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Sc ien t i s t s  a re  g rapp l i ng  w i th ' t he  p rob lem o f  consc iousness ' :  t he  p rob lem o f
exp la in ing  how tha t  wa lnu t - shaped  l ump  o f  g rey  ma t te r  be tween  you r  ea rs  i s
capable of  producing a r ich inner  wor ld of  conscious exper iences.  wi l l  they ever
solve th is  mystery? some th ink i t 's  only  a mat ter  of  t ime.  yet  there are arguments
that appear to show that consciousness is something that it is in principte impossible
for  sc ience to expla in.

The Private Realm of Consciousness

Take a look at something red: a ripe tomato, for example. As you look at this object,
you are conscious of  having a cer ta in exper ience -  a colour  exper ience.  As tne
phi losopher Thomas Nagel  expla ins, .  there 's  something i t  is  t ike to have th is
experience, something foryou, the subject.

we spend our  l ives immersed in a v ibrant  f low of  such exper iences: the smel l  o f
a flower, the taste of an orange, the rough sensation of wood under one,s fingertips,
az inging pain,  a melanchol ic  moment.  we can focus our  at tent ion on the subject ive
qual i ty  of  these exper iences and savour them. An interest ing feature of  th is  r ich
inner  l i fe  we lead is  that  i t  seems pecul iar ly  h idden f rom others.0thers can observe
my body and outward behaviour ,  but  my exper iences are h idden ins ide.  Indeed,  tnev
would appear to be 'hidden inside' in a very strong sense. For they are not physicolly
h idden ,  as ,  say ,  my  b ra in  i s  phys i ca l l y  h idden  i ns ide  my  sku l l .  Th ings  tha t  a re
physical ly  h idden can in pr inc ip le be revealed.  Surgeons might  one day be abre to
.pen up my skul l  and observe what  physicai ly  goes on ins ide me when I  have a
colour  exper ience.  But  tney can never  enter  my mind and observe what  the
exper ience is  l ike forme,  f rom mV point  of  v iew.

-  
Tromas Nage ,  

'what rs r t  L ike to Be a Batz ' ,  rn Douglas R. Hofstadter  and Danier  Dennett  (eds),  r / le' v , / nds  /  ( London :  pengu in ,  l gg l )



1 4 2  T H E  P H I L O S O P H Y  G Y M

What ls lt Like to Be a Bat?

There are a lso conscious exper iences no human being has ever  enjoyed.  Take
fo r  examp le .  Ba ts  manage  to  f i nd  t he i r  way  a round  i n  t he  da rk  by  us ing
loca t i on .  The  ba t  em i t s  a  sound  ( i naud ib le  t o  humans ) ,  and  the  l oudness  o f
echoes and the d i rect ion f rom which they come al low the bat  to  bui ld  up a
of  i ts  envi ronment .

Echo- locat ion a l lows bats to 'see '  us ing sound.  Now ask yoursel f :  what  must
be l ike to be a bat ,  to  exper ience the wor ld as the bat  does? No doubt  there
something i t 's  l ike for  the bat  when i t 'sees 'us ing echo- locat ion.  l t  must  be a
strange exper ience,  radical ly  unl ike any of  the exper iences we humans enjoy.
as Nagel  points out ,  we can' t  know what  the exper ience is  l ike.  We could
eve rything there is to know about what happens in a bat's neryous system when i
'sees 'us ing sound.  But  that  s t i l l  wouldn ' t  a l low us to know what  the exper ience i
l ike for  the bat .  l ts  subject ive character  would remain unknown to us.  l t  seems the
bat 's  exper ience,  l ike yours and mine,  is  essent ia l ly  pr ivate.

The realm of  conscious exper ience is  responsib le for  what  cont inues to be one
of  the most  profound and int ractable of  myster ies,  a mystery wi th which both
phi losophers and sc ient is ts  are current ly  very much engaged.  The mystery concerns
how our  physical  bodies and our  conscious minds are re lated.  The problem, as we
shal l  see,  is  that ,  on the one hand,  i t  seems your conscious mind must  be physical ,
yet ,  on the other  hand,  i t  seems i t  cannot  be.

Two Competing Theories of Consciousness

Scient is ts  te l l  us that  when you looked at  that  red object  a minute or  so ago,  the
fo l lowing happened.  L ight  of  cer ta in wavelengths was ref lected of f  the object  in to
your eye,  where i t  was focused on to your  ret ina to produce an image.  Your ret ina
is  covered wi th mi l l ions of  l ight-sensi t ive cel ls ,  some of  which are sensi t ive to
di f ferences in  wavelength.  The l ight  fa l l ing on to these cel ls  caused them to emit
e lect r ica l  impulses which then f lowed down the nerves l ink ing your  eye to the back
of  your  bra in.  That  caused something to happen in your  bra in.

But  what  about  your  exper ience? According to the phi losopher Rend Descartes
(1596 -1650 ) ,  you r  consc ious  m ind  i s  a  d i s t i nc t  en t i t y  capab le  o f  ex i s t i ng  on
i ts  own,  independent ly  of  anyth ing physical .  So,  in  Descartes 'v iew,  af ter  some-
th ing  happened  i n  you r  b ra in ,  some th ing  e l se  had  to  happen :  you r  b ra in
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caused something to,happen in your  mind.  Your mind and bra in may inferoct  But

they are nol tdenttcat'

According to many contemporary sc ient is ts  and phi losophers,  however,  i t 's  a

r' istake to think of conscious experience in this way. Professor Susan Greenfield,

forexample,  in  her  BBC te lev is ion ser ies 'Bra in Story ' ,  ins is ts  that 'you are your  bra in i

your  exper ience isn ' t  something extra -  something on top of  what  happens

ohysically. Rather, the mental iust ts part of what's going on physically.

Certa in ly ,  sc ient is ts  somet imes reveal  that  what  might  seem l ike two d is t inct

th ings are actual ly  one and the same th ing.  Take the morning star  and the evening

star , for  example.  For  a long t ime we thought  these heavenly bodies were d is t inct .

Then astronomers discovered that they are one and the same object seen twice over

( the p lanet  Venus) .

Scientists have also established that certain properties are identical. For example,

they have discovered that heat is a molecular motion, electricity is a flow of electrons

and water  is  HrO.

So why shouldn ' t  i t  a lso turn out  that  pain just  is  a cer ta in s tate of  the bra in?

Admit tedly ,  pain doesn' t  seem l ike a bra in s tate.  But  so what? Af ter  a l l ,  heat  doesn' t

seem l ike molecular  mot ion -  yet  that 's  just  what  i t  is .

Substa nces and Properties

We have been looking at  two compet ing theor ies about  consciousness.  F i rs t ,  there
are those who bel ieve that  your  conscious exper iences are noth ing over  and above
what  goes on in  your  bra in.  Secondly,  there are those who,  l ike Descartes,  deny th is .
But  before we get  to  the arguments for  and against  these two posi t ions,  i t  wi l l  be
usefu l  i f  we d is t inguish two rather  d i f ferent  vers ions of  the second posi t ion.

In Descartes 'v iew,  your  mind and body are d is t inct  substonces:  each is  capable
of  ex is t ing independent ly  of  the other .  Your conscious mind could,  in  pr inc ip le,  be
detached f rom everyth ing physical  and exis t  on i ts  own.  This posi t ion is  ca l led
substonce duolism.

Hardly  any sc ient is ts  or  phi losophers are now prepared to accept  substance
dual ism. But  there are st i l l  p lenty of  phi losophers (and at  least  some sc ient is ts)
around who bel ieve that  there are two d is t inct  and i r reducib le k inds of  property :
physical properties and mental properties. This position is calle d property duolism.

According to property  dual ism, there 's  only  one k ind of  s tuf f  -  physical  s tuf f .
But  objects made out  of  th is  physical  s tuf f  can have two qui te d i f ferent  sor ts  of
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property. In the view ofthe property dualist, there are both mental properties
physical  propert ies:  the mental  propert ies of  a human being are extra
that  ex is t  in  addi t ion to a l l  o f  h is  or  her  physical  propert ies.

An Argument Against  Dual ism

Let 's  now turn to one of  the most  popular  argume nts against  a l l  forms of  d
In effect, dualists want to introduce an extra laver of facts in addition to

physical facts. There are facts about physical substances and properties. But
to dualists, there are also non-physical substances and/or properties. The facts about
these non-physical substances/properties are facts in oddition to the physical facb.
So the re are two fundame ntallv different and irreducible sorts of fact.

Many sc ient is ts  and phi losophers consider  the suggest ion that  there are such
'addi t ional '  facts thoroughly unscient i f ic .  Why is  th is?

Suppose that  at  a d inner  par ty  I  am given the choice between a g lass of  wine
and a glass of beer.

I  l ike both,  but  decide on th is  occasion to have wine.  I  reach out  and select  a
qlass of  whi te.

Scientists tell us that such physical movements have physical
causes. The movement of my arm was caused by the action
of  muscles in  my arm, which was i tse l f  brought  about  by
electr ica l  act iv i ty  in  the ef ferent  nerves running f rom

mv bra in.
This e lect r ica l  act iv i ty  was in turn caused by
physical  act iv i ty  in  my bra in,  which was brought

about  by fur ther  preceding physical  causes,
inc luding the st imulat ion of  my nervous system
by light reflected off the glasses on the tray in

f ront  of  me and the sound of  someone
speaking to me.  These physical  causes in
turn had physical causes, which in turn had
physical  causes,  and so on.

Indeed,  i t  seems that  i f  sc ient is ts  were furn ished wi th knowledge of  the laws
of  nature,  p lus a l l  the physical  facts about  my body and my envi ronment  as they
were,  say,  a minute pr ior  to  my decid ing to reach out  and grasp that  g lass of
wine,  i t  would be possib le in  pr inc ip le for  them to f igure out  that  my arm would
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do what  i t  d id.  That  movement of  my arm was f ixed in  advance by how th ings
stood PhYsical lY '

But  i f  th is  is  correct  -  i f  what  happens physical ly  is  f ixed in  advance bv the
preceding physical  facts -  then there is  no possib i l i ty  of  any non-physical  fact
af fect ing how th ings turn out .  The non-physical  must  be causal ly  i r re levant  to  what
goes on PhYsical lY.

But  i f  dual ism is  t rue,  then my conscious mind is  non-physical .  But  then i t  fo l lows
that m'7 mind con moke no difference to what goes on physically. suppose, for exampre ,
that I had decided to pick up a glass of beer instead. Because of the physical facts, my
arm would have been compel led to reach out  and grasp that  g lass of  wine anyway.
Indeed,  i f  dual ism is  t rue,  you could take my mind away a l together
and my body would sti l l  carry on in exactly the same way.

But  th is  is  absurd,  sure ly? My mind can and does af fect  how
my body behaves. But as it is only the physicolfacts that affect
how th ings turn out  physical ly ,  the only way in which the facts
about  what  happens in my mind can have a physical
effect rs if they ore themselves physicol focts. But
then i t  fo l lows that  dual ism (both substance and
property) is false.

Many  sc ien t i s t s  and  ph i l osophe rs  a re
conv inced  by  t h i s  and  o the r  a rqumen ts  t ha t  t he
fac t s  abou t  wha t  goes  on  i n  t he  consc ious  m ind  mus t
u l t ima te l y  be  phys i ca l  f ac t s .  Howeve r ,  t he  i ssue  i s  f a r
f r om se t t l ed .  The re  a re  a l so  power fu l  a rgumen ts  t ha t
appear t0 show that  these sc ient is ts  and phi losopners are
mistaken.  0ne of  the best-known arguments is  presented
by  the  ph i l osophe r  F rank  Jackson .  Jackson ' s  a rqumenr
runs as fo l lows.

Mary and the Black and White Room

A gi r l  ca l led Mary is  born.  Before she has any v isuar  exper iences,  Mary is  praced in
a b lack and whi te room by sc ient is ts  who wish to s tudy her .  The sc ient is ts  arrange
that  Mary never  has a colour  exper ience ( they h ide Mary,s p ink hands f rom her  oy
using whi t r  g loves,  and so on) .  Mary exper iences onry brack,  whi te and shaoes
of g rey.
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Mary grows up in her  b lack and whi te envi ronment .  She develops a fasc ina

wi th sc ience.  Indeed,  Mary eventual ly  becomes the wor ld 's  greatest  bra in expergi
She finds out everything the re is to know about what goes on inside a human's brain ,
when they describe what they are seeing as 'redl She discovers all the physical faqb
about  the bra ins of  co lour  perceivers:  how thei r  neurons are f i r ing,  how the bra in
che mist ry  is  balance d,  and so on.

Then,  one day,  one of  the sc ient is ts  s tudying her  br ings a r ipe tomato in to her
b lack and whi te wor ld.

Mary is  s tunned.  She now has an exper ience that  she's  never  had before.  She
f inds out  what  i t  is  l ike to have a colour  exper ience.  Mary d iscovers a new fact :  the
fact  that  the exper ience of  red is  l ike th is  ( l 'm looking at  that  red object  again) .  But
Mary previously knew all the physical facts. So the fact that the experience is /rke

thrs is  not  a physical  fact .  Facts about  the qual i ta t ive character  of  our  conscious

exoer iences -  about  what  i t  is  l ike to have them -  are not  phvsical  facts.

The Explanatory Gap

Jackson seems to have shown that there are more facts than just the physical facts.

But there's a further conclusion you might wish to draw. Jackson's story also appears

to show that nof everything con be exploined or understood by science. We can't

expla in or  understand why red th ings look l iketh is  by appeal ing only to the physical

facts about  us.  We come up against  what  contemporary phi losophers cal l  an

explonotory gop at this point.

Contrast the case of heat, lde ntifying heat with vigorous molecular motion allows

us to deduce the var ious propert ies of  heat .  Discover ing what 's  going on at  the

mo lecu la r  l eve l  a l l ows  us  t o  unde rs tand  why  ob jec t s  t ha t  a re  hea ted  cha r  and

blacken,  why they tend to make nearby objects hot ,  and so on.

Bu t  a  f u l l  unde rs tand ing  o f  t he  go ings -on  i n  t he  human  b ra in  w i l l  no t  a l l ow  us

to understand why pain feels  the way i t  does or  expla in why r ipe tomatoes produce

fhrssor t  of  v isual  exper ience.  Mary knows everyth ing there is  to  know about  what

goes on in  the bra ins of  co lour  perceivers,  but  th is  knowledge does not  a l low her  to

understand what  an exper ience of  red is  actual ly  l ike.  Indeed,  none of  the physical

facts she d iscovers go any way towards expla in ing why such physio logical  s tates

should be accompanied by conscious states of  o/ / .
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The AnalogY with Life

Jackson's argument  appears to show both that

1.  there are more facts than the physical  facts,  and

2. it is in principle impossible for the physical sciences to account for consciousness.

But  many sc ient is ts  are d ismiss ive ofsuch conclus ions.  They of ten suggest  that  the

current  s i tuat ion wi th respect  to  consciousness is  s imi lar  to  the s i tuat ion 200 years

ago with respect to l i fe. Life at that t ime constituted a great mystery. We simply

had no idea how mere physical  mat ter  could be organised in such a way as to
produce an animate, l iving thing. Many thought that something extra - a mysterious

and supernatura l  
'v i ta l  force '  -  had to be added to a physical  object  in  order  to

imbue i t  wi th l i fe .
Today,  of  cours€,  the explanat ion of  l i fe  is  most ly  wi th in our  grasp.  Darwin 's

theory of  natura l  se lect ion,  advances in genet ics,  and so on,  have a l lowed us to
explain many of the properties of l i fe. Even where a scientif ic explanation of some
part icu lar  feature of  l i fe  current ly  e ludes us,  we can at  least  now see how sucn an
explanat ion might  in  pr inc ip le be constructed just  by appeal ing to physical  facts.

Many sc ient is ts  argue that ,  s imi lar ly ,  just  because a sc ient i f ic  explanat ion of
consciousness now eludes us doesn' t  mean that  no such explanat ion is  possib le.
There's no need to suppose that consciousness must be something mysterious and
supernatura l  that  ex is ts  in  oddi t ion to what  we f ind wi th in the natura l ,  physical
wor ld.  These are ear ly  days in  the sc ient i f ic  invest igat ion of  consciousness.  0ur
current  inabi l i ty  to  imagine how consciousness might  be expla ined by appeal ing
0nly to physical  facts may s imply be due to our  lack of  an adequate theory,  just  as
tn the case of  l i fe .

Conclusion: A Mystery

We have been grappl ing wi th the mystery of  how to accommodate consciousness
wi th in the physical  universe.  Many sc ient is ts  bel ieve that  consciousness must
u l t imate ly  be reducib le to and expl icable in  terms of  the physical .  Indeed,  g iven that
the conscious mind is  able causal ly  to  af fect  what  goes on physical ly ,  i t  seems i t
must  i tse l f  be ohvsical .
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But the re are powerful objections to this belief. Jackson's story about Mary
the b lack and whi te room seems to show that  i t  is  in  pr inc ip le impossib le for
facts about the character of our conscious experience to be reduced to and explainqd
in terms of physical facts. lt see ms there must be more facts than just the physical.

Many scientists reject all forms of dualism out of hand. But unless they can show
what  is  wrong wi th Jackson's argument  (and,  indeed,  the other  very convinc ing-
looking arguments that  are around),  the i r  d ismiss ive at t i tude towards dual ism looks
hasty.  Bl indly  to re ject  such arguments looks more l ike pre judice than a rat ional ly

held oosi t ion.
0f  course,  i t  may be that  there 's  something wrong wi th Jackson's argument  (see

the box below).  But  the onus is  on those who re ject  a l l  forms of  dual ism to show
precisely  whqt is  wrong wi th i t .  And,  of  course,  showing what 's  wrong wi th such
arguments is  the job not  of  empir ica l  sc ience,  but  of  log ic  and phi losophy.

So can science ever solve the mystery of consciousness? The answer is: perhaps,

but  not  by i tse l f .  Sc ience wi l l  need the help of  phi losophy.

Thinking Tools: The Masked Man Fallacy

This section explains what may be wrong with Jackson's argument. There is

a popular form ofargument often used to establish that two things are not

identical. You search for a property that one of the two things has that the

other lacks. lf you can find such a property, it follows that the items in '

question are non-identical.
For example, if you want to establish that K2 and Everest are distinct

mountains, all you need to do is to find a property one mountain possesses

that the other lacks. You might argue like this:

. Everest has the property of being over 29,000 feet high.
r K2 doesn't have the property of being over 29,000 feet high.
o Therefore Everest is not identical to K2.

This is a sound argument: each of the two premises is true, and the logic is

impeccable. The argument really does establish that Everest and K2 are

distinct.
Those who argue that mind and body are non-identical often appeal to

the same form of argument. Here, for example, is an argument (often

attributed to Descartes) called fhe orgumentfrom doubt'.
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o I don't doubt that I exist. After all, by trying to doubt that I exist, I
demonstrate that I do exist, so my attempt at doubting that I exist
must inevitably be self-defeating.

r I do doubt that my body exists. lt seems to me that I might be a
disembodied mind, with all my experiences being generated by some
sort of malevolent demon {for more on this sort of doubt, see
Chapter 3, Brain-Snatched).

o But then it seems that my body has a property that I lack: my body has
the property of being something fhe exrifence of which I doubt. I lack
this property. So it surely follows - by an argument analogous to that
about Everest and K2 - that l 'm not identical with my body.

Here's the argument laid out more formally:

. My body possesses the property of being samething the exrsfence of
which ldoubt.

o I don't possess the property of being something the exrsfence of which I
doubt.

o Therefore I am not identical with my body.

This sort of argument has convinced many that mind and body are non-
identical. But despite the similarity to the Everest/K2 argument, this is a
bad argument. What we have here is an example of the masked mon
follocy. Here's another example of the fallacy. Suppose I witness a bank
being robbed. This leads me to believe that the masked man robbed the
bank. Later, detectives inform me that their lead suspect is my father.
Horrified, I try to prove that my father cannot be the masked man. I point
out that the masked man has a property my father lacks: he's someone I
believe to have robbed the bank. I argue like this:

o The masked man has the property of being someone I believe robbed the
bonk.

. My father lacks the propefi of being someone I believe robbed the
bank.

r Therefore my father is not identical with the masked man.

This is obviously a bad argument, despite sharing the same form as the
sound Everest/K2 argument. lt could yet turn out that my father rs the
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masked man, despite the fact that both premises are true. Why is this?

The problem is that this form of argument does not work for o// kinds

of property. lt works for properties such as being more than 29,000 feet

high. lt does not work with properties such as being someone I believe to
have robbed the bank. More generally, this form of argument is invalid

whenever the propefi in question involves someone's psychologicol

ottitude towords o thing.
For example, in the masked man case, I try to show that my father and

the masked man are distinct by pointing out that I have an attitude

towards one that I don't have towards the other: I believe one robbed the

bank but not the other. But such attitudes are incapable of revealing

whether or not the items in question really are distinct. Here are a couple

of other examples:

John Wayne is someone Michael knows appeared in True Grit.

Marion Morrison is not someone Michael knows appeared in Irue Grit

Therefore John Wavne isn't Marion Morrison.

Heat is widely recognised as something with which to cook food.

Molecular motion is not widely recognised as something with which to

cook food.
Therefore heat isn't molecular motion.

Both these arguments have true premises but false conclusions {'John
Wayne' is the stage name of Marion Morrison). The problem, again, is that
what someone may know or believe or recognise about one thing but not
another is not the sort of property one can use to establish the non-
identity of those things. The argument from doubt involves the same
fallacy.

What of Jackson's argument about Mary? Does it also involve the
masked man fallacy? | think that, as it stands, it does. But you should
check for yourself. 0f course, none of this is to say that I believe dualism i
now defeated. There may be better arguments for dualism than Jackson's.
arguments that don't involve the masked man fallacy.

a

a

a

a

a

What to read next

This chapter might useful ly be read in conjunction wath

Chapter  6 ,  Cou ld  a  Mach ine  Th ink?  Look  fo r  where  some o f  the

argumenlS ovenap.

In Chapter 15, Do We Ever Deserve to Be Punished?, I  brief ly discuss the

discovery that the universe is not after al l  governed by str ict and

except ion less  laws,  bu t  mere ly  by  p robab i l i s t i c  Iaws.  So i t  tu rns  ou t  tha t

the  most  tha t  someone fu rn ished w i th  fu l l  in fo rmat ion  about  my

phys ica l  body  and env i ronment  cou ld  ever  p red lc t  about  my fu tu re

behaviour is what I  wi l l  probobly do. After reading Chapter 1 5, you

might  w ish  to  re tu rn  to  th is  chapter  to  cons ider  the  ques t ion :  does  th is

d iscovery  undermine the  argument  aga ins t  dua l i sm presented  above?

Even i f  i t  does ,  migh t  some vers ion  o f  tha t  a rgument  s t i l l  be  sa lvaged?

Further reading

Jackson 's  s to ry  about  Mary  and the  b lack  and wh i te  room appears  in :

'Ep iphenomena l  Oua l ia ' ,  in  W.  Lycan (ed . ) ,

Mind ond Cognit ion (Oxford: Blackwell ,  1990).

For a breezy and yet quite thorough introduction

to the problem of consciousness, see:

Dav id  Pap ineau and Howard  Se l ina ,

I ntrod u ci n g Consciousness [Cambrid ge: lcon, 2000).

An interesting col lect ion of pieces on the mind can

be found in  the  now qu i te  o ld  bu t  never the less  s t i l l  exce l len t :

Douglas R. Hofstadter and Daniel Dennett (eds),

The Mind 's  l (London:  Pengu in ,  1981) .

The Mind's /  lncludes Thomas Nagel 's famous paper, 'What ls l t  Like to Be

a Bat?',  which is also included as Chapter 38 of Nigel Warburton (ed.),

Phi losophy: Bosic Reodings(London: Routledge, 1999).
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