
NAGEL QUOTE ABOUT OUR PRE-RATIONAL, ANIMAL NATURE 

Reason depends on a constant supply of material from our pre-rational, animal nature—
from perception, feeling, and natural desires. There is also an intermediate level of 
automatic judgment, some of it learned through experience that operates more quickly 
than conscious reasoning and is essential for navigating the world in real time. The 
relation among these faculties is complicated. Even when we think we are using reason to 
arrive at the right answer to some factual or practical question—taking the relevant data 
consciously into account—our reasoning may be influenced more directly, without our 
knowledge, by the instinctive forces with which it coexists. 

Thomas Nagel: Reason, Almost.  Critical review of Thinking, Fast and Slow by Daniel 
Kahneman. New Republic: January 24, 2012. 

 

FIGHT OR FLIGHT TEXT AND QUESTIONS 

The fight or flight response is triggered by environmental cues that indicate possible 
threat or danger. These cues are picked up by the senses and processed instantly in the 
brain. Everyone in the room will be familiar with the surge of the adrenalin that follows: 

• What does the sudden release of adrenalin actually feel like in the moment? 
What are some of its obvious physiological effects?  

• What situations do you recall that triggered large or small "fight or flight" 
responses. Were they fight, flight, or both? How long did the feeling last? 

The fight or flight response more or less corresponds to the need for instant violent 
muscular action. Adrenalin acts on almost all body tissues, notably: muscles of various 
kinds and cells that release glucose for a rapid boost of energy.   

Adrenalin effects include: acceleration of heart and lung ventilation; paling or flushing, 
especially of the face by constricting or dilating capillaries; inhibition of stomach action; 
relaxation of sphincters; liberation of metabolic fat and glycogen; inhibition of tears and 
saliva production; dilation of pupil and accentuated tunnel vision; relaxation of the 
bladder; inhibition of sexual desire; hearing loss; shaking; erection of the hair on the neck 
and back; and faster blood clotting. 

• How many of the effects described in this paragraph involve muscles (be 
specific)? 
  

• To what extent is it more efficient to trigger the cascade of fight or flight 
responses by a single chemical messenger rather than direct neural 
connections?  



• "Red with rage," "white as a sheet," "quaking with fear," "a tingle down the 
spine," and "hackles raised on the back of the neck": where do these idioms 
come from? Can you think of others in different languages that you know? 

• In what situation would more efficient blood clotting be a welcome addition 
to your innate fight or flight survival package? 

 
THE FIGHT OR FLIGHT ICONS 

 
Just for fun, ask students to examine the nine colored fight or flight icons above. Have 
them design their own icons for any fight or flight aspects mentioned in the paragraph in 
blue font that are missing.  

End the session by asking students to do some reflection. Have them think again about 
their own mysterious, intuitive, so-called, "6th sense." 

To what extent are feelings of premonition, of something being not quite right, 
or sense of impending doom, best explained by innate early warning 
mechanisms triggered automatically in threat situations 


