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Philosophy I

Discussion Section C. Hom Wed. 12:00-12:50

Study Question #4


According to Nagel the characteristic move or pattern for reductive explanation in science is the tendency for scientists/philosophers to draw “favorite” examples and analogies from science to support their conclusions regarding various issues.  These conclusions that the reductionists make are based on proven and well-understood concepts and scientific facts and therefore make their conclusions appear concrete and indubitable.  But Nagel points out the flaw to this approach, in that the reductionist ideas towards mind-body phenomena are flawed misinterpretations.  Nagel shows, in fact, that the mind-body problem causes several special problems for any reductionists theories.  In example, reductionist theories attempt to explain phenomena with well-understood concepts.  Nagel points out that very little is understood about conscience mental phenomena, and therefore it is something that reductionism can not and has not really addressed.  Some examples Nagel draws on in the text to emphasize the problems of reductionist theory is that consciousness is widespread, and that it universally leads to a state of  “be” for a conscious organism.  He further explicates that in experience  “it is impossible to exclude phenomenological features…from a reduction in the same way one excludes the phenomenal features of an ordinary substance from a chemical reduction of it”.  Nagel also brings the practice of reductionism into question by addressing the question of the connection between subjectivity and point of view (which is the “point” of his bat illustration).  These are all extremely important questions/problems that reductionism is silent on.  Nagel shows that reductionists are in a sense making “Category-Mistakes” in their ruminations by trying to draw analogies to things “in terms well suited, and well understood, though [they are] entirely different.”, while completely ignoring an important “base” for any theory, the deeper questions about the connection between mind and body and mental phenomena in general.


