Reading 21.  Thomas Nagel, What Is It Like to Be a Bat?

Outline with Study Questions


I.
Introduction

1.
What poses the most serious problem for reductionist theories of the mind? 


II.
Subjectivity and Objectivity 

1.
What does Nagel mean by the subjective character of experience?

2.
Why are conscious mental states not analyzable in terms of their functional, intentional, or causal roles?

3.
Why does the fact that subjectivity involves a “point of view” make it difficult to give an objective analysis of subjective experience?

4.
Why does Nagel choose bats to illustrate the subjective character of experience?

5.
Why is it impossible for us to know what it is like for a bat to be a bat?

6.
In what cases is it possible to take another being’s general point of view?

7.
Why could a Martian scientist understand lightning as a physical phenomenon but be unable to understand the human concept of lightning?

8.
What is paradoxical about the claim that experience can be understood objectively, apart from any particular point of view?

9.
Why does moving from appearance to reality seem to make no sense in the case of subjective experience? 


III.
Conclusion 

1.
Why does Nagel avoid concluding that a physicalist theory of the mind is false?

2.
Why does the physicalist statement, “Mental events are physical events,” have only apparent clarity? What would be needed to understand the statement?

3.
What is the “objective phenomenology” that Nagel puts forth as a speculative proposal? 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1.
Is it possible to give a completely objective analysis of a subjective experience?

2.
Can scientific information about bats enable us to know what it is like to be a bat?

3.
Can scientific information about color perception enable a person born blind to know what it is like to see colors?

4.
Is it possible to have completely objective knowledge about anything, unaffected by a point of view?

5.
Do we know what it means to claim that mental events are physical events? 
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