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From Brain to Cosmos

| ntroduction to the New Edition

It has been a while since | wrote the first editmn
From Brain to Cosmos. The book you are now reading is
a revised and expanded edition designed for releasn
e-book. | have cut and pasted material from thst fi
edition together with some new material to get akikhat
| believe will be clearer and more informative thire
original book.

In this introduction I'll tell you what the book a&bout.
Then TI'll give you a brief guide to what's in theol,
followed by a longer chapter-by-chapter guide. mgdhe
way, I'll clarify some points that might be confugifor a
new reader of the book.

My main purpose in writing-rom Brain to Cosmos
was not radical or even all that original. | wasyarying
to explore a question that has been of interesnamy
philosophers, including Descartes, Russell, Carrzeul
Husserl. Here is the question:

How much can we learn about the real world by
tracing the logical consequences of facts about how
things appear?
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| stated this question right up front, on page 1 of
chapter 1. | stated it in slightly different wortkere, but
it's the same question.

In the book | did not try to find a complete answer
this question. That would have been much too aousit
a goal. Instead, | proposed a few partial answers
special cases of the question. Some of these Ipartia
answers turned out to be interesting enough tafyutste
effort spent in finding them.

Starting from these partial answers, | was able to
suggest a possible answer to another old questibat is
the relationship between mind and physical realitydd
not try to solve the mind-brain problem, but | ppepd a
new view of the relationship between physical tgadnd
the conscious subject who observes it. This vieasdot
fit comfortably into the usual categories of maiksim,
dualism or idealism. It could be best be descriaech
modest form of idealism fully compatible with the
scientific view of mind. According to this viewhe facts
of the physical world have a kind of logical depence
(not causal dependence) on facts about experiermg —
this dependence is fully compatible with a matesial
explanation of mind. | realize that any suggestibat
smacks of idealism is likely to raise eyebrows ntayes,
but the “idealism” proposed here is fully compatitith
the scientific outlook.

Aside from this blending of materialism and idealjs
| also was able to suggest some new ideas abotithe
of time and our experience of that flow, and abthe
temporal structure of conscious subjects. Amorgerot
points, | argued that there can be an objectivesy} flow
of time even if there are no objective tenses, trad
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conscious observers are (in one sense) temporally
extended entities.

These are a few of the main ideas that grew othef
studies in this book. The details of these ideasl the
arguments for them, are in the chapters of the book

A Quick Guideto the Book

Here is a brief guide to the book. After this brie
guide, | will lay out a longer, chapter-by-chaptgrde to
what's in the book.

In Chapters 1 through 3, | develop the concepts and
logical tools that | will use throughout the book.
These include the ideas sfibjective fact and of
instance of seeming, and a few other ideas defined
in terms of them.

In the rest of the book, | use these concepts and
tools to analyze a variety of philosophical issaed
problems. (I do not try to solve most of these
problems. Usually | just try to clarify them aral t
propose some solutions in special cases.)

In Chapters 4 through 6, | use these concepts and
tools to analyze a few philosophical issues about
mind and knowledge.

In Chapters 7 through 10, | use the same set of
concepts and tools to analyze some philosophical
guestions about time and our awareness of time.
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In Chapters 11 through 14, | use the same concepts
and tools again to study some further problems
about mind and persons.

There is no Chapter 15 in this book. | deleted it
because it was out of date, but I left the original
chapter numbering the same as in the first edition.

In Chapter 16 | make a few closing remarks.

After Chapter 16 come three appendices, two of
which were not in the original book. These might
be of interest if you have read most of the chapter

The next several pages contain the detailed chapgter
chapter guide. This guide contains advice abouatwh
parts to read first and what to leave for later.

Contents

This table of contents is the same as the oneeirfirtst
edition, except for one cross-out. | have not riebufor
this edition. The front matter has changed sihea tand
Chapter 15 was deleted.

Chapter 1
In this chapter | state the question that is theklso

theme. Then | discuss the question in detail, kdoth
clarify its meaning and to show why it is of intste Also,
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| state exactly what | plan to do in the rest @& Hook.

This chapter (after the first question) containsteof
details. | included these because | wanted to gmtev
confusion about what | am doing in the book. Funps$y,
| am not trying to find secure foundations for all human
knowledge, and | amnot trying to rebut absolute
skepticism as Descartes tried to do. (I do natkilsuch a
rebuttal is necessary.) | also mention other lgver
ambitious things that | am not trying to do. | amly
trying to explore the logical consequences of fatieut
appearance, and to find out what we can learn about
objective reality in this way.

If you find Chapter 1 too long-winded, you can skim
through the later parts quickly on a first readingut try
not to pass judgment on what | am doing until yawen
read all of this chapter and found out about a8l $illy
things | annot trying to do.

Chapter 2

In this chapter | analyze the notion sgleming — an
idea that plays the starring role in the book's rmai
guestion. | explore some logical features of fadisut
how things seem and of facts about what seems thebe
case. | introduce the notion of an “instance @&nsag,”
which plays a crucial role later in the book. Aldo
introduce the kindred notions of “subjective fachd
“subjective being,” which also figure heavily inetinest of
the book. (Naturalists, don't panic; subjectivengas not
at all what it sounds like.) 1 clear up some ladjiciceties
about these three notions — such as the semarntics o
quantification over instances of seeming. A lapget of
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this chapter is devoted to examples of seeming or
appearance. These examples are meant to flestheut
definitions of the notions introduced in the chapte

Late in the chapter, | discuss the relationshipalbf
these ideas to some issues in the philosophy ofl.min
point out that I am not proposing a theory of
consciousness here. Also, | discuss the relatipredfithe
idea of subjective fact to relativism and absotutiwith
regard to truth.

Chapter 3

In this chapter | develop the idea of an “instante
seeming” further than | did in Chapter 2. | showattthese
instances seem like events in some respects, adodt
the more picturesque term “consciousness eventa as
replacement for “instance of seeming.” (This ckoaf
words may have been a bad move on my part, since a
“consciousness event” is not necessarily an evetl.a
Just keep in mind that a consciousness event igmlfct
just an instance of seeming.)

In the rest of the chapter | study the notion of
consciousness event in gory detail. You can sKipt af
the details and examples on a first reading, but be
prepared to come back to them if you are puzzled by
anything | say in later chapters.

| finish with some discussion of the logical praopes
of consciousness events, from the standpoint ofamnod
logic and possible-worlds semantics. This partdao be
skipped or skimmed on a first reading.



From Brain to Cosmos

The Next Part of the Book

In Chapters 4 through 15, | take up some classic
philosophical problems and try to analyze them gisire
tools | developed in Chapters 1-3.

Warning: | want to emphasize that my aim in
Chapters 4-15 is not just to study some traditional
philosophical problems, but to study those problesnsg
the tools developed earlier in the book. For this reason,
my studies of these problems sometimes look very
different from what one usually reads in journgbg@a on
these problems. | am well aware of this different@am
not ignoring the way analytic philosophers usually
things. | am just trying to approach these prolslema
specific, novel way. Be patient with me, and yat fwmd
in the end that | have not strayed that far from kimd of
philosophy you are familiar with.

Chapter 4

In this chapter | begin the book's project in eatnd
try to show, using the concepts from Chapters 23ndat
reliable knowledge of one's owmmmediately past
experience is possible. This seemingly trivial result is the
first substantive consequence that | try to dednom
facts about how things seem.

Chapter 5

In this chapter | attack a weightier philosophical
problem: the well-known problem of personal identit
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through time. | don't try to solve this problemaa#/hole.
Instead, | develop a sketch for a theory of strears
consciousness, using the concepts from Chapters 2
through 4. (A note to philosophers of mind: Damdrry,
these “streams” don't have to be truly continuoudso, |
develop an account of subjective temporal successio
These patrtial results shed light on the problemearsonal
identity, even though | don't propose a theory eéfspnal
identity as such.

Chapter 6

In this chapter | use the ideas from earlier chapte
approach the problem of knowledge of other minds.
model this knowledge using the logic of consciogsne
events (recall Chapter 3). | argue that acquageamith
other subjects' mental states is possible evenorfies
aspects of consciousness turn out to be truly-fiesson
and private.

Chapters 7, 8 and 9 deal with philosophical issues
about time. You can probably skip these chapterso
first reading if you aren't interested in the pkdphy of
time. (You can go back to them later if anythingay
about time seems puzzling.)

Chapter 7

In this chapter | take a look at an old topic i th
philosophy of science: the flow of time. FirstXaenine
the views of one philosopher who took the flowiofd to
be ultimately real. | contrast this viewpoint witther
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ideas that portray time's flow as merely psychaali |
propose my own definition of temporal flux, whicloes
not fully capture the intuitive notion of time'sof but
does capture some important features of that nofidren
| examine the notion of happening (as it appliesuvents)
and the relationship between tense and temporal flu
conclude that there can be real temporal flux, becg,
and happening even in a world in which there aoe
objectively real tenses. Also, | conclude that atrgam
of consciousness (as defined in Chapter 5) musiiiev
temporal flux.

Chapters8and 9

In these chapters | continue the discussion of tima¢
| started in Chapter 7. In Chapter 8 | argue geateived
events can have a kind of tense even if there is no
objectively real tense in the world. In Chapter $how
how the existence of real happening might be ratahc
with the tenseless existence of events in a spaeeti

Chapter 10

In this chapter | examine another problem related t
time: how objects persist through time. | argueawiew
of physical objects and conscious subjects as teatipo
extended items. My view, unlike some similar views
allows for the full reality of temporal flux and pening.
Finally, | point out a way to defeat Humean douddteut
the existence of a persisting self. (This finaltsm is of
interest if one takes such doubts seriously.)
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Chapter 11

In this chapter | use some of the ideas in Chaptéys
to analyze a few concepts from psychology and the
philosophy of mind. | take up the topics of sulsmaus
mental life and the disunity of the conscious self.
suggest that so-called “unconscious” mental costent
might actually beconscious mental contents of a sort, and
that these contents might seem unconscious onlgulsec
they are difficult for the conscious subject to wnabout.
Also, | argue that a conscious subject can be aigen
individual even if there is a lot of disunity withithe
subject.

Chapter 12

In this chapter | examine the problem of personal
identity through time. This is a continuation dfat | did
in Chapter 5. Instead of taking on the problermpafonal
identity directly, | study the related concept lo¢ identity
of conscious subjects through time. (This kind of identity
might not always coincide with personal identityt it is
easier to analyze within the framework of ChapieEs) |
focus on the often-discussed problems of dividing
conscious subjects, including standard puzzles tedyit-
brain operations.

Chapter 13
In this chapter | attack a small piece of the vienry

problem of the relationship between mind and matteio
not propose a solution to the mind-brain problem here.
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only try to explore the relationship between phasic
existence and experience, in much the same waymitiat
Russell, and others have done. | start with afbrie
discussion of the notion of truth. In most of tket of the
chapter | develop a new view of the relationshipMeen
experience and the existence of the physical wokldthe
end of the chapter | say a few words about theeotisr
fashionable forms of relativism.

Chapter 13 is the most venturesome chapter in the
book. | want to emphasize that the ideas | propuese
are offered more as possibilities than as firm tgions.

Chapter 14

In this chapter | use the apparatus developed in
Chapters 1-3 to approach the question in the cHaypitie:
“Which beings are conscious?” The question of Wwhic
living organisms are conscious is an old question i
philosophy. The question of whether computers loan
conscious is a modern variant of that questiodevielop a
new conceptual framework for studying these quastio
though in the end | do not propose definitive amrswe
either question.

Chapter 15

The first edition of the book had a Chapter 15, in
which | commented on some issues in the philosagthy
religion. | have done more work in this area sitioen,
and this chapter became obsolete. Hence | lefptehd5
out of this edition. Readers interested in my workhis
area should track down my other books and papeits th
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deal with the subject.
Chapter 16

This chapter is a postscript to the book. It dadsi
you much unless you have read the book.

Notes and Works Cited

The reference notes here are from the first editiad
pertain only to the material from that edition.n& | did
not update that material (except to move or dglatts), |
have not tried to update the references. The Worted
section also is from the first edition.

After the End of the Book

After the end of the book, | added a few appendices
that expand on the material in the book.

Appendix A: Notes onFrom Brain to Cosmos. This
addresses a few questions and objections that roaghir
to the reader.

Appendix B: Preface to the First Edition. This was the
preface to the original published version of theko I
now think it belongs at the end of the book. Itd@tses
some possible doubts that might arise during aimgaaf
the later chapters of the book.

Appendix C. How Subjective Fact Ties Language to
Reality. This paper might be of interest to thessried
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about postmodern relativisms.

Closing Remarks

This concludes my introduction to the revised editi
of From Brain to Cosmos. If you have any questions, feel
free to contact me. As of the time of this writingy e-
mail is:

msharlow@usermail.com

If my e-mail address ever changes, you might be &bl
find my new contact information on my website, mmay
profile at some of the philosophy preprint archivdsere
my papers are archived. As of this writing, my siébis
at:

http://lwww.eskimo.com/~msharlow

I'd like to thank the many people who contributed t
this book in various ways, including the early rexsdof
the note sets that led to this book, the publisti¢he first
edition, and readers of that edition. I'd alse lth thank
my professors and fellow students from my days as a
philosophy student. They started me thinking alsoume
of the issues | discuss in the book.

- Mark Sharlow
2013
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Cautionary Note on Page Numbering and Contents

As | said earlier, | constructed this e-book bytiogt
and pasting on the first edition. | have not y&d to
impose a new page numbering on the file. As altidbe
page numbering jumps around a bit. Also, the talble
contents given here is from the first edition (gtder the
cross-outs). Since then, items have been deletadd®d,
and the page numbering has changed. This booloie m
like a preprint than a finished product — but I'nt going
to promise that | will or won't neaten it up somgda
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Chapter 1

On How Things Seem to You

This book is a study of some long-standing philosophical
puzzles about the nature of the universe in which we live.
These puzzles have to do with two of the most intriguing
features of that universe: the ones we call consciousness
and time. In this book, | will approach these philosophical
riddles in an unusual way: by attempting to answer one far-
reaching question which will shed some light upon all of
them. While trying to answer this question, | will arrive at
conclusions about consciousness and time which will hint at
anew view of the nature of reality itself.

Because | do not want to keep the reader waiting, | will
state this question now. The precise meaning of this
guestion — and its vital importance — will become clearer
over the course of the next few pages.

What can we learn about the nature of reality — about

what really exists — by deducing the consequences of
facts about how things seem to conscious beings?

1
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It may not yet be clear how this question relates to the
topics of time and of consciousness. To illustrate how the
guestion links up with these topics, | will begin by offering
some observations about human knowledge.  These
observations suggest that we can learn much about both time
and consciousness by considering the consequences of facts
about how the world seemsto us.

The Roots of Knowledge

All that we know, we know by means of mental or
psychological activities. These activities, which include
such thinking, perception, and insight among others, always
involve conscious mental states in some manner. To see,
feel, or otherwise sense an object, you must be conscious.
To think about a fact or to gain insight into a problem, you
must be conscious. Thus, consciousness seems to play a
central role in the process of knowing.

Any alleged knowledge which is acquired and used
without the involvement of any conscious processes is not
knowledge in the customary sense of that word. A
completely unconscious machine does not truly know
anything, even if it processes items of information (like the
facts of arithmetic) which a conscious human would regard
as "knowledge." If someone eattributes knowledge to a
completely unconscious system, | would argue that that
person understands the meaning of the word "knowledge"
differently from the rest of us. Knowledge, as ordinarily
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understood, cannot exist in the complete absence of
CONSCi OUSNESS.

In view of the centrality of consciousness to knowledge,
one expects the ideas of consciousness and of experience to
play important roles in any attempt to investigate the nature
of knowledge.

The central feature of consciousness — the feature that
makes conscious beings truly conscious — is the fact that
for a conscious being, there is away things seem. Thereisa
way that things appear to that being — a way that its world
seems to it to be. In contrast, a being for which things do
not seem to be any way at all is not conscious, at least not in
any standard sense of that word.l The possession of a way
things seem is one of the key features, and perhaps the
defining feature, of consciousness.

The idea that consciousness is the possession of a way
things seem is equivalent, at least in its essentias, to the
ways that a number of philosophers have characterized
consciousness. For our purposes, the most relevant of these
characterizations is due to Thomas Nagel, who pointed out
that an organism's being conscious involves the organism's
having "something it is like to be that organism."2 Later |
will discuss some other connections between philosophers
views of consciousness and the notion of having a way
things seem.

When you want to learn about your own consciousness,
the easiest way to do so is to pay attention to how things
seem to you. To redlize this, consider the following
guestion: How do you know you are conscious right now?

3
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Answering this question is easy: you just look around you,
or listen to the background noise, or think a thought — and
you can tell at once that you are conscious. Things seem a
certain way to you now; your external environment looks a
certain way or sounds a certain way, and the internal act of
thinking feels a certain way. You know that you are
conscious because there is a way things and events seem to
you. If you became unconscious right now, the way things
seem to you would vanish. In brief: the fact that you are
conscious follows from the fact that things seem a certain
way to you. It followsfrom afact about how things seem.
This example shows that the idea of learning about
consciousness by studying how things seem is not a new or
radical idea. In hindsight, the possibility of such learning is
almost too obvious to be mentioned. Aside from learning
about consciousness, we may ask whether it is possible to
learn about the external world by studying the way things
seem. The possibility of this kind of knowledge aso is
obvious: indeed, al the knowledge we have was attained
with the help of information about how things seem. All of
us rely constantly upon our experiences, and hence upon
information about how things seem, to help us navigate
through the day. Scientific knowledge also requires facts
about how things seem; scientists base their conclusions
largely upon observations, and hence indirectly upon facts
about how things appear, or seem, to conscious observers.
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A Method with a Past

The method of learning about reality by studying the way
things seem has turned out to be quite familiar. It is little
wonder that philosophers have tried repeatedly to extend this
method of learning so as to create new strategies for the
acquisition of knowledge. Some noted philosophers have
tried to uncover new knowledge about external redlity by
constructing deductive arguments which begin from
premises about how things seem. These thinkers have tried
to obtain some knowledge by examining the necessary
consequences of facts about how things seem, instead of
merely drawing conclusions from their experiences in the
customary ways, either scientific or commonsensical.

The first philosopher to conspicuously attempt a project
of this sort was René Descartes. In the 1600's, Descartes
proposed a method which he thought could reduce the
amount of error in human knowledge. Today this method is
known as systematic doubt. Here | will merely summarize
the highlights of this method, as it is set forth in Descartes
main work, The Meditations Concerning First Philosophy.3

The method of systematic doubt requires its user to
perform a breathtaking exercise of the imagination. To use
this method, you pretend that the world around you might be
an illusion, and that everything you think you know might be
false. Then you search for reasons which show that your
knowledge is correct — reasons which do not depend on
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assuming that any of the things around you might bereal. If
any part of your knowledge can be justified through reasons
this persuasive, then that part should be free of error. (It is
extremely important to note that using Descartes' method is
not the same as actually doubting the existence of the
external world. Descartes was not rejecting reality; he was
only playing a game of sorts to test the soundness of his
knowledge.)

Through this method, Descartes arrived at what he
believed to be an absolutely certain truth: the fact of his
own existence. In effect, Descartes pointed out that even if
the external world were an illusion, there would have to be
someone to have the illusion. Descartes argued that
experience, and particularly thinking, cannot occur unless
thereisaself or mind to undergo the experience. Hetried to
show, in effect, that experience cannot occur unless a mind
or self also exists. This amounts to a claim that a fact about
reaity (the existence of a self) can be inferred from facts
about experience — which are amost the same as facts
about how things seem.

In his quest to pass from experience to reality, Descartes
did not stop at the proof of his own existence (which most of
us feel was too obvious to require proof). Descartes went on
to construct weightier arguments — arguments in support of
major philosophical conclusions about mind, matter, and the
cosmos. Thus, Descartes tried to deduce some truly
philosophical knowledge — knowledge about the nature of
reality — from facts about experience.

Later philosophers have cast a great deal of doubt upon

6
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Descartes' program. The most interesting criticism is one
which casts doubt upon Descartes belief that conscious
experience requires the existence of a conscious self. In the
eighteenth century, David Hume raised the very strange
possibility that conscious experience might exist without a
self. Hume argued that the existence of a persisting self is
an illusion produced by "successive perceptions."4 In the
twentieth century, Bertrand Russell argued that the existence
of a self does not redly follow from the existence of
experience. In effect, Russell pointed out that it is safer to
use the fact that experience is occurring as a starting point,
instead of the fact of one's own existence.®

Am "I" an entity (physical or spiritual) that continues
from moment to moment, or is there only a series of
experiences which includes the feeling that "I" persist
through time? Hume and Russell realized that this question
cannot be answered with aglib "Of course | persist!" Sucha
common-sense "answer" does nothing to answer the
guestion, since this answer could be blurted out and
sincerely felt to be true by a conscious brain, even if that
brain contained no persisting self beyond the stream of
experience! The answer to Hume's question is even less
obvious now, in this age of artificial intelligence and
neuroscience, than it was in Hume's time. But the question
of whether there redly is a persisting self is not the point
here; | will take up that question much later in the book.
The point is that the human mind can at least conceive of the
possibility of conscious experience without a persisting self.
And if we can a least imagine this possibility, then we

7
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cannot accept Descartes argument for the existence of the
self without thinking twice. We cannot pass directly from
the fact that thinking or experience is occurring to the
conclusion that a thinking or experiencing self, and not just
the current scrap of experience or thought, really exists. As
Russell pointed out, it is safer to start from the bare fact that
experience is occurring. And since the most easly
knowable part of experience is the way things seem, this
amounts to a challenge to derive human knowledge from
facts about how things seem.

In the twentieth century, the quest for a deductive path
from experience to world remained aive and well. The
anaytic philosophers Bertrand Russell (whom | just
mentioned) and Rudolf Carnap both tried to derive large
parts of human knowledge by using the technique of logical
construction.6  This technique, which | will not discuss in
detail here, requires one to begin with a class of items
which one takes as real and fundamental. Both Russell and
Carnap placed experiences among their fundamental entities.
Carnap used "elementary experiences’, or experiences as
such.” Russell used "particulars," among which he included
"sense-data,"® which may be regarded, more or less, as
fragments of experiences.9 Thus, two of the most influential
analytic philosophers of the twentieth century tried, in effect,
to deduce much of human knowledge from facts about
experience.

Another twentieth-century movement whose adherents
tried to derive knowledge rather directly from experience
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was the phenomenological movement. This movement,
which is quite large and active today, grew out of the
phenomenological techniques which Edmund Husserl
introduced for the study of experience. Phenomenology is
too large a subject to be summarized in a few sentences.
Here | will confine myself to some very general (and
somewhat oversimplified) remarks, and will concentrate on
phenomenology as conceived by Husserl, which is not the
only brand of phenomenology on the market today.10

Phenomenology, as Husserl conceived it, begins with an
attempt to investigate one's experiences in a special manner.
Such investigation begins with a mental maneuver often
called "epoché” which begins with an attempt to observe
one's surroundings without viewing them as having
objective reality beyond one's experience. In the frame of
mind which this procedure creates, one can carry out
investigations of experience itself — of the world taken
merely as experience, instead of as a real, external world.
Phenomenology does not claim that the world is unred; it
merely makes use, in its investigations, of an attitude in
which the world is at first taken purely as an object of
experience.

Phenomenology comes close to being an attempt to
derive facts about reality from facts about how things seem.
However, it does not quite amount to such an attempt, since
its primary concern is not with logical deductions from facts
about how things seem, but rather with the exploration of
experience itself. Also, phenomenologists tend to
