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Wittgenstein, at least when he was writing his Trac-
tatus, was an ontological phenomenalist. His redun-
dancy theory of truth suggests at least that an onto-
logical perspectivism is implied by such a phenome-
nalism.
While phenomenalism is not subjective idealism, it is
only enriched — and more easily distinguished from
such idealism — by explaining how nondual phenom-
enal streams fuse together to constitute the world and
its entities, which we are able to intend and discuss as
part of a rational ontological tradition.

The problem is that the “meaning” of the object is
“worldly” or “interpersonal.” How do separate phe-
nomenal streams, which are in some sense private,
come together to form our familiar world ? In a word,
aspects.
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Husserl gives us a crucial clue. He’s talking here about
any ordinary extended object.

[I]t transcends experience not only in the sense
that it is not absolutely given, but also in the
sense that, in principle, it cannot be absolutely
given, because it is necessarily given through
presentations, through profiles.
...
The thing is given in experiences, and yet, it is
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not given; that is to say, the experience of it is
givenness through presentations, through “ap-
pearings.” Each particular experience and simi-
larly each connected, eventually closed sequence
of experiences gives the experienced object in
an essentially incomplete appearing, which is
one-sided, many-sided, yet not all-sided, in ac-
cordance with everything that the thing “is.”
Complete experience is something infinite.1

I use the word “aspect” (and eventually “moment”)
for one of these appearings, primarily to avoid tenden-
cies to understand such appearings as subjective or
representational. Appearings are “perspectival,” but
they are not representational. Indeed, that was the
mistake made by many representationalist philoso-
phers. It just didn’t occur to them that aspects could
be “real.”
Why not ? Because, for one thing, philosophers prior-
itized the tactile. The object “looks” larger or smaller
as you move toward or away from it. But when you
touch it, you get the “real” size. This means that “vi-
sual extension” was not enough. Only “tactile exten-
sion” gave the “real” size. The “real” is what resists
our will. This is practical definition of the real, and
one that does not prioritize a coherent total concep-
tion the world.

1from Husserl’s Basic Problems of Phenomenology
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It has been said that philosophy has a visual bias, and
that may be correct in general, but here we see vision
recognized as not exactly trustworthy. It tells us that
big things are small. The moon fits between my finger
and my thumb. We don’t think that our own fingers
and thumbs change sizes, but they are always close to
us, and we can touch one hand with the other.

I don’t think it’s a conicidence that Mach, the great
phenomenalist, wrote books on the complexities of
measurement and our experience of space. James
too in his Principles of Psychology (a great work
of phenomenology) gives careful analyses of percep-
tion in its various forms. James, probably inspiring
Husserl, wrote that we tend to take one especially
useful appearing of the object to be the object. For
instance, a table is square because it looks square from
directly above. That square aspect or appearing “is”
the “real” table.
This is the “tacit phenomenalism” of everyday life.
The indirect realist, when he’s not arguing philos-
ophy, is lost like the rest of us among objects and
not what he claims are merely their private represen-
tations. This “tacit phenomenalism” is also called
“naive realism,” and I will happily grant that per-
spectival phenomenalism is a parsimonious extension
of this “naive” realism — one that gels with what
philosophers do.2

2I agree with phenomenology and logical positivism that the point is to explicate rather than speculate.
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Let’s get back to Husserl. His Thing and Space lec-
tures are not especially user-friendly, but we can find
the “aspect theory” there. In this context, a “percep-
tion” is (basically) an “aspect” or a “moment” of the
thing.

We said that in perceptions, by their very sense,
their object is one and the same. What does the
sense, the essence, of the perceptions have to do
here? Let us reflect; the datum is this: the per-
ceptions stand in the synthesis of identification,
the unity of the identity-consciousness encom-
passes them.

[P]erceptions, insofar as they in general, through
their sense, through their essence, enter into
such a consciousness of selfsameness, are called
for that reason perceptions of the same object.

[P]erceptions, as we grasp them in self-posing
evidence, are in fact connected through an identity-
consciousness, so that if we now speak of this
connection, it is not mere talk, it is not merely
accepted in an empty intention of such a kind,
but instead the talk simply brings to expression
the identity-connection as it is absolutely given
in the self-posing.3

In other words, the entity is an “intentional” or “log-
ical” synthesis of such “perceptions.” This logical
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synthesis is also a temporal synthesis, because the per-
ceptions do not occur at the same time.

I think, though, that it’s better to avoid talk of “con-
sciousness” and “perception” as tending to dilute our
friend phenomenalism with traditionally representa-
tional terms. While aspects or moments (“percep-
tions”) remain, as in Husserl, immanent, they are im-
manent with respect to a neutral phenomenal stream.
The point is to replace talk of “consciousness” with
a terminology that evades our entrenched foe, which
is of course a dualism of consciousness and something
else.
Husserl actually uses a word which is translated as
“moments” for such perceptions, as he explores the
character of this synthesis.

The perception which stands before my eyes,
and on which I exercise phenomenological re-
duction, is an absolute givenness; I possess it,
as it were, for itself, with all that essentially
makes it up. It is “immanent.” The intentional
object, however, is precisely “transcendent.” In-
deed the latter appears in the flesh, and it is
essential to perception to present it in the flesh.
But do I actually possess it itself, given along
with moments that really constitute it?

Even though the intentional object is constituted by
its moments, it transcends any subset of those mo-
ments “disclosed” so far. The object is “ajar,” in that
moments not yet and even only possibly disclosed are

5



also “parts” of it. So the object is temporally “ajar.”
But it is no less important that the object also “col-
lects” the “perceptions” that other have had or might
have of it. In other words, the object “scatters” its
actual and possible aspects or moments over the plu-
rality of all phenomenal streams. So the object is
interpersonally ajar.4

5

Each stream, while indeed person-centered, is never-
theless a streaming of the world itself. The being of
one of these persons is “part” of the world’s being.
My “empirical ego” appears in a special way within
the stream associated with it, but it appears also in
many other streams. It, too, is a “transcendent” ob-
ject in Husserl’s sense. This is what Wittgenstein
seems to mean when he writes that “the thinking,
presenting subject; there is no such thing.” For he
has already accounted for the empirical ego, and he is
making the point that there is not a second “ontolog-
ical ego.”5

6

The moments of entities are scattered over time and
over the plurality of streamings of the world. Are

4Even “interpersonal” is slightly misleading, in that it encourages a conflation of a phenomenal stream and the
person at the center of it, but I couldn’t think of an alternative that wasn’t distractingly clunky.

5If the concept of an ontological (or transcendental) ego is differentiated from the empirical ego, then one basically
has phenomenalism. But “ego” is of course misleading as a synonym for being. Phenomenalism roughly understands
phenomenal consciousness as being itself, but this tends to be misunderstood, precisely because consciousness is tacitly
assumed by most to be representational. An ontological ego still sounds somehow like a subject, when of course it is
intended, as a synonym for being, as prior to any subject-object distinction.
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streams then merely sequences of such moments ?

Things aren’t as simple as that, as phenomenology
shows. But we can say that each stream is an “un-
rolling contexture” in which such moments are embed-
ded. My life is “punctuated” with intentional entities,
that I grasp immediately as also-for-others, as “things
of the world.” I myself, as a locus of responsibility,
am one such entity, albeit of a particularly compli-
cated kind. But such entities don’t come one at a
time and conveniently fringeless.

So much good work has already been done on this
topic that I’ll refer readers to Heidegger and Husserl.
My focus is presenting perspectival phenomenalism
as the ontological basis of such phenomenological de-
scriptions.
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A slight detour. Ayer’s Language, Truth, and Logic
contributes to our story in ways that are perhaps over-
looked.
He understands that streams are “nondual.”

The proposition that whatever is perceived is
necessarily mental, which forms the second stage
in the argument of the Berkeleyan idealist, rests
on the assumption that the immediate data of
sense are necessarily mental, together with the
assumption that a thing is literally the sum of
its ”sensible qualities.” And these are both as-
sumptions which we have rejected. We have
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seen that a thing is to be defined, not as a col-
lection of sense-contents, but as a logical con-
struction out of them. And we have seen that
the terms ”mental” and ”physical” apply only
to logical constructions, and not to the imme-
diate data of sense themselves. Sense-contents
themselves cannot significantly be said either to
be or not to be mental.

This is already to move beyond subjective idealism,
but Ayer, following Mill, emphasizes that persons (em-
pirical egos) are just more entities distributed across
the plurality of nondual streams.

This analysis of propositions asserting the exis-
tence of material things, which is in conformity
with Mill’s conception of a material thing as “a
permanent possibility of sensation,” enables us
not merely to dispense with the perceptions of
God, but also to allow that people can be said
to exist in the same sense as material things. It
is, I think, a serious defect in Berkeley’s theory
that it does not allow this. For, failing to give
the phenomenalist account of the self which, as
Hume saw, his empiricism demanded, he found
himself unable either to hold that the existence
of people consisted, like the existence of mate-
rial things, in their being perceived, or to put
forward any other analysis of it. We, on the con-
trary, maintain that a man must define his own
existence, and the existence of other people, no
less than that of material things, in terms of the
hypothetical occurrence of sense-contents.
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I’ll finish by describing the total conception of the
world which is implied by the analysis of a single
stream, hinted at by Ayer above. If the “ajar” ob-
jects of the world are the temporal and interpersonal
(logical) syntheses of their moments, then none of
their being is “hidden away from” the plurality of the
world’s streamings. The world itself is no more than
the “system” of all of these streams. Just as objects
are “shattered,” so is the world itself. The object is
the synthesis of its moments, and the world is the
synthesis of its streamings.

James expressed the world in a similar way as “a
world of pure experience.” Others use “panenexpe-
rientialism” for something very close to perspectival
phenomenalism. In my view, the word “experience”
has the same potential to mislead as the word “con-
sciousness.” Even the term “immaterialism,” other-
wise excellent, still emphasizes the negation of “Mat-
ter,” vaguely implying that we are left with “Mind.”
For this reason, presentations of phenomenalism should
emphasize the rejection of consciousness no less than
the complementary “things in themselves.”

9

Leibniz should be credited for anticipating this un-
derstanding of the world in his Monadology. In the
passage below, we can read “Monad” as stream.
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And as the same town, looked at from various
sides, appears quite different and becomes as
it were numerous in aspects [perspectivement];
even so, as a result of the infinite number of sim-
ple substances, it is as if there were so many dif-
ferent universes, which, nevertheless are nothing
but aspects [perspectives] of a single universe,
according to the special point of view of each
Monad.

This summarizes perspectival phenomenalism, given
the reading of Monad as stream, and understanding
the streams alone to constitute the world.
Schrödinger, in My View of the World, also antici-
pates this kind of “absolute” perspectivism.

In the preceding sections I have been trying to
establish, first, that the hypothesis of a mate-
rial world as the cause of our wide area of com-
mon experience does nothing for our awareness
of that shared character, that this awareness has
to be achieved by thought just as much with
this hypothesis as without it; secondly, I have
stressed repeatedly, what neither can be nor
needs to be proved, that this hypothetical causal
connection between the material world and our
experience, in regard both to sense-perception
and to volitions, differs toto genere from that
causal relation which continues in practice, per-
fectly rightly, to play so important a part in
science, even now that we have realized, with
George Berkeley (b. 1685) and still more clearly
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with David Hume (b. 1711), that it is not really
observable, not, that is, as a propter hoc but
only as a post hoc. The first of these consid-
erations makes the hypothesis of the material
world metaphysical, because there is nothing
observable that corresponds to it; the second
makes it mystical, because it requires the ap-
plication of an empirically well-founded mutual
relation between two objects (cause and effect)
to pairs of objects of which only one (the sense-
perception or volition) is ever really perceived or
observed, while the other (the material cause or
material achievement) is merely an imaginative
construct.
I have therefore no hesitation in declaring quite
bluntly that the acceptance of a really existing
material world, as the explanation of the fact
that we all find in the end that we are empiri-
cally in the same environment, is mystical and
metaphysical. Nevertheless, anyone who wants
to make it can do so; it is convenient, if some-
what naive. He will be missing a great deal if he
does. But he certainly does not have the right
to pillory other positions as metaphysical and
mystical on the supposition that his own is free
from such “weaknesses.”
The first alternative position to be taken up in
modern times was probably Leibniz’s doctrine
of monads. As far as I can understand it, he
tried to base that broadly shared character of
our experience to which reference has so often
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been made on a pre-established harmony (that
is, an essential similarity laid down right from
the start) in the course of events taking place
in all the monads, which do not, for the rest,
have any influence on each other of any kind;
‘monads have no windows’, to use the expres-
sion which has become current. Various monads
—human, animal, and the one and only divine
one—differ only according to the degree of con-
fusion or clarity with which the self-same series
of events is enacted in them. I would not have
referred to this suggestion (the naivety of which,
so far as offering an explanation of anything is
concerned, almost surpasses that of material-
ism) if I had not come across a very remarkable
observation made upon it by Friedrich Theodor
Vischer. He writes, in so many words:

[F] or there is but one monad, mind, which
is in all things; monad has no plural. True,
Leibniz stopped short of the splendid con-
sequences of his idea, since, in sharp con-
tradiction with the very concept of the monad
as a conscious (spiritual) unity he postu-
lated a plurality of monads side by side,
like so many dead things, with no com-
munication between them—but what does
that matter to us?

The words occur in a criticism of an analysis of
various works, including Goethe’s Faust, by H.
Duntzer (Cologne, 1836).
“There is but one monad.” Then what does the
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whole of monadology turn into? —the philoso-
phy of the Vedanta (or perhaps the more recent
but certainly independent one of Parmenides).
Briefly stated, it is the view that all of us living
beings belong together in as much as we are all
in reality sides or aspects of one single being,
which may perhaps in western terminology be
called God while in the Upanishads its name
is Brahman. A comparison used in Hinduism
is of the many almost identical images which a
many-faceted diamond makes of some one ob-
ject such as the sun.
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