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What Could Experience Tell Us About Subjective Facts?

Introduction

“To imagine a language means to imagine a form of life”1 was Wittgenstein's thought. This

might be taken as suggesting that we could imagine peculiar communities of people who engage in

very distinct linguistic practices. In a community as such, it might be, let's say, that there exists no

concept for color. And that, because those people don't have an interest in distinguishing objects by

their color. Or, we could imagine alien forms of life with whom starting a communication will be an

impossible thing to do.2 Not because of a language translation barrier, but because the concepts of

those alien creatures represent their inner-experiences, experiences that would remain a mystery to

us. Following Nagel, hanging up-side down in a dark attic, will not give us the feeling of what it is

like to be a bat.  We would still  continue to see the world from  our point of view, having  our

phenomenal  experiences,  and  not  those  of  a  bat.  And  different  points  of  view,  Nagel  points,

represent different subjective experiences. 

In what follows, I will analyze Mellor's3 argument that purports to show that although there

are subjective experiences, meaning “phenomenal aspect[s] of conscious states of mind”, this does

not  entail  the  existence  of subjective  facts,  at  least  in  Nagel's  sense.  Admitting  that  we  have

phenomenal mental states, i.e. states for which there is “a way they are like”, is there anything more

that we can find out about them by using this trait?4 

1 Wittgenstein, PI, 2009, §19
2 Although maybe this second interpretation was not intended by Wittgenstein.
3 Mellor, D.H., “Nothing Like Experience”, 1993.
4   Consequently, if there isn't anything more that is entailed by their existence, then is Nagel's claim that science is
“incomplete” entirely justified?



Knowing-how to imagine

Probably  it  is  not  very hard  to  agree  over  the  existence of  a  certain  type  of  subjective

experiences, namely those experiences that expound phenomenal aspects like smelling a particular

flower scent or tasting vanilla ice-cream, having a visual experience of a landscape or feeling a pain

in a certain part of the body. Although he takes it without argument that there are such experiences,

Nagel  takes  a  risky step when he intends  to  use the  existence  of  subjective experiences  in  an

argument  against  physicalism.  The  argument  can  be  represented  as  such:  given  that  there  are

subjective experiences (what it feels like to be a bat, to take his example), knowing what it feels like

to have such an experience implies that there is something that  is “what it feels like to have an

experience”, i.e. a subjective fact. 

Nagel doesn't  deny that “there is a sense in which phenomenological facts  are perfectly

objective: one person can know or say of another what the quality of the other's experience is.”

However,  he says, these are subjective facts  “in the sense that even this objective ascription of

experience is possible only for someone sufficiently similar to the object of ascription to be able to

adopt his point of view - to understand the ascription in the first person as well as in the third, so to

speak. The more different from oneself the other experiencer is, the less success one can expect

with this  enterprise.”5 But, since  such facts  cannot  be analyzed by empirical  investigation,  our

science is, in a way, incomplete. It simply cannot cover all parts of reality, since subjective facts

cannot fall within the scope of any empirical science.

According to Mellor6, from knowing what X feels like, it is fallacious to infer the conclusion

“there exists a fact about X, the fact that it is felt like something” (a subjective fact). The following

are examples of such arguments: knowing what a toothache feels like does not tell us anything

about the existence of something, a fact, that is the experience of toothaches. In a similar way,

knowing what panic feels like does not tell us that there exists a subjective fact about panic, by

which I mean the way it is experienced. 

But how can one break the chain of reasoning from a premise like “someone knows what X

feels like” to “there is a subjective fact, that of X feeling in a certain way”? To answer this question,

Mellor  investigates  what  abilities  are  presupposed by knowing what  something feels  like.  One

ability that seems to be necessary is that of recognizing the experience. This ability allows me to say

that, if I recognize a particular experience, in Mellor's example - if I recognize the taste of sugar -

then I can particularly recognize that type of experience, i.e. that of tasting sugar. Therefore, I could

not be surprised by this experience: every time I taste sugar, it tastes as I expected it to taste.7 In this

way, I know what sugar tastes like, if I can recognize its taste once I feel it again. Similarly, if I'm

5 Nagel, T., “What It Is Like To Be a Bat”, 1974, p.442
6 Mellor, D.H., “Nothing Like Experience”, 1993, p.2
7 Idem, p.4



experiencing a  panic attack and think something like “I'm feeling bad,  but  I  remember I  went

through the same thing a week ago”, I'm not surprised by it, and cannot be said to not know what it

feels like to be panicked.

However, this recognitional ability is not sufficient by itself. If recognition of the experience

would be the only ability involved in knowing what an experience is like, we would not be able to

follow Nagel in saying that we cannot know what it is like to be a bat. To follow Mellor's argument,

it is conceivable that we might have felt like bats do, not knowing that we were, but once we would

be told that this is what bats feel like, we would recognize it. For the sake of an analogy, let's say

that I feel panic on Monday. Supposing that the doctor would tell me on Tuesday the symptoms of

panic, I would be able to say: “Oh, I now realize that I have felt panic on Monday morning”. Since

we would have recognition of those moments when we have unknowingly felt like bats do, there's a

chance that it is possible for us to know what bats feel like. But Mellor considers this to be an

unacceptable implication of his initial definition of “knowing what somethings feels like”. In order

to cancel this possibility, Mellor adds the second ability: the ability to imagine an experience8. 

Now, even though we might have felt like bats do and recognize this experience, we are yet

able to imagine what it is like to feel like a bat.  Adding the second ability, it becomes impossible to

know what it feels like to be a bat, and follow on Nagel's steps. And that's because not being able to

imagine bat experiences is “what's convinces me that I do not know what it's like to be a bat.”9

To understand what this ability means, let's consider the following case: suppose someone

would not be surprised if she would feel panicked. Would this mean that she knows what it feels

like  to  be  panicked?  No,  perhaps  she  has  lost  all  memory  of  previous  panic  attacks,  and  the

recollection of that moment can only be prompted by another instance of it. In a similar vein, if

someone  has  once  read  that  “The  Great  Schism  occurred  in  1054”,  although  hearing  this

information prompts “Ah, I recall reading this a long time ago!”, it does not mean that she knows

this fact. Knowing this information means that she would be able to say, if asked, that it happened

in 1054, and not simply to recollect reading about the fact some time ago. Although these two cases

are not similar in all respects10, I think the analogy between “recognizing an experience” and “being

able to recollect  some information when in need” helps understanding the need for the second

ability.

8 More precisely, in Mellor's view, my imagining of experiences is not sufficient, it also has to be correct, that is “in a
way that makes me recognise them when I have them.” (1993, p.4-5)

9 Mellor, D.H., “Nothing Like Experience”, 1993, p. 4
10 Because they involve two different kinds of knowledge: knowing-that and knowing-how.



There are no subjective facts

Mellor argues  that  there  are  cases  in  which  we define  some concepts,  like  experiential

concepts, using the way we get to know them, e.g. we know what a certain qualitative property is,

like red, or a sensation, like pain, by knowing how it is like to have those kinds of experiences. This

way, for a thing to be red “it is for that thing to cause the right visual sensations in observers who

are not color-blind, who are looking at the thing in a good light, and so on.” Meaning that, if we all

have the same concept of red, and the above conditions are fulfilled, we can define the red color “by

this way of knowing the colors of things.”11

But how does Mellor conclude that knowing what X feels like does not imply that there is a

subjective fact about X (what it feels like to experience X)? If knowing what an experience feels

like presupposes the abilities to recognize and imagine that experience, then we deal with a type of

knowing-how and not with knowing-that. Why is that? Mellor offers two arguments:

The first argument for showing that knowing what X feels like is a type of knowing-how

holds that if knowing what X feels like is not a type of know-how, then we could know what X feels

like without being able to imagine it.  But, then, we would have to admit that visually-disabled

people would know what it is like to see a color. Of course, they can be said to know that a certain

object is red or green, but not that they know what it feels like to see red or green.

The second argument holds that although we have a vocabulary that allows us to describe

sounds (they are low or high pitched and so on), we have no means of describing what they are like.

What we can fully communicate are descriptions of causes, effects, symptoms, but not what their

feeling like is. If knowing what an experience feels like is a type of knowing-that, then we should

be able to say what is the fact that we allegedly know. As an example, if  I know that “The Great

Schism took place in 1054”, then the fact that I want to express my knowledge about is that of the

separation of the Catholic and Orthodox Churches in 1054. Likewise, when I say that I know that

“The Coca-Cola sign is red”, the fact that corresponds to my knowledge is the visual impression a

certain sign leaves – the impression of red. 

Knowledge that a certain fact took place in a certain year can be held by people living in a

distant year, and, likewise, knowledge that a certain sign is red can be transmitted to completely

blind  people.  According to  Mellor,  the  reason why such information  can  be  transmitted  is  the

existence of the corresponding fact that the knowledge is about. Because there is something that

makes the Coca-Cola sign red, and something that meant that one church split, this information can

be shared with others. However, in case of knowledge of what the effects of The Great Schism felt

like for the Christians living in the mid-11th century or what seeing the color red  feels like,  the

information  cannot  be  transmitted  and,  following  Mellor,  the  explanation  for  this  is  that  there

11 Mellor, D.H., “Nothing Like Experience”, 1993, p. 3



simply is no fact that particular knowledge is about. 

If someone's phenomenal knowledge is not of a proposition (whose truth or falsity can be

decided  by  checking  whether  it  corresponds  to  a  fact),  then,  what  kind  of  knowledge  is  the

knowledge of what an experience feels like? According to Mellor, it is a kind of knowing-how, i.e.

knowing-how to imagine that experience.  Moreover,  Mellor tries to strengthen his argument by

pointing to the fact that knowing what something feels like cannot be transmitted by language, and

since it cannot be transmitted so, it must be a kind of “knowing-how”. It is well understood that, if

knowing what an experience feels like is “knowing-how”, then it cannot be of a proposition, and, as

a consequence, cannot be about any fact. 

Concluding remarks

Being able to imagine an experience is a type of knowing-how - precisely knowing how to

imagine it - and not of knowing-that. And, following Mellor's argumentation, knowing-how does

not entail the existence of the known facts. As a consequence, knowing how to imagine something

does not help us inferring anything about the existence of the facts imagined.

It might be that Mellor's argument can be criticized for being circular. Mellor points that

knowing what an experience feels like does not imply the existence of a subjective fact. In order to

conclude that, he argues that such knowledge is not propositional, but of the “knowing-how” type.

Now, because it is of this type, there is no fact that it is about. However, in order to conclude that

knowledge of what an experience feels like is “knowing-how”, he already uses the same conclusion

that he intends to arrive at: that there are no subjective facts. Why is it not a case of “knowing-

that”? Because there isn't anything that it is about. Consequently, one may say that, even if Mellor's

“knowing-how to imagine”-argument goes through, it is not a sufficiently strong blow to a belief in

the existence of subjective facts.

I take Mellor's argument as revealing something about the role of our imaginative ability in

understanding concepts of kinds of self-intimating experiences,  like phenomenal experiences or

sensations. Following him, knowing what it is like to see a color or experiencing joy teaches us

nothing about the nature of our conscious mental states, but only about our abilities as conscious

beings.
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