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Abstract  Most philosophers think that  phenomenal 
consciousness underlies, or at any rate makes a large 
contribution, to moral considerability. This paper 
argues that many such accounts invoke question-beg-
ging arguments. Moreover, they’re unable to explain 
apparent differences in moral status across and within 
different species. In the light of these problems, 
I argue that we ought to take very seriously a view 
according to which moral considerability is grounded 
in functional properties. Phenomenal consciousness 
may be sufficient for having a moral value, but it may 
not be necessary, and it may contribute relatively lit-
tle to our overall considerability.

Keywords  Phenomenal consciousness · Access 
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The consciousness boom shows little sign of slow-
ing down. From a topic that was best avoided because 
engaging was a “career-limiting move” [26], con-
sciousness is now at the centre of philosophical 

discussion, as well as a major topic in the scientific 
literature. Part of the reason for this fascination with 
consciousness is that it’s widely, if somewhat incho-
ately, felt to be important: perhaps the most impor-
tant thing there is. Consciousness matters, whether or 
not it’s material. It’s what makes life worth living, if 
anything does. Or so the thought goes. It’s also appar-
ently mysterious, which only adds to the fascination.

There are many senses of consciousness. When I 
say consciousness matters and is mysterious, I have a 
particular sense of ‘consciousness’ in mind. I mean, 
of course, phenomenal consciousness. Phenomenal 
consciousness is (supposedly) the sort of conscious-
ness such that (uniquely) there is something that it’s 
like to be conscious in that way [23]. There is, alleg-
edly, something that it’s like to hear the opening notes 
of the prelude to Tristan und Isolde, or to feel sun-
shine on your cheek, and there’s something that it’s 
like to be a kitten chasing a laser pointer, but there’s 
nothing that it’s like to be the laser pointer. The laser 
pointer lacks qualia. This isn’t a definition of phe-
nomenal consciousness – no one has succeeded in 
giving one. Rather, it’s a reminder of something we 
all supposedly know for ourselves, from within.

One reason we may have to rest content with 
ostensive definitions of phenomenal consciousness is 
that it, alone among the senses of consciousness, is 
neither reducible to more basic properties nor func-
tionally specifiable. Other senses of consciousness 
can be cashed out in functional terms, and ascribed 
to organisms, and even artifacts, in virtue of how they 
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are constituted. A machine might be self-conscious: it 
might be set up such that information about itself is in 
some way tagged and processed as information about 
itself. It might be access conscious: it might be set 
up in such a way that the outputs of information-pro-
cessing subsystems are globally broadcast, such that a 
wide array of such systems have available the results 
of the processing of the other systems. Phenomenal 
consciousness is (intuitively) not functionalizable: not 
only do we not have a functional account of what’s-it-
likeness that explains how it arises or its properties, it 
seems to many that we cannot even imagine how such 
an account could be possible. It’s this fact that makes 
phenomenal consciousness so apparently mysterious. 
It also helps account for some of the fascination: it’s 
this ineffable kind of consciousness that underwrites 
important kinds of moral and prudential value. We 
are valuable in certain distinctive ways, that is, only 
because we’re phenomenally conscious.

While I share some of the intuitions that under-
lie debates over consciousness, I am somewhat puz-
zled by much of the fascination with consciousness. 
I am not – here I want to insist – a zombie. At least, 
it seems to me that I have phenomenally conscious 
experiences. But if introspection and the reports of 
others are a guide, I seem to have weaker and more 
recessive phenomenal consciousness than others. 
Pain I get: it seems to me that pain is bad at least in 
large part because it seems a certain way, and my 
pain experience can be intense. But pain is one of the 
rare phenomenally conscious experiences I have that 
seems intense. Other phenomenally conscious expe-
riences have qualitative properties, it seems to me, 
but, well, they ain’t all that. They’re neither especially 
intense nor especially rich.1 Nor do they seem to be 
the properties that make enjoyable or even sublime 

experiences valuable. It doesn’t seem to be my phe-
nomenal experience of, say, Coltrane’s saxophone 
that makes his solo on ‘Round Midnight uplifting 
and engrossing. Of course, introspection might be 
unreliable – it often is. Perhaps I have more or less 
the same qualitative experiences as most people, but 
I have greater difficulty becoming aware of them. Or 
perhaps all this talk of how wonderful and mysterious 
phenomenal consciousness is leaves me disappointed 
by perfectly normal experiences. At any rate, it seems 
to me that I don’t have qualitative experiences that 
justify all this talk about the value of phenomenal 
consciousness.

Suppose I’m right. Does it matter for me if my 
qualitative experiences are impoverished, relative to 
yours? Should you pity me? More pressingly, per-
haps, what does my weak qualitative experience 
entail for my moral status? Am I less morally con-
siderable, given that many philosophers believe that 
moral considerability depends on phenomenal con-
sciousness? Might it be less wrong to kill me than 
you, or perhaps even less wrong to kill me than that 
kitten chasing the laser pointer? That would be bad 
news for me. But perhaps it wouldn’t be all that bad 
for me, since – after all – my life might matter less for 
me in virtue of its impoverished phenomenology. On 
the other hand, perhaps moral value is grounded in 
functionalizable properties, or perhaps my impover-
ished phenomenal consciousness is enough to get me 
in the game – and now that I’m in the game, function-
alizable properties ensure that I’m more valuable than 
a kitten (yay!).

It is this set of issues I aim to explore. In section 
one, I’ll briefly set out the arguments that philoso-
phers have advanced for the claims that prudential 
value, and a certain kind of moral value, depend on 
phenomenal consciousness. In section two, I will 
mention some problems that these views seem to run 
into, before advancing what to me seems a more seri-
ous worry: that accounts that ground a special kind 
of moral considerability in phenomenal conscious-
ness are unable to explain moral differences between 
different species.2 I also argue that many of the argu-
ments that have been given for the specialness of 

1  From this point on, I will say my phenomenal conscious-
ness appears to be impoverished relative to the consciousness 
of others, so far as I can tell. This impoverishment might be 
manifested in more than one way. It might be a property of 
its content or the intensity of that content, and these proper-
ties might fractionate in turn (my conscious experiences might 
have fewer elements, or those elements might not be unified 
in the way they are for others, and so on). Perhaps these dis-
tinctions make a difference to the value of phenomenal experi-
ences, but the very impoverishment of my experience, coupled 
with the inaccessibility of the experiences of others, suggests 
to me that attempting to isolate the respects in which my phe-
nomenal experiences are impoverished is unlikely to yield reli-
able findings.

2  Kammerer [17] offers a very different argument for the con-
clusion that phenomenal consciousness is unable to ground dif-
ferences in moral considerability across species. He argues that 
the truth of materialism entails illusion of at least a weak sort, 
and weak illusionism entails that it is impossible in principle to 
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phenomenal consciousness are question-begging. I 
conclude that the case for grounding moral consider-
ability in cognitive properties that phenomenally non-
conscious beings might possess is much stronger than 
is typically recognized.

Prudential and deontological value

A number of philosophers have argued that phenom-
enal consciousness is necessary for what I am calling 
prudential value; that is, an organism can only have 
a welfare that matters to itself if it is phenomenally 
conscious. Organisms and artifacts might be said to 
have a welfare in the absence of phenomenal con-
sciousness. A plant may flourish or wither; a machine 
may degrade or function well, and in virtue of these 
properties we may ascribe to it a welfare. But it 
doesn’t have a welfare for itself. It doesn’t matter to 
the machine or the plant what its level of welfare is 
(perhaps it matters only to us, who are phenomenally 
conscious, or perhaps its welfare is an objective prop-
erty, regardless of whether anyone appreciates it).

The case for the claim that prudential value 
depends on phenomenal consciousness has largely 
been prosecuted by thought experiment; in particular, 
by reference to the phenolectomy thought experiment 
introduced by Siewert [33] Variations of Siewert’s 
thought experiment continue to be central to discus-
sion of the topic. I will use a variation due to Uriah 
Kriegel, which itself adapts a later version of Siew-
ert’s thought experiment (from [32]). Kriegel asks 
us to imagine that God comes to you and makes you 
an offer. If you accept, your life will go astonishingly 
well from now on. You will achieve all your desires 
(perhaps you’re going to write a book on the philoso-
phy of consciousness that will revolutionize the field 
and win you the first Nobel Prize awarded to a philos-
opher since Jean-Paul Sartre). But there’s a downside: 

you’ll undergo a phenolectomy. From the moment 
you accept the offer, you’ll lack all phenomenal con-
sciousness. Your cognition will be unchanged, to the 
extent it’s functionalizable, but you’ll feel nothing.

Kriegel (forthcoming) thinks the prospect of a 
phenolectomy is dismaying. Indeed, he thinks a phe-
nolectomy would rob his life of all value for him. Of 
course, it would be a wonderful thing to produce that 
great work of philosophy, and perhaps its value would 
be sufficient to justify him accepting the offer of such 
an achievement, at the expense of phenomenal con-
sciousness. But this wonderful achievement wouldn’t 
be a wonderful achievement that added any value to 
his life for him. Kriegel thinks the prospect is so bad 
that he says he would be indifferent between this fate 
and another, where he is destroyed and replaced with 
an identical duplicate. He’s indifferent between being 
zombified and being destroyed. In both cases, great 
achievements might attach to his name, but in neither 
would they be of value for him.

If the Siewert/Kriegel thought experiment pumps 
the intuitions they report and those intuitions give 
us insight into what is actually of value, it’s a nec-
essary condition of having a life that matters to one 
that one is phenomenally conscious. I’m not sure I 
have the relevant intuitions (perhaps one needs a live-
lier phenomenal life than I have to have these intui-
tions). Nevertheless, given that other people report 
having them (and I’m not certain I don’t have them 
too), they’re worth taking seriously. Whether this is 
bad news for me depends, of course, on the role that 
phenomenal consciousness plays in prudential value. 
Perhaps (for example) I might be capable of having 
a subjective welfare, in virtue of the fact that I am (I 
suppose) phenomenally conscious, but I might have 
to work harder than other people to achieve the same 
level of welfare.

I’ll return to this issue. I now turn to the moral 
value of phenomenal consciousness. As I read 
Kriegel, Siewert, and also Diane O’Leary [25], they 
do not suggest that a being must be phenomenally 
conscious to be morally considerable. Rather, they 
argue that moral considerability of a certain distinc-
tive kind requires phenomenal consciousness. Only 
if we are phenomenally conscious are we agents pro-
tected by deontological constraints. Diane O’Leary 
argues that it is in virtue of phenomenal conscious-
ness that doctors owe respect to their patients [25]: 

know to what degree different species are phenomenally con-
scious (it also entails that introspection about consciousness is 
highly unreliable, rendering it mysterious why we should think 
that phenomenal consciousness grounds moral considerability 
at all). While I am sympathetic to (if not wholly convinced by) 
illusionism, even the weak illusionism Kammerer sketches is 
a minority view among philosophers and scientists; it is there-
fore preferable to demonstrate the problems with grounding 
value in phenomenal consciousness without assuming it.

Footnote 2 (continued)
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80). For Kriegel [19], phenomenal consciousness 
grounds the dignity of inviolate beings.

The argument they advance turns on irreplace-
ability (at least in O’Leary’s and Siewert’s cases). 
Each of us has a stream of phenomenal conscious-
ness such that that stream is ours alone. It follows 
that our phenomenal consciousness is irreplace-
able. Because that’s the case, we can’t be traded off 
against one another. We are not mere bearers of value, 
but separate persons: our irreplaceability protects us 
against utility maximizing trade-offs. Trees and bac-
teria might be morally considerable, but they are not 
protected by deontological constraints: their welfare 
may be traded for ours or even for the welfare of other 
non-conscious beings. But we are inviolate.

If these twin claims are accurate, phenomenal con-
sciousness is central to the value of each of us. We 
would still have a welfare if we weren’t phenom-
enally conscious, but we would have no welfare for 
ourselves. We would be morally considerable if we 
weren’t phenomenally conscious, but our well-being 
could be traded for the well-being of others. Perhaps 
my impoverished phenomenal consciousness might 
buy me subjective welfare and protect me against 
trade-offs; perhaps not. Again, that depends on what 
role they play, precisely. I turn to that issue next.

The Experience Machine

As Kriegel emphasises, the intuition that our pruden-
tial and moral value is underwritten by our phenom-
enal consciousness appears to conflict with another 
intuition: that life in the experience machine would 
have little or no prudential value. The experience 
machine [24] simulates a wonderful life (perhaps the 
very life that God offered you after your phenolec-
tomy). Unlike the phenolectomy scenario, in the 
experience machine you’ll have all the experiential 
riches you could possibly want: every achievement, 
every sip of wine, every caress will be enjoyed phe-
nomenally. But none of it will be real: it won’t be 
caused by actual wine or actual achievement. Most 
philosophers are (almost?) as reluctant to enter the 
experience machine as they would be to agree to a 
phenolectomy. The phenolectomy intuition is that a 
life without phenomenal consciousness lacks pruden-
tial value – value for the person whose life it is – but 
the experience machine intuition seems to show that 

phenomenal consciousness isn’t sufficient for a sig-
nificant degree of prudential value.

If the phenolectomy intuition is correct, then writ-
ing Consciousness Finally Explained (no, really this 
time) is of zero value for my life if I don’t experience 
it. On the other hand, if the experience machine intui-
tion is correct, seeming to experience something is of 
little (perhaps not zero) value compared to actually 
experiencing it. If actually writing the book had some 
value, it would be easy to see why the two combined 
should be more valuable than either on its own. But it 
doesn’t: it has zero value. But if actually writing it is 
of zero value, how does combining it with experience 
add up to more value than experience alone? Where 
does the extra value come from? What explains the 
(apparent) fact that different experiences have differ-
ent degrees of value? It’s a commonplace that some of 
our experiences are profound and important, whereas 
others are routine. But in both cases, we’re phenom-
enally conscious of actual experience; what explains 
the differences across cases? The whole thing seems 
mysterious.

Kriegel considers one possible solution: that expe-
riences matter (more or less) as organic unities. The 
organic unity of my experiencing a sublime landscape 
or a wonderful performance of Verklärte Nacht is 
much greater than the organic unity of my experienc-
ing the taste of a sandwich bought from the trolley on 
a British train. But Kriegel despairs of finding a way 
of spelling out this account in even a halfway satis-
fying way. He prefers an experientialist view, accord-
ing to which experience somehow ‘unlocks’ the value 
that is stored in potential in accomplishments (and 
in art, and so on). This view would, indeed, yield 
the right result: the view is consistent with the phe-
nolectomy intuition, since the value is merely poten-
tial when it is unexperienced, and consistent with the 
experience machine intuition since there’s no extra 
value unlocked by simulated experience. But this, 
too, is mysterious: as Bradford [4] notes, unless we 
are able to offer some explanation for just how con-
sciousness activates the value stored in achievements, 
the view seems ad hoc at best.

Kriegel himself admits it’s hard to make sense of 
the idea, but finds it less costly than rejecting the twin 
intuitions prompted by the experience machine and 
the phenolectomy. Perhaps he can avail himself of 
Bradford’s defence of the organic unity account, since 
on her version of the account, the organic unity of 
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achievement and phenomenal experience “activates” 
the latent value of the former. She suggests that con-
sciousness unifies the actual achievement with the 
agent, “by bringing it into his experience”, and that 
this unification increases the value, for the person, 
of both the consciousness and of the achievement. 
But this is at best question-begging. Why should it 
be phenomenal consciousness that unifies an agent 
with her achievements, or other welfare constituting 
goods? Why not, say, access consciousness? Indeed, 
given that access consciousness is a functional notion, 
and may be cashed out, precisely, in terms of how it 
makes information available to the processing sys-
tems constitutive of the agent, the latter is a promis-
ing candidate for the unifying role.

Given the mysteriousness of these accounts, we 
have good reason to look elsewhere for a view that 
might explain the phenolectomy intuition. In the 
only full-length book on the value of conscious-
ness, Joshua Shepherd [31] presents an account that 
might achieve the goal.3 He introduces the notion of 
thick experiences, modelled on the thick concepts of 
ethicists. A thick experience is a set of experiential 
properties that is to some degree unified. Most of our 
experiences are thick: we don’t experience yellow-
ness or sweetness by themselves, nor do we experi-
ence yellowness and sweetness alongside one another. 
Rather, we have a unified experience: right now, I 
have the experience of hearing Red Garland’s piano, 
feeling the pressure of the chair on my back and see-
ing the black and white words unfold on my laptop 
(not to mention the complex cognitive phenomenol-
ogy of struggling to find the right words). Shepherd 
argues that the value of an experience depends on 
its determinate properties. For the state to be valu-
able, some of these properties must be evaluative and 
some of these evaluative properties must be affective. 
Together, these properties determine the shape of our 
experiences.

Shepherd is explicit: phenomenal consciousness, 
when it’s sufficiently rich, is valuable in its own right. 
It need not be experience of anything real.4 Shepherd 
therefore seems to bite a bullet, rejecting the expe-
rience machine intuition. Perhaps this is a cost we 
should be prepared to pay; unlike Kriegel, I don’t find 
the intuition compelling enough to regard it as worth 
embracing mystery for. However, all these accounts 
of the value of phenomenal consciousness face a dif-
ferent, and to my mind much more difficult problem.

The Moral Problem

Kriegel, Siewert and O’Leary are united in think-
ing that phenomenally conscious beings possess a 
distinctive kind of moral value that non-conscious 
organisms cannot possess. We are worthy of respect 
as ends in ourselves; we have an irreplaceable value. 
We are protected by deontolgical constraints. But this 
immediately runs us into serious moral problems.

Like many contemporary moral philosophers, I 
think contemporary societies accord far too little 
weight to the interests of non-human animals. For 
example, I take factory farming to be morally unac-
ceptable. But – in common with most people, I think 
– I nevertheless think that humans are at least typi-
cally more morally considerable than at least most 
other animals, including most other vertebrates. That 
is, I think that when we face a choice between human 
and non-human life, we are permitted and very plausi-
bly required to choose human life, other things being 
equal. I don’t want to suggest any metric of how much 
more morally considerable we are, beyond saying that 
this weight is not so great that we are always permit-
ted to prefer human life. We can’t value our conveni-
ence over their suffering, for instance. However, when 
we face trade-offs – as we inevitably do – we ought to 

3  In more recent work, it’s worth noting, Shepherd has come to 
be more sympathetic to the view that phenomenal conscious-
ness is not necessary for direct moral considerability [29, 30]. 
While he does not have a settled view, he now thinks that it is 
plausible to ground moral considerability on the capacity of an 
entity to have “cognitive contact” with items of value, where 
such contact need not require phenomenal consciousness [29].

4  The only discussion of the experience machine in Shep-
herd’s book considers what he calls the part-time experience 
machine, which is something like a souped-up virtual real-
ity set up that users enter and exit when they feel like it. He 
reports no hesitation in enjoying the part-time experience 
machine. Since he holds that the part-time experience machine 
gives us access to items “of great non-derivative value”, I take 
it that Shepherd is committed to thinking a wholly simulated 
life is also of significant value.
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prefer human life when, for example, the numbers are 
balanced.

The problem that any account that grounds deon-
tological constraints in phenomenal conscious-
ness faces is obvious: phenomenal consciousness is 
almost certainly widely distributed among vertebrates 
(whether it extends to invertebrates is controversial). 
It seems to be badly mistaken to think that mice, say, 
are due to the same sort of respect as we are, or that 
mice are of irreplaceable value. If it’s not mistaken 
– if mice are due this sort of consideration – then it 
seems that the trade-offs of their welfare for our own 
that we make routinely and uncontroversially (unlike, 
say, factory farming) may well be impermissible. We 
can’t, for example, put down traps or bait to protect 
grain storage silos from mice; not even if the num-
ber of mice that will die is low and the number of 
humans dependent on that grain significantly higher. 
That would be to treat the mice as mere containers of 
value, and that would be impermissible.

The problem is most acute if we adopt a thresh-
old approach: that is, if we hold that a being that 
possesses phenomenal consciousness is in virtue of 
that fact entitled to protection by deontological con-
straints. In that case, mice and humans would count 
equally. Can we avoid it by a graded notion of moral 
considerability, where such considerability is never-
theless grounded in phenomenal consciousness? That 
is, might we hold that we are more morally consid-
erable than them because we have a richer phenom-
enal consciousness? Such a move might be bad news 
for me. Whereas on the threshold approach, I count 
equally alongside you (and the mice), on the graded 
approach I might count less than you. Perhaps my 
degree of moral considerability is closer to that of the 
mouse than to yours. In any case, I’m sceptical the 
graded approach can come to our rescue here.

The central problem is that it’s not at all obvi-
ous that we – even you – have richer experiences 
than other animals. They may be less complex along 
one dimension – we are more cognitively complex 
than other animals, insofar as we make finer distinc-
tions and broader inferences across a wide range of 
domains – but for all we know, they may be richer 
overall. Perhaps their phenomenology is more intense 
because its purer (Shepherd suggests that the purity 
and wholeheartedness of a child’s experiences might 
make them just as valuable as the more complex 
and refined experiences of an adult; [31],pp. 80–1). 

Moreover (for all we know), non-human animals 
might have richer phenomenology than us in virtue 
of a greater number and diversity of sensory inputs. 
Famously, bats have the sense of echolocation, but 
other animals have even more exotic senses: electro-
ception (platypuses), polarized vision (octopuses), 
detection of the Earth’s magnetic field (bees), and so 
on. The apparently simple mantis shrimp has between 
12 and 16 different kinds of photoceptor cells (com-
pared to our 3) and some of them possess the ability 
to tune the sensitivity of their color vision to the local 
environment [11]. They have more complex visual 
experiences than us, it appears, and perhaps, there-
fore, a richer visual phenomenology. If phenomenal 
consciousness comes in degrees and moral consider-
ability varies continuously as a function of phenom-
enology, you might find ourselves displaced from the 
top of the hierarchy to somewhere further down (who 
knows how low I might fall?).

To my knowledge, none of the philosophers who 
ground deontological constraints in phenomenal 
consciousness have offered a response to this kind 
of concern. But Joshua Shepherd, whose work I just 
mentioned, has responded to a related concern: that 
grounding some sort of significance in the richness 
of phenomenal consciousness might lead to invidious 
comparisons across human beings. Any theory that 
commits us to thinking that some humans are more 
valuable than others is one we should resist. Shepherd 
denies that his view leads to such a conclusion; per-
haps we can adapt his response to our concerns?

On his view, the value of an experience is set-
tled, in part, by the “number, type and subtlety of a 
subject’s affective-evaluative capacities” [31]: 80). 
Now, these capacities are not themselves phenom-
enal or wholly dependent on our basic capacity for 
phenomenality. They are at least partly and perhaps 
entirely functionalizable. They’re certainly trainable. 
Shepherd compares the experience of a composer 
and a small child, each listening to a Debussy étude. 
The composer has a richer and more valuable expe-
rience, in virtue of their training. Because they (say) 
understand the étude’s place in musical history and 
grasp its innovations in texture and harmony, their 
phenomenology is richer than the phenomenology of 
the untutored child. All by itself, that suggests differ-
ences in the prudential value of the phenomenology 
each experiences, and therefore of the well-being of 
the person whose phenomenology it is.
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While the value of an experience doesn’t depend 
on our basic capacity for phenomenology, it might 
well be that I have to work hard to reach the same 
level of phenomenal value as you. Compare our expe-
rience of music. Perhaps you achieve a certain level 
of value, n, simply in virtue of the richer phenome-
nology you enjoy, relative to me. I can achieve that 
same level by acquiring a more sophisticated under-
standing of music, but I may be at a disadvantage, 
compared to most people. For me, it’s hard work to 
achieve the same level of value you achieve with ease. 
One might think that doing this sort of work is itself 
valuable, and it’s no bad thing to be motivated to do 
it. But each of us has limited time and resources to 
train our capacities. Perhaps I will sail past n when 
it comes to my experience of music, but you will 
achieve a higher level of value across a range of other 
sorts of experience, and I simply won’t have time to 
match the overall value of your experiences.

Shepherd is strangely unconcerned with the impli-
cations of his account for me personally. But he is 
alive to the worry that it will entail that some people 
have lower levels of experiential value than others. 
He dismisses this worry, on the grounds that experi-
ences come in all kinds, and the person (or animal) 
who experiences less value in this or that domain may 
be compensated by experiences in another. Continu-
ing with the example of the child and the composer, 
though the child may have less valuable experiences 
of Debussy (because she currently lacks the rich set 
of evaluative capacities of the adult), her experiences 
of play may be purer and more intense than anything 
the composer is now capable of. The space of phe-
nomenal value, he writes, is multi-dimensional. It is 
so diverse and complex that comparisons “will rarely 
be appropriate” (83).

But the non-comparability claim doesn’t seem 
to follow from the multi-dimensionality claim; not 
unless it’s supplemented with an argument for the 
incommensurability of thick experiences. Perhaps 
a more charitable claim would be that experiences 
can be compared, but what we’ll find on compari-
son is that the experiences of different agents tend 
to involve more or less the same degree of phenom-
enal richness. But why should we believe that? As 
we’ve seen, there are some reasons to worry that 
I would have to work hard to instantiate the same 
degree of phenomenal richness as someone else 
who doesn’t suffer from my deficits in the strength 

of phenomenal consciousness. To get the same 
value out of listening to Debussy as you do, I might 
have to study music theory intensely, while you can 
simply relax and enjoy the music. I see no reason 
to think I’m unique in having this problem. Perhaps 
we will need to recognize the existence of a class of 
lesser humans, to which I belong.

The hope that each of us instantiates more or less 
the same degree of phenomenal richness rests on an 
assumption that Shepherd never articulates: non-cor-
relation. The non-correlation thesis is the thesis that 
the different dimensions of the space of phenomenal 
value do not correlate. That thesis may well be false. 
If native phenomenal richness enables the acquisition 
of theoretical capacities, say – if the person with an 
initially richer experience of music is more motivated 
or more able to develop a theoretical understanding 
of it – then we might well see greater divergence 
over time between those with more and those with 
less. That seems eminently plausible: finding music 
richer on early encounters might motivate deeper 
exploration and may give the person a head start in 
identifying the components of musical complexity. 
We may see positive feedback loops that ensure that 
those who begin with a small initial advantage in 
phenomenal complexity diverge more and more from 
those without such an advantage. Worse – because 
more unjustly – we might see a systematic correlation 
across people depending on their socio-economic sta-
tus. Those with more time and more opportunities to 
develop their capacities will be rewarded and there-
fore more motivated to develop further. Over time, 
the haves and have-nots will tend to be haves and 
have-nots in the value of their experiences.

It’s not clear, then, that Shepherd succeeds in 
demonstrating that different agents won’t have sig-
nificantly different degrees of prudential and moral 
well-being, in virtue of their thick experiences. Let’s 
leave that aside, though, and return to the moral prob-
lem. Assuming his account succeeds, does it offer 
us a response to the concern that grounding signifi-
cance in phenomenal consciousness leaves us unable 
to justify prioritizing human welfare over the welfare 
of, say, mice? No: if it succeeds, it succeeds too well. 
Being able to justify differences across phenomenally 
conscious beings is precisely what is needed to solve 
this problem. The non-comparability claim entails 
there are no such (relevant) differences. If we are to 
hang on to the claim that humans are morally more 
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considerable than other animals, we’re going to have 
to look elsewhere.5

A tempting view is that phenomenal conscious-
ness and other aspects of cognition make independent 
contributions to moral considerability. My apparently 
rich phenomenal consciousness of pain might be suf-
ficient to grant me protection against its infliction 
(ceteris paribus, of course), but it might be wrong to 
frustrate my plans for other reasons. My greater cog-
nitive complexity might more than compensate for 
my relative paucity of phenomenal richness compared 
to a mantis shrimp. But if cognitive complexity can 
underwrite moral status, we should wonder just how 
far this goes. Is phenomenal consciousness neces-
sary for moral and prudential value at all? Perhaps 
it’s neither necessary nor sufficient, but instead plays 
a fairly minor role in value. I have defended such a 
view elsewhere [21], and I will recap that account 
in a moment. Before turning to it, it’s worth pausing 
to consider how costly it would be to reject the phe-
nolectomy intuition.

As we saw, Kriegel (forthcoming) finds both the 
experience machine intuition and the phenolectomy 
intuition so compelling that he would rather pay the 
cost of accepting a degree of mysteriousness in the 
account of their source than to give them up. Some 
philosophers have offered error theories for the expe-
rience machine intuition [6],see [27], for a response), 
and we have seen that Shepherd does not find the 
thought experiment compelling. I take no stand on the 
experience machine thought experiment, but I will 
offer some (albeit indirect) reasons to think that the 
phenolectomy intuition does not reflect our insight 
into the grounds of value, but might instead reflect 
historically variable considerations.

In this context, consider Kriegel’s (forthcoming) 
remarks on the value of the offer God makes in offer-
ing the phenolectomy. Accept the deal, and you’ll 
acquire the ability to write great plays, and great 

music, and great philosophy. Your works will achieve 
great renown and eternal fame. Aren’t you tempted? 
Kriegel reports that the offer is somewhat tempting, 
but not for his own sake: rather, he’d see accepting it 
as a sacrifice he makes on behalf of others, to allow 
them to experience great art and read great philoso-
phy. He’s no more or less tempted by the offer than 
by the offer to sacrifice himself so that someone else 
can write these great works. “The only advantage of 
these feats being accomplished by your zombified 
self, rather than by someone unrelated to you, is that 
posthumous fame will attach to your name.” So what?

I’m no classicist, but as I understand things, it is 
widely held that for the Greeks of Homeric times, 
heroic glory (kleos) was the greatest good a per-
son could strive for (see [28], for example). This 
was a glory that could be won on the battlefield, but 
also through intellectual achievement, such as writ-
ing an epic poem. At least in the Iliad, it is a good 
more important than life itself (the exchange between 
Achilles and Odysseus in Hades in Book 11 of the 
Odyssey is sometimes seen as reflecting a lower valu-
ation of kleos).6 For the Homeric Greeks, Kriegel’s 
deal might be a no-brainer: of course the value of 
achieving great renown through wondrous deeds is 
worth the sacrifice of phenomenal consciousness. 
This suggests that Kriegel’s intuitions, the intui-
tions he expects us to share, may not have the right 
status to serve the pivotal role they’re called upon to 
play. They may be too historically specific to give us 
insight into the nature of the value of consciousness 
itself.7

Of course, there are various ways to push back 
against this claim. We might argue that the Greeks 
fully appreciated the incomparable value of con-
sciousness; they just happened also to believe that 
kleos was even more valuable. It’s perfectly coher-
ent to believe that losing phenomenal consciousness 
is akin to death and also to believe that some things 

6  When Odysseus consoles the shade of Achilles on his death, 
reminding the latter of the glory he achieved in his life, Achil-
les responds angrily: “I would rather follow the plow as thrall 
to another man, one with no land allotted him and not much to 
live on, than be a king over all the perished dead.” The Odys-
sey, Book 11, 489–91. Richmond Lattimore trans.
7  Even today, intuitions about the significance of posthumous 
harms and benefits vary across individuals. See Boonin [3] for 
a defence of the view that posthumous harms have much 
greater significance than many believe.

5  I take no stand on whether we should want to hang on to this 
claim. Some philosophers are now sympathetic to the view 
that persons are morally more considerable than non-persons, 
but that personhood extends beyond our species. They will be 
happy to demote humans from the top of the hierarchy, but 
they, too, need to give up the idea that phenomenal conscious-
ness is sufficient for rights and perhaps even the claim that 
moral status varies with phenomenal richness. Personhood and 
phenomenal richness do not obviously correlate.
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are worthy dying for. Note, however, that accepting 
a phenolectomy to achieve kleos is a very differ-
ent prospect to accepting a phenolectomy to achieve 
social justice: in the second case, the good generated 
for others makes the sacrifice worthwhile, whereas 
– we’re supposing – it is the good for the person 
themselves that justifies the phenolectomy. We have 
good reason to think that Homeric Greeks would see 
the deal as worthwhile for their own sakes. Another 
possibility is that the Greeks didn’t appreciate the 
significance of phenomenal consciousness, but that’s 
because they lacked the conceptual competence to 
focus clearly enough on consciousness to grasp its 
value.8 I don’t have anything like the competence to 
settle the matter. Rather, my point is simply that the 
appeal to intuitions here shouldn’t be regarded as dis-
positive without further work.

Do we need to appeal to phenomenal conscious-
ness to ground moral considerability at all?

If it turned out to be very difficult or impossible 
to explain why we have duties to other people and 
animals without appealing to phenomenal conscious-
ness, then intuitions be damned: we’d have a strong 
reason to think that a phenolectomy was a very seri-
ous harm; perhaps even the elimination of the intrin-
sic moral value of the person who undergoes it. As 
we’ve seen, some philosophers do think that such an 
appeal is necessary to ground at least certain, central, 
kinds of moral value. Diane O’Leary argues that it 
is in virtue of phenomenal consciousness alone that 
doctors owe respect to their patients [25]: 80). Kriegel 
[19] concurs: phenomenal consciousness grounds 
the dignity of inviolate beings. Siewert [32] reasons 
along similar lines: phenomenal consciousness is a 
necessary condition of taking responsibility for one’s 
own thoughts, for respect, and of irreplaceability.

It’s important to note that these arguments are 
meant contrastively: each claims that phenomenal 
consciousness is required to ground vital components 
of moral status and that no other kind of cognition 
could achieve the same end. The claim is not that 
only a thinking being could have these properties: it is 
that only a phenomenally conscious being could have 

these properties. O’Leary is explicit that a conscious 
human being who lacked any other mental states or 
properties would still be owed the same respect as 
you and – just possibly – I. But all these arguments 
beg the question: they appeal to properties or facts 
that phenomenal consciousness shares with other 
kinds of cognitive processes or states.

Ned Block [2] famously distinguished two primary 
senses of ‘consciousness.’ So far we’ve focused on 
phenomenal consciousness. But as Block points out, 
it’s very common – especially outside philosophical 
circles – to have what he calls access consciousness 
in mind when bandying the term about. Whereas phe-
nomenal consciousness has a qualitative feel, access 
consciousness is a functional state: information is 
access conscious just in case it’s available at the per-
sonal level. The philosophical fascination with phe-
nomenal consciousness arises, in part, precisely from 
the fact that it is not a functional notion: it alone gives 
rise to the hard problem of consciousness [8], which 
consists in explaining how this mysterious property 
can arise. I have no pretentions of chipping away at 
the hard problem. Rather, my aim is to show that 
however mysterious and fascinating phenomenal con-
sciousness might be, much less mysterious notions 
like access consciousness can do all or most of the 
moral work phenomenal consciousness is called upon 
to perform.

O’Leary and Kriegel both appeal to the privacy 
of phenomenal consciousness to underwrite central 
aspects of moral considerability. For O’Leary, its 
privacy grounds the respect doctors owe to patients: 
a “zombified patient” would lack “unique authority 
about her body in the medical setting” (80). She also 
appeals to the fact that we cannot choose to escape 
our conscious experiences. Similarly, Kriegel argues 
that the privacy of consciousness grounds our dig-
nity: “inviolability attaches to conscious creatures 
precisely in virtue of the fact that the conscious expe-
riences of each conscious creature can only be expe-
rienced by them” [18]: 515). Others may know our 
unconscious mental states better than we do, but only 
we have direct access to our phenomenal states.

But access consciousness is every bit as private 
as phenomenal consciousness. Right now (let’s sup-
pose) I’m thinking about giraffes. My giraffe thoughts 
are accessible to a variety of processing mechanisms 
and globally broadcast, but only I am the recipient of 
these broadcasts. Perhaps there’s something they feel 

8  This, roughly, is how Ned Block [1, 2]  suggests we ought 
to understand the evidence Julian Jaynes [15] cites for a more 
radical thesis: that the Greeks lacked phenomenal conscious-
ness at all.
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like, perhaps not. Either way, you would have no way 
of finding out about my giraffey thoughts if I hadn’t 
told you. They’re just as private as my experience 
of redness or saltiness (equally, I can’t see a way to 
escape them – not a way that isn’t just as available 
with regard to my phenomenal experiences, at any 
rate).

Perhaps the thought here is that phenomenal 
consciousness is essentially private. It’s a contin-
gent fact, given the state of neuroscience, that we 
can’t currently discover the contents of individuals’ 
access conscious states unless they tell us. Recent 
advances promise, or threaten, to end the privacy of 
such states [34]: soon, we might be able to decode 
the neural correlates of access conscious states suf-
ficiently well that they won’t seem especially private 
any longer. Kriegel, O’Leary and other philosophers 
who defend the unique privacy of phenomenal con-
sciousness might have a sense that it, at least, won’t 
yield to such advances. They may rest their convic-
tion on a sense that the hard problem won’t soon, per-
haps ever, be solved: we may never understand just 
how brain states give rise to phenomenally conscious 
states. In the absence of such an understanding, they 
may think, we can’t read off qualia from brain scans. 
That’s a mistake, though: there’s no reason to think 
that it will be harder to uncover the neural correlates 
of phenomenal states than of access conscious states. 
We don’t need to solve the hard problem to uncover 
these correlates. We don’t need to understand why 
a certain pattern of brain activation gives rise to, or 
correlates with, a certain phenomenal experience. We 
can ascribe phenomenal states to agents just so long 
as there’s a reliable relation between experience and 
its correlates; there’s no in principle reason to think 
that there’s no such relation.

Above, we saw that O’Leary and Siewert appealed 
to the irreplaceability of our phenomenally conscious 
states to ground our moral considerability. That, too, 
is a mistake: there’s no sense in which my phenom-
enal states (poor as they are) are any less replaceable 
than my access conscious states – so far as I can see, 
the same goes for yours. They’re mine, in just the 
same way and to just the same extent. The contents 
of my access conscious states can be thought by you. 
You too can think of giraffes, and under the same 
aspects if you like. But equally, you can experience 
phenomenal redness or saltiness.

Bradford [4] also appeals to question-begging con-
siderations in her argument for the conclusion that 
phenomenally conscious agents are very significantly 
better off than those who with merely unconscious 
knowledge and those whose desires are satisfied but 
are unconscious of that fact. She gives the example of 
Prisoner, who desires that his children flourish but is 
unable to discover whether they flourish. She suggests 
that Prisoner’s desire being satisfied is indeed reason-
ably taken to be good for him, but we should all agree 
that he is very much better off “if he were experien-
tially aware that his children flourish”. It should be 
obvious that this begs the question: his being con-
scious of his children’s flourishing is an informational 
state. She’s focusing on the wrong contrast: the con-
trast between having access to information and lack-
ing such access, rather than that between having and 
lacking phenomenal consciousness.

Siewert [32] gives a different argument for the 
claim that phenomenal consciousness grounds 
responsibility and irreplaceability. Siewert notes 
that agents may express themselves verbally without 
– consciously – planning what to say. Siewert sug-
gests that it is only if you have the subjective experi-
ence of endorsement of such assertions that you make 
what you say your own and thereby open yourself to 
normative assessment. I find this deeply puzzling. 
‘Endorsement’ seems to be a functional notion: I 
endorse my assertions if I have a second-order atti-
tude toward them, or something along those lines (see 
[12], for defence of a view like this). I don’t see what 
the phenomenal experience of endorsement adds. 
Consider Donald. Donald suffers from a rare condi-
tion: his phenomenal consciousness comes and goes. 
Donald is otherwise cognitively normal. Donald says 
something deeply racist. Saying deeply racist things 
is in character for Donald and Donald is satisfied that 
this assertion is one that he stands behind. Siewert 
must maintain that we can’t yet know whether Donald 
is open to normative assessment for his assertion; not 
unless we know whether he had the normal phenom-
enal experience of endorsement. That is surely the 
wrong result. We wouldn’t say Donald is responsible 
for assertions 1, 4, 6, 7 and 8, but not for 2, 3 and 5, 
because his fluctuating consciousness ensured he did 
not experience the endorsement of those assertions. 
Were Donald to be charged with hate speech, I doubt 
a lawyer could get him off on the grounds that there 
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is reasonable doubt that he was phenomenally con-
scious at the crucial moment.

Kahane and Savulescu [16] appeal to the “point 
of view” (13) of conscious beings to ground aspects 
of their moral considerability, but point of view has 
the same problem as endorsement: it’s a functional 
notion. The global workspace, which I have else-
where argued realizes access consciousness [22], 
integrates information from a variety of different pro-
cessing systems, thereby enabling and underwriting a 
point of view. Point of view might be important for 
considerability, but it doesn’t seem to require phe-
nomenal consciousness.

We have prudential value – and therefore, perhaps, 
moral considerability – if we are the kinds of beings 
who have a subjective well-being. We might, there-
fore, look to accounts of well-being to find the unique 
role of phenomenal consciousness. Prima facie, at 
least, the route isn’t promising. There are three major 
theories of well-being: objective list, desire satisfac-
tion, and hedonism [10]. On objective list theories, a 
good life is one that contains love and friendship, the 
experience of art, some degree of self-government, 
achievement, and so on. They don’t seem to require 
phenomenal experience. A zombie seems to have as 
much opportunity to enjoy most of the items that fea-
ture on objective list theories as you do. A zombie 
also seems capable of satisfying its desires, at least if 
a desire has as its content that a certain state of affairs 
obtains (see [17], for an argument that an animal eth-
ics that grounds considerability in desire satisfaction 
can dispense with phenomenal consciousness).

In recent work, Siewert [32]  28), responding to 
Levy [21], argues that that’s a mistake: his zombie 
twin can’t satisfy his desires, because what he desires 
is to feel a certain way. He reports, for example, that 
what he wants when he wants to experience the sun 
on his cheeks is the phenomenology of that feeling. 
If his twin has the same desires as he has, then his 
twin is doomed to dissatisfaction. That’s sad, but is 
it any reason to think his zombie twin can’t be mor-
ally considerable or have a high level of prudential 
well-being? I think not. Suppose zombie Siewert is 
doomed to frustration in his desire to phenomenally 
experience the sun on his cheeks. Well, I am sad to 
report that I am doomed to frustration in my desire 
to play football for Arsenal. That’s life: we come to 

recognize that we can’t have some of the things we 
would like to have and regretfully set them aside.

Perhaps, though, what Siewert means is that our 
desires are always or typically accompanied – per-
haps even partially constituted – by a desire to phe-
nomenally experience certain states of affairs. So 
construed, this objection has ramifications beyond 
desire satisfaction theories of well-being. Perhaps 
some of the items that feature on the objective 
list of constituents of well-being play their role in 
underwriting prudential value only, or partly, in 
virtue of their phenomenology. Perhaps friendship 
contributes to well-being only when we feel a cer-
tain warmth toward our friends. Perhaps aesthetic 
experience must feel a certain way to contribute to 
well-being.

I don’t rule out the possibility that phenomenol-
ogy contributes to prudential well-being. How-
ever, I do think we need to be cautious in assert-
ing that when we desire something, we desire not 
only that a certain state of affairs obtains but also 
a particular associated phenomenology. Our intro-
spective access to the content of our desires is far 
from perfectly reliable, and we’re apt to confabulate 
in this arena. Even if the satisfaction of our desires 
depends on our feeling in certain ways, moreover, 
it may be that these feelings need not be phenom-
enally conscious. Perhaps, for example, the value 
of friendship depends in part on a certain feeling of 
warmth or closeness, but need that feeling be essen-
tially or partly phenomenal? Reflection on Capgras 
syndrome gives us some reason to think not. 
Capgras is widely held to arise from a dysfunction 
that prevents the person experiencing the feeling of 
familiarity that normally attends meeting someone 
you know well [9]. Is the experience phenomenal, 
or conscious in any sense at all? Capgras is widely 
held to be the mirror image of prosopagnosia, a 
condition in which people struggle to recognize 
the faces of familiar individuals. Prosopagnosia is 
the mirror image of Capgras because in this condi-
tion, the affective response is preserved, while the 
conscious recognition system is dysfunctional [5]. 
But sufferers from prosopagnosia (who are other-
wise cognitively neurotypical) can’t use the affect 
as a guide to recognition. That suggests it isn’t con-
scious: Siewert’s zombie twin could experience it in 



	 Neuroethics           (2024) 17:21 

1 3

   21   Page 12 of 14

Vol:. (1234567890)

the same way he can. Perhaps something like this 
is true for the feeling of sunshine on one’s cheek 
too: what we want is very significantly, and perhaps 
entirely, exhausted by functionalizable states.9

It is hedonistic theories that seem to present the 
biggest obstacle to zombie well-being [18], at least if 
doing well on such theories depends on the balance 
of pleasure of pain in one’s life and pleasure and pain 
contribute to well-being at least partly in virtue of 
their phenomenology. As Kriegel notes, however, as 
a strategy to vindicate phenomenal consciousness, the 
appeal to hedonism faces two obstacles. First, hedon-
ism is seen as unattractive to many philosophers due 
to its apparent inability to handle objections from 
the experience machine. Second, some philosophers 
argue that hedonistic well-being does not depend 
on phenomenology [14]. Assessing these theories is 
beyond my competence, but it’s worth noting that it’s 
not enough to show that phenomenology makes some 
contribution to well-being to show that zombies lack 
moral status: it’s necessary to show that non-phenom-
enal properties make no contribution at all. That’s a 
claim that Kriegel. Siewert and O’Leary all embrace. 
Kriegel asks us to imagine that we discover a planet 
inhabited by intelligent robots: would it be wrong to 
dissect a small robot child even as its mother pleads 
with you to let it go? Kriegel says “one would have 
to be seriously confused” to think the answer is yes 
(Kriegel, forthcoming). Surely no one can be entitled 
to this level of confidence, in the face of the variety of 
ways in which access consciousness seems to under-
write moral considerability, even if phenomenal con-
sciousness is also important.

Conclusion

Let’s return to the really important question: where 
does all this leave me? It’s difficult to judge. It’s con-
sistent with everything I’ve said that phenomenology 
makes an important contribution to well-being, to the 
value of a life for the person whose life it is, as well 

as to their moral considerability. But there seems lit-
tle reason to think that phenomenal consciousness is 
the exclusive ground of any of those things. If I’m on 
the right track, it isn’t even the main ground: it might 
play a minor role (perhaps no role at all in many of 
things that make life worth living, though perhaps a 
large role in others). I think it’s obvious that we ought 
to hesitate before dissecting Kriegel’s imagined robot 
child: indeed, I suspect we wrong it, and its mother, 
as much or almost as much as if we were to dissect 
a biological child. It’s consistent with everything I’ve 
said that I do count for a little less than most, but I am 
going to insist you can’t dissect me.

The view defended here has implications beyond 
its import for me. If phenomenal consciousness is 
the exclusive ground of value, then non-human ani-
mals may well be just as valuable as we are: perhaps, 
indeed, they’re more valuable. Perhaps the complex-
ity of our cognition displaces the centrality of phe-
nomenality for us (think of the difference between 
a person who understands why the doctor is inflict-
ing pain on her, and that the pain will be brief, and 
a sentient non-human animal who lacks the capac-
ity to contextualize the pain or to take comfort in the 
knowledge it will soon be over; the latter might suf-
fer more intensely because it can’t understand why 
it’s undergoing pain or that it will soon pass). It’s 
also possible that non-human phenomenality is more 
intense and lively than ours, perhaps in virtue of their 
sensory capacities. Perhaps I’m slightly less consid-
erable than you, but octopuses outweigh both of us. 
Alternatively, if phenomenal consciousness is but one 
contributor to moral considerability, we might fare 
better in situations where we’re faced with trade-offs 
between their well-being and ours.

If access consciousness, or something like it, 
grounds moral status, then we’re likely far closer to 
building morally considerable AIs then if it depends 
on phenomenal consciousness. It is possible, of 
course, that phenomenal consciousness comes along 
for free with certain kinds of complexity (recurrent 
processing; possession of a world-model, a global 
workspace, and so on (see [7], for a discusison of 
these properties and the degree to which large lan-
guage models might soon instantiate them). If these 
properties directly ground moral considerability, how-
ever, we can avoid the epistemic obstacles that seem 
inevitably to confront the attribution of phenomenal 
consciousness. We’ll probably have good reason to 

9  Siewert suggests that phenomenal consciousness underwrites 
our capacity to recognize what and where things in the world 
are (6). The well-known neuroscientific work on the role that 
the dorsal and ventral visual pathways play in perception sug-
gests this is false [13]. The dorsal stream underlies our capac-
ity to navigate the world, but we don’t have any sort of con-
scious experience of its contents.
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treat AIs as moral beings soon; long before we settle 
debates on either the neural correlates of phenomenal 
consciousness or whether such correlates can have 
non-biological analogues.

The current fascination with consciousness centres 
around phenomenology and its alleged mysteries. I 
don’t know whether it is really so mysterious. But we 
needn’t think consciousness matters only because of 
how it feels. It matters regardless of how it feels, or 
whether it feels like anything at all. Of course I would 
think that, wouldn’t I?10
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