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Consciousness is what makes the mind-body problem really intractable and unique. The 
usual examples do not help us to understand the relation between mind and body why, 
indeed, we have at present no conception of what an explanation of the physical nature of a 
mental phenomenon would be. Without consciousness the mind-body problem would be 
much less interesting. With consciousness it seems hopeless. Perhaps a new theoretical 
form can be devised, but such a solution, if it exists, lies in the distant future.  
 
Conscious experience is a widespread phenomenon. It occurs at many levels of animal life. 
The fact that an organism has conscious experience at all means, basically, that there is 
something it is like to be that organism. We may call this the subjective character of 
experience. I assume we all believe that bats have experience. We know that most bats 
perceive the external world primarily by sonar, or echolocation, detecting the reflections, 
from objects within range, of their own rapid, subtly modulated, high-frequency shrieks. 
Their brains are designed to correlate the outgoing impulses with the subsequent echoes, 
and the information thus acquired enables bats to make precise discriminations of distance, 
size, shape, motion, and texture comparable to those we make by vision. But bat sonar, 
though clearly a form of perception, is not similar in operation to any sense that we possess, 
and there is no reason to suppose that it is subjectively like anything we can experience or 
imagine. This appears to create difficulties for the notion of what it is like to be a bat.  
 
It will not help to try to imagine that one has webbing on one's arms, which enables one to 
fly around at dusk and dawn catching insects in one's mouth; that one has very poor vision, 
and perceives the surrounding world by a system of reflected high-frequency sound signals; 
and that one spends the day hanging upside down by one's feet in an attic. In so far as I can 
imagine this (which is not very far), it tells me only what it would be like for me to behave as 
a bat behaves. But that is not the question. I want to know what it is like for a bat to be a 
bat. The English expression "what it is like" is misleading. It does not mean "what (in our 
experience) it resembles," but rather "how it is for the subject himself." Reflection on what 
it is like to be a bat seems to lead us, therefore, to the conclusion that there are facts that 
do not consist in the truth of propositions expressible in a human language. We can be 
compelled to recognize the existence of such facts without being able to state or 
comprehend them.  
 
It is difficult to understand what could be meant by the objective character of an 
experience, apart from the particular point of view from which its subject apprehends it. If 
we acknowledge that a physical theory of mind (the hypothesis that a mental event is a 
physical event) must account for the subjective character of experience, we must admit that 
no presently available conception gives us a clue how this could be done. The problem is 
unique. We do not have the beginnings of a conception of how it might be true. This 
question also lies at the heart of the problem of other minds, whose close connection with 
the mind-body problem is often overlooked. At present we are completely unequipped to 
think about the subjective character of experience without relying on the imagination, 
without taking up the point of view of the experiential subject. This should be regarded as a 
challenge to form new concepts and devise a new method-an objective phenomenology not 
dependent on empathy or the imagination. 


