past theories based on common-

sense thinking failed, doesn’t necessarily mean that such theories will always fail. Alas, 

science is a purely probabilistic endeavor; nothing is a 100% ever. Mechanisms of evolution 

operate on a reciprocally causal level by necessity in virtue of how evolution operates. Adding 

further theories is allowed, but not relevant if those theories cannot meet the most basic 

criteria of biological evolution. Yes, an epiphenomenal mental phenomenon is not excluded 

by the process of evolution, as there are many examples of by-products prevalent in nature, 

however, arguments for it are a plenty but facts are not.  

Functionalism, or teleonomical functionalism, on its face qualia points toward being 

selected for by natural selection. If it was, there is a survival advantage for us to have qualia. 

Being the conscious agents that we are is not a ubiquitous feature of the animal world, only 

humans appear to possess it in the distinctive way that we do. Therefore, two alternatives 

remain; qualia were selected for due to its enhancements of sensory detection or as an “extra 

reflex” and “impression-maker” as I like to call it, or it is indeed a by-product of random 

genetic drift that added the function of “being conscious”. Both options appear to be fairly 

acceptable, but the latter more so. This is so because by-products can become exaptations – 

they can become useful to the organism harboring the trait. Despite that, it is not necessary for 
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a by-product trait to always become useful. The claim that qualia is useful (in the former way 

aforementioned), is a claim supported by so-called “just-so” stories that are concocted by 

evolutionary theorists. This is not to say that such theories don’t add to the scientific 

probability of being true, the vast majority of arguments either pro or con hinge on an indirect 

basis. Let’s not forget though, the arguments closer to reality tend to be the most reliable ones 

– which is why I would more easily accept the eliminativist mind-set but find it undeniable 

that qualia do exist. Only time and scientific progression will reveal the true nature of the 

greatest riddle in the studies of the mind.           
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