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The starting point of this paper is the thought that the phenomenal appearances 
that accompany mental states are somehow only there, or only real, from the stand-
point of the subject of those mental states. The world differs across subjects in terms 
of which appearances obtain. Not only are subjects standpoints across which the 
world varies, subjects are standpoints that we can moreover ‘adopt’ in our own 
theorizing about the world (or stand back from). The picture that is suggested by 
these claims has an appeal but is at the same time obscure and stands in need of 
regimentation. This paper explores and motivates a metaphysical account of what 
it is for subjects to be standpoints, what it is to adopt standpoints in our representa-
tions and, most importantly, how these notions might help us better understand 
the subjective character of conscious mental states. Some well-known observations 
by Thomas Nagel serve as starting points and the paper concludes by revisiting 
Nagel’s argument for the inevitable incompleteness of objective accounts of men-
tal states, which will be reframed in terms of the central commitments of the pro-
posed framework. 

Keywords: standpoint pluralism; subjectivity; perspectival facts; immersive thought; 
points of view; phenomenal character; consciousness

1. Introduction

What shape must reality take for there to be a place for consciousness in it? This 
question presupposes that conscious mental states are hard to understand, so 
hard indeed, that we should be open to revising our general metaphysical pic-
ture of reality to come to a better understanding. This paper follows this more 
radical line of inquiry. The aim is to unpack the thought that for the world to 
harbor consciousness, reality must include subjects that are metaphysical stand-
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points and be such that some of the facts obtain only from the standpoint of 
certain subjects and not others. 

The main thesis—that reality is constituted by subjective facts and that sub-
jects are metaphysical standpoints—can sound hollow and unilluminating or, 
worse, seem the mark of confused thinking. The notions of ‘subjectivity’ and 
‘having a perspective’ are used in so many ways. That there is something subjec-
tive about consciousness is widely acknowledged but that doesn’t mean that we 
are clear on what is required for something to be subjective. 

The starting assumption of this paper is Nagel’s observation that conscious-
ness, in particular the phenomenal appearances that accompany conscious men-
tal states, are only there from a subjective viewpoint and are somehow involved 
in the subject’s being a viewpoint in the first place (1979: 174, 212–13). This is 
not simply the idea that there are certain special phenomenal properties, qualia, 
which are essential to conscious mental states. Nagel’s insight suggests more 
than that, namely that subjects are somehow standpoints relative to which dif-
ferent phenomenal facts obtain, standpoints that we can moreover ‘adopt’ in our 
conception of things. 

Much progress has been made in the metaphysics of perspectival phenom-
ena, often driven by work in the philosophy of time or modality, which some 
have used as a basis for illuminating work on the subjective character of mental 
states (e.g., in Fine 2005; Hare 2009; Merlo 2016; and views that make use of 
‘many worlds’, such as List in press; Honderich 2014). These and other develop-
ments give us the resources to conceptually stabilize and further develop views 
of the metaphysical relativity involved in subjective facts, views that might have 
seemed unclear before.

I should stress that, although I rely on some central claims of Nagel’s influ-
ential early work, I do not intend to interpret his writings or do justice to all 
his views. The project is one of developing a general metaphysics of subjective 
phenomenal facts based on a few central insights that, despite their widely rec-
ognized appeal, I think we haven’t fully come to terms with yet. 

The paper is exclusively concerned with phenomenal consciousness, and 
whenever I speak of ‘mental states’, this abbreviates ‘conscious mental states’. 

2. Being Conscious Makes One a Standpoint 

We start from a simple and plausible idea: there is something essentially subjec-
tive about conscious mental states. There is a strong tendency to understand 
the subjectivity of the mental in the first instance as an epistemic phenomenon. 
One might understand the subjectivity of the mental as the fact that, somehow, 
having an experience oneself is epistemically different from observing some-
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one else having an experience, perhaps because experiences can only be known 
through introspection and are therefore epistemically private. There is much to 
say about these epistemic claims and about what they imply (or don’t) about the 
metaphysics of the mental (see, e.g., Lycan 1990; Crane 2003). These ideas might 
ultimately be part of the picture that we’re after, but it seems to me that they 
don’t get to the heart of the matter on their own and that, at the very least, there 
is a relatively neglected yet important alternative to explore. 

The subjectivity of consciousness doesn’t seem in the first instance an epis-
temic phenomenon. Nagel observed that ‘an organism has conscious mental 
states if and only if there is something that it is like to be that organism—some-
thing it is like for the organism’ (1979: 166) and that ‘facts about what it is like to 
be a human being, or a bat, or a Martian, […] appear to be facts that embody a 
particular point of view’ (1979: 166). I propose that there is something it is like 
to be an organism if and only if the organism in question is a standpoint, where 
being a standpoint is not simply an epistemic matter of being in the position to 
know certain matters that others cannot. 

Then what does one’s being a standpoint consist in? A subject is a stand-
point when the subject is something relative to which certain facts can be said to 
obtain. Such facts obtain—are bits of reality—from the standpoint of the subject. 
A subject of consciousness is a standpoint in the very sense that there are matters 
that obtain relative to it. 

The world is a certain way to you. It’s not simply experienced in a certain 
way by you, although that too of course. These two matters, (i) something	obtain-
ing	from	the	perspective	of	a	subject, and (ii) something	being	experienced	by	a	subject, 
are easily conflated but shouldn’t be. Besides being experienced in particular 
ways by you, the world is itself constituted by certain facts that are only real rela-
tive to you, or from your perspective, facts that are not constitutive of the world 
relative to someone else. This can seem a suspicious or confused thought, but 
we should be open to the possibility that this is so because certain background 
assumptions make it hard to parse it in any other way than as the trivial claim 
that the world is thought about, or experienced, differently by different subjects. 
To make sense of the intended claim that the world is a certain way to you, that 
certain facts only obtain relative to you, we need a non-experiential sense of 
‘relativity’ and of ‘relative facts’. 

To fix the intended sense of relativity, it helps to think about temporal mat-
ters (as also noted by Fine 2005; Hare 2009; Merlo 2016). From the standpoint of 
different moments in time, different facts obtain. A sunflower is straight ‘relative 
to’ or ‘at’ one moment in time and it’s bent ‘relative to’ or ‘at’ a later moment 
in time. The world differs from the standpoint of different moments in time in 
the sense that different facts obtain from the standpoint of different moments in 
time. These facts, when they obtain, obtain simpliciter	besides it being a further 
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fact that they obtain at the time they do. When the sunflower in my garden is 
straight, it’s straight, period, even though it’s furthermore the case that the sun-
flower is straight at a certain time. The	fact	that	it	is	straight and the	fact	that	it	is	
straight	at	moment	t are plausibly assumed to be distinct facts. We can explore 
the thesis that this kind of metaphysical relativity applies to subjects as well: the 
world itself differs from the standpoint of different subjects but, to the extent 
that something is a certain way relative to a subject, it’s also just that way. I will 
discuss why we should admit such facts down below; we first need some time to 
understand and conceptually parse the suggestion. 

It will be helpful to introduce some formalism. Let ‘@_(...)’ be an operator-
forming device that combines with a referring expression to give a sentential 
operator, such as ‘@s(...)’. Such hybrid operators are used in hybrid tense logic 
(due to Prior 1967: 88–92, 187–97; 1968/2003). We can read ‘@s(…)’ as: ‘at s, …’ 
or ‘relative to s, …’ or ‘from the perspective of s, …’ depending on what sounds 
most natural. For our purposes, the referring expressions that slot into the first 
position of the operator will exclusively refer to subjects. So, the sentence ‘Lucy’s 
experience has phenomenal character from Lucy’s own perspective’ is formal-
ized as: @Lucy(Lucy’s experience has phenomenal character). 

With this formalism in place, the assumption that a subject is a metaphysical 
standpoint whenever it’s something relative to which matters obtain becomes 
(using sentential quantification):

Necessarily, any subject s is a standpoint if	and	only	if for some p, @s(p).

If sticks and stones are not standpoints, then facts don’t obtain relative	to	sticks 
and stones.1 

Note that, although I informally speak about facts, this is loose talk that can 
be translated away in the official idiom: the claim that ‘the fact that p	obtains rel-
ative to a subject s’, which seems to attribute a relation to a fact and a subject (and 
hence is ontologically committed to both) can always be translated into the claim 
that @s(p), which is ontologically committed only to subjects and not to facts. 

Note also that accepting this notion of matters obtaining relative to subjects 
is not the same as accepting that different facts obtain relative to different sub-
jects. It only states a connection between being	a	standpoint	and being	something	
relative	to	which	matters	can	be	said	to	obtain. So far, this is compatible with all facts 
obtaining relative to all subjects equally. But capturing variations in how things 
are across subjects is arguably the point of introducing a notion of metaphysical 

1. This claim could be denied of course, for example by a pan-standpoint metaphysics accord-
ing to which any concrete object is a standpoint of some type. This is not a view that strikes me as 
immediately plausible. There does not seem to be such a thing as a representation that is immer-
sive with regard to the ‘point of view’ of sticks and stones. 
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relativity. Not only do we assume that matters obtain relative to subjects, but 
also that different matters obtain relative to different subjects. There is subjective 
variegation: 

Subjective	variegation:	some p	and q are such that, for some subjects s1 and 
s2, @s1(p) but not @s1(q), and @s2(q) but not @ s2(p). 

This is a substantive metaphysical assumption. It cannot be stressed enough 
that relativity is here distinguished from mere ‘experiential relativity’. Subjec-
tive variegation is not just the assumption that different subjects experience dif-
ferent things or have experiential access to different matters. Different subjects 
are standpoints on different facts in a more robustly metaphysical sense: certain 
facts only obtain, ‘out there’, relative to certain subjects and not relative to oth-
ers. Yes, different subjects will experience the world differently but, on top of 
this, the world itself differs between subjects. Let us call any fact that obtains 
relative to some but not all subjects a ‘subjective fact’ (following Merlo 2016: 
§2).2

How does this bear on our conception of conscious mental states? Any men-
tal state has some subjective character in the sense that one cannot be in a con-
scious mental state without this being reflected in one’s own perspective on the 
world (Nagel 1979: 166). Your ‘perspective on the world’, as used here, can be 
understood as loose talk for those facts that obtain from your standpoint (i.e., 
relative to you), and includes facts that obtain relative to any subject as well as 
subjective facts that obtain from your perspective only. There is a way that the 
world is like from one’s perspective when one is in pain and the world itself is 
not like that when one is not in pain. In general:

Perspectival	consciousness: For any conscious mental state m, there is some 
p such that, necessarily, any subject s is in mental state m, if and only if, 
@s(p). 

‘There is something it is like for a subject to be in pain’ is understood in terms 
of there being something that obtains from the perspective of a subject when-
ever the subject is in pain. The right-to-left direction is plausible here: if one’s 
perspective (i.e., the facts that obtain relative to one) includes the phenomenal 
facts that accompany pain, for example, then this suffices for one to be in pain 
(compare Kripke 1980: 154). Given this assumption, there must be subjective 
facts, which obtain at some but not all subjects, whenever there are two subjects 

2. The notion of ‘relative fact’ is a broader notion that applies to any matter that obtains rela-
tive to anything, in the metaphysical sense of relativity. A temporal fact, such as that it rains, 
would be another type of relative fact. 
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that are in different conscious mental states. Differences in mental states imply 
differences in subjective facts (and hence imply subjective	variegation). 

So far, we have a metaphysically necessary biconditional. It’s plausibly part 
of the nature of a mental state that it affects the subject’s perspective in the way 
that it does. We can therefore also reformulate the claim as a claim about the 
nature of mental states: for any mental state m, there is some p, such that part 
of what it is for any subject s to be in mental state m is for it to be the case that 
@s(p).3 For a subject to be in a mental state is, at least partly, for it to be the case 
that some fact obtains relative to that subject. If it’s part of what it is for any sub-
ject s to be in conscious mental state m that @s(p) for some given p, then we can 
say that ‘p’ expresses m’s ‘phenomenal character’ and that the relevant fact that p 
is a ‘phenomenal fact’.4 Note that, given how we understand phenomenal facts, 
any phenomenal fact is a subjective fact. Phenomenal facts are subjective facts 
that necessarily accompany conscious mental states. The framework allows that 
there are subjective facts that are not also phenomenal facts (i.e., that do not only 
obtain from a subject’s perspective when that subject is in some mental state). 
To illustrate, one might think that facts about tastiness are subjective but not 
phenomenal facts: licorice can be tasty from my perspective even when I’m not 
in any particular mental state.

3. Adopting the Standpoint of a Subject

As Nagel noted, one cannot fully understand the nature of some mental state 
without representing ‘what it is like’ to be in that mental state, that is, without 
adopting the standpoint of someone in that mental state (1979: 166, 172). But 
how should we understand this notion of adopting the standpoint of a subject 
who is undergoing some mental state? 

There may be more than one sense in which we talk of adopting standpoints. 
There is at least one simple and deflationary notion of ‘standpoint adoption’ 
that is theoretically valuable, or so I will try to show. The relevant sense is one 
where we adopt the standpoint of a particular subject just when we represent 
that which holds relative to the subject. To take an example, assume that lico-

3. Note that the claim is only about what the mental state at	least	partly consists in, leaving it 
open that there are further aspects to the nature of the mental state. 

4. One might object that there may be multiple facts that obtain relative to a subject that is in 
a mental state, and that we cannot assume that all such relativized facts are properly counted as 
phenomenal facts. I’m not aware of plausible candidates for facts that accompany mental states 
that are subjective but cannot be called phenomenal facts. If there turn out to be such facts, the 
terminology needs a restriction to those subjective facts that consist in matters appearing to be the 
case; see the account of phenomenal facts in Section 6 below. Thanks for an anonymous referee for 
pointing out this possibility. 
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rice’s being tasty is an instance of a (subjective, yet non-phenomenal) fact that 
obtains relative to some but not all subjects (of course a controversial assump-
tion—but here it’s just for illustration, see Merlo and Pravato 2020 for a defense). 
Licorice is tasty in the world as it is from your standpoint (i.e., @you(licorice is 
tasty)), but it isn’t in the world as it is relative to me. The thought is that, when 
I nevertheless represent that licorice is tasty, I thereby represent what things are 
like from your standpoint and can, in that narrow sense, be said to adopt your 
standpoint in thinking this. 

Representing matters from other standpoints has a striking combination of 
features (the following is also discussed in Lipman in press). First, it is descrip-
tive. By ‘descriptive thought’ I mean thought about how something is, attribut-
ing some property to something. Representing matters from other standpoints is 
not practical thought, nor is it a type of hypothetical thought about how things 
could be (the standpoints are actually there). It is, I assume, a type of descriptive 
thought aimed at reflecting what things are genuinely	and really like from this 
other standpoint.5 As such, occurrences of such representational states can be 
true or false.

Normally, descriptive representations feed into deliberation, belief revision, 
and action. We act on what we believe and revise our overall system of beliefs 
under pressure of new evidence. In contrast, representations of how things 
are from other standpoints play a more insulated role in one’s overall doxas-
tic state, they do not simply enter the ‘belief box’, as it were, but have a cog-
nitive box of their own. It resembles suppositions in this respect: they too are 
not simply thrown into the mix of one’s overall doxastic state. But suppositions 
are not entertained as being genuinely descriptive of how things are, whereas 
representations of how things are from other standpoints are taken as reflect-
ing how things are (namely, of how things are from that other standpoint)—or 
so I assume. There is a type of descriptive mental representation, which is like 
belief in being a species of theoretical thought purporting to capture how things 
are but unlike belief in having a more insulated position in our overall mental 
architecture. This is a substantial assumption of the proposed framework, to 
be judged on its fruits. Of course, it can be overstated: the insulation from evi-
dence will not be an absolute, all or nothing affair, there are likely to be indirect 
constraints, for example, if there is evidence that there is no subject whatsoever 
relative to which p, this is evidence that we cannot engage in an immersive rep-
resentation that p which is true. 

Another possible point of contrast between ordinary belief and immersive 
representation concerns the extent to which the adoption of other standpoints is 

5. For a different account of ‘taking up standpoints’, see Hellie’s account of simulating points 
of view (2011: 121), on which it’s not a species of descriptive thought, evaluable in terms of how 
well it captures a bit of world out there. 
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more intentional than ordinary belief. It’s often thought that occurrent explicit 
beliefs are not under much intentional control. If you believe that you are read-
ing this, you cannot choose not to believe this. In contrast, it seems that the adop-
tion of a standpoint is more naturally described as an intentional act. This may 
also fit its relative insulation from one’s further beliefs and evidence.  

To sum up the qualifications so far, I assume that there is a type of doxastic 
mental state, that one can intentionally take up, that is descriptive and consists 
in representing what the world is like, is therefore evaluable for truth and 
falsity, but which doesn’t directly interact with one’s overall beliefs, evidence 
and actions. Let us call the postulated mental attitude ‘immersive represen-
tation’. One may rightfully want examples of this assumed representational 
state but, somewhat unhelpfully, it seems that the most natural examples 
are precisely cases that are our focus, namely cases of putting yourself in the 
shoes of someone else: one can willfully do this, it involves representational 
states (or acts) that can be evaluated for truth, but one won’t readily act on 
them as if there are ordinary beliefs. They are not imaginations or supposi-
tions. When I immersively represent some experience of someone else I don’t 
undergo the same (kind of) experience as the subject in whose shoes I am put-
ting myself. If asked what immersive representational states are, one answer is 
that they are the kind of mental states involved in one’s representation of what 
things are like from someone else’s perspective, the perspective of another 
moment in time, and so on. The label of ‘immersive representation’ is there-
fore appropriate. 

One further qualification is needed, but this is just for our purposes here. 
Occurrent doxastic mental states, such as occurrent beliefs, are naturally taken 
to be thin in content compared to what one implicitly believes about the world. 
One doesn’t (at least, not typically) judge or think a total picture of the world. 
One thinks instead some specific matter, such as that it drizzles outside, that the 
rose smells nice, and so on. The same applies to immersive representations. Even 
if the content is comparably thin, one’s representations may well have some con-
tent that corresponds with how things are from some standpoint but also some 
content that doesn’t correspond to how things are from that standpoint. In such 
cases one doesn’t seem to succeed in adopting the relevant standpoint. Adoption 
should be determined by the entire content of an immersive representation, not 
parts of the content. Let us stipulate that when we say that a subject	immersively	
represents	that p, then ‘p’	specifies the entire content of what is represented in the 
relevant intuitive sense.

Given these qualifications, we have in general: 

Necessarily, a subject s adopts standpoint x if	and	only	if for some p, @x(p) 
and s immersively represents that p. 
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We take up or immerse ourselves in the perspective of a subject just when we 
represent part of that which holds relative to the subject and nothing that fails to 
hold relative to the subject.

Note that one’s representation can describe what things are like to many 
standpoints at once and hence be from multiple standpoints at once. I can adopt 
the standpoints of anyone who meets a certain condition, namely of being stand-
points relative to which the represented matter obtains. There is such a thing as 
adopting the standpoint of	those	to	whom	licorice is tasty for example. This is one 
of various ways in which standpoints differ from ‘contexts’ as they are used in 
semantics: a given sentence token typically has at most one context (with the 
unique base context defined by local conditions that pertain to a token utterance, 
such as who makes it and when). 

Note also that one may not always know what standpoints one is adopting, 
indeed, one can be mistaken about what standpoint one takes oneself to have 
adopted (for example, because one has mistaken beliefs about what is the case 
at a certain standpoint). This means that intending	to	adopt a certain standpoint 
should be distinguished from the actual adoption of a standpoint. It’s natu-
ral to assume that intending	 to	 adopt a certain standpoint is typically focused 
on a single target standpoint and yet, when successful, it can have the effect 
of adopting multiple standpoints. I can be mistaken in what standpoint I take 
myself to adopt, for example, if, unbeknownst to me, licorice is tasty from your 
standpoint, and I represent that licorice is tasty, then I adopt (amongst others) 
your standpoint without knowing that I’m doing so and without intending to 
do so.

There is undoubtedly more to be said about the notion but let us turn to its 
application to consciousness.6 With this proposal for understanding what it is to 
adopt standpoints, return to Nagel’s claim that one cannot fully understand the 
nature of some mental state without representing ‘what it is like’ to be in that 
mental state (1979: 166). We can now understand this to mean that one cannot 
fully understand the nature of some mental state without adopting the stand-
point of anyone in that mental state. When I represent that @Lucy(p), where ‘p’ 
captures some mental state’s phenomenal character, I’m not thereby represent-
ing what it is like for Lucy to be in that mental state. The fact that some mat-
ter obtains relative to some subject is itself a (non-subjective) fact that can and 
plausibly does obtain from anyone’s standpoint when it obtains at all. When I 
represent that @Lucy(p), I do not thereby adopt the standpoint of those who are 
in some particular mental state and hence would not naturally represent what 
it’s like to be in that mental state. 

6. Perhaps it is worth stressing that the characterizations given here are meant to carve out a 
notion that plays a certain role in our account, they need not be understood as the postulation of a 
fundamental kind of doxastic state that admits of no further (reductive) theory.
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If Lucy is undergoing an experience of a red tomato and if ‘p1’ expresses 
the phenomenal fact that accompanies such an experience, it’s the case that @
Lucy(p1), and to represent what it’s like to Lucy to have this experience, I should 
immersively represent that p1, not that	@Lucy(p1), but that	p1. By representing the 
subjective fact that captures the phenomenal character of a mental state, I adopt 
the standpoints of all and only those who are in that mental state and hence rep-
resent what it is like to be in that mental state—exactly as desired.

4. A Decision Point: Genuine Subjective Facts or Not?

To sum up the line of thought so far. I assume that when ‘p’ captures the phe-
nomenal character of a mental state, there is a crucial difference between rep-
resenting that @s(p) and representing that p. Only the latter representation, the 
active representation that p, is a representation that takes up the perspective of a 
subject that has the relevant mental state and hence a representation of what it is 
like to be in the relevant mental state. 

Further development of this framework now hits an important juncture, 
which revolves around the question whether, in some sense or other, there 
really are such things as ‘subjective facts’ or, without reifying facts, whether the 
world out there genuinely differs across subjects. Say that licorice is tasty rela-
tive to you, and I immersively represent that licorice is tasty. One line to take 
here would be to say that, really, there is no such thing as ‘the fact that licorice is 
tasty’ or that for licorice to be tasty just is for licorice	to	be	tasty	to	someone. There 
is on this view only the fact that licorice is tasty to	someone	but there is no further 
distinct fact that licorice is tasty	 period. One may want to insist on this while 
admitting that there are indeed differences between my representing that licorice 
is tasty to you and my representing that it is tasty, and while allowing that the 
latter representation (the representation that it is tasty) can be true. This familiar 
approach restricts perspectival structure to a merely representational or seman-
tic level: there are at most perspectival ways of representing a non-perspectival 
world. Representations may have some kind of perspectival ‘content’, but they 
have non-perspectival truth conditions (A. Moore 1997; compare the ‘new B the-
ory’ in the temporal case, e.g., in Mellor 1998; Sider 2001).

When we apply this familiar line of thought to phenomenal facts, the result 
is in tension with the compelling idea that representing what it is like to be in 
a given mental state is required for a full understanding of this mental state. 
If there is strictly speaking no such thing as it being the case that p (where ‘p’ 
expresses phenomenal character), then why would one still think that one must 
represent that p to understand a certain mental state? It’s like saying that there is 
no such thing as ‘the fact that Lucy is taller’ (because taller than who? there are 
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only facts of the form ‘x	is taller than y’—one might think), while also insisting 
that there are phenomena in the world that one cannot fully understand without 
representing that Lucy	is	taller. These two claims jar. In general, one expects that 
if there is no such thing as the	fact	that	p, one also need not represent that p to 
understand certain aspects of the world.

In response to this, one could double down on the claim that there are no 
subjective facts and hence reject that representing what it is like to be in a men-
tal state is required for a full understanding of this mental state. No immer-
sive thought or viewpoint adoption is required for a full understanding of some 
mental state. This response fits naturally with a wholesale skepticism about any 
phenomenal character of mental states and skepticism about the idea that there 
is something special about our understanding of consciousness (for example, a 
skepticism in the spirit of Churchland 1985; Rey 1988; Dennett 1991; Frankish 
2017). I think it’s an entirely fair response if one has those commitments. (I also 
find those commitments deeply implausible, but that is another story.) 

The more interesting question is whether one can accept that there is such 
a thing as a phenomenal character, which is genuinely subjective, and yet reject 
that capturing this requires the adoption of the standpoint of the undergoing 
subject. This seems to be implicit in qualia-based views (views like those found 
in Peacocke 1983; Levine 2001; Block 2003; Chalmers 1996). The phenomenal 
character of conscious mental states is assumed to consist in intrinsic qualitative 
properties of experiences to which we have some restricted epistemic access. 
To do justice to the specialness of the mental states one just needs to accept that 
our experience comes, as it were, sprinkled with such qualia, and one can admit 
this without thereby also requiring that, to capture the fact that	a given subject’s 
experience has some phenomenal property (some quale), one needs to take up 
the standpoint of the subject undergoing the experience. Metaphysically speak-
ing, conscious mental states have a qualitative character, and any ‘subjective 
character’ is found at the level of further, independent epistemological theses. 

The qualitative and subjective character of experience cannot sensibly be 
pried apart. It undermines our understanding of the notion of phenomenal char-
acter, doesn’t accord with the phenomenology of undergoing experiences and, 
theoretically, seems to leave us with a Humpty Dumpty that we can’t really 
put together again: the epistemological theses of limited access don’t fit the 
acceptance of phenomenal facts whose representation doesn’t push you into 
the perspective of the undergoing subject.7 When I think about the phenomenal 
character of my own experience for example, I cannot but think about what my 
own experience is like from my own perspective. In general, I cannot represent 

7. For a critical discussion, to which I’m sympathetic, of how such a qualia-based approach 
plays out in the work of Chalmers (2010), see Hellie (2013). 
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the phenomenal character of someone’s experience without engaging in what 
clearly seem to be immersive thoughts or the adoption of the standpoint of the 
undergoing subject. I doubt that we can keep the ‘what it is likeness’ of mental 
states steady in our mind’s eye without thinking of what it is like to be the one 
having the relevant experience. We cannot genuinely think of what it is like to be 
the one undergoing the experience without considering what the world is like 
when in the relevant mental state, just as originally suggested by Nagel. Hence, 
I’m loath to give up the assumption that representing what it is like to be in a 
mental state is required for a full understanding of this mental state. I hope my 
reader shares at least some of this resistance or is at least interested in exploring 
where it leads. 

We have therefore reason to think that there are subjective facts and that 
they are distinct from the facts that involve relativization to subjects. For it to be 
the case that	a	is	F is not just for it to be the case that	relative	to	b, a is F (for some 
appropriate b). That something is a certain way from some perspective is just dif-
ferent from its being that way in the first place—a difference that isn’t just there 
in thought but reflected in the facts out there.

If one cannot fully understand the nature of some mental state without rep-
resenting ‘what it is like’ to be in that mental state, and if we only represent what 
it is like to be in some mental state when we represent the phenomenal fact that 
obtains from the perspective of exactly those who are in that mental state, then, 
for the phenomenal fact to obtain must itself be part of what it is for one to be in 
that mental state. 

Consider things from your own perspective. There is a way that the world is 
like from your perspective when you perceive a red rose. When you experience 
a red rose and reflect on the nature of the experience, what it is to experience 
the red rose is for the world to include a phenomenal manifestation of a red-
dish quality by the rose in front of you. For you to have this experience is for 
the world to be a certain way, namely such as to include this manifestation or 
appearance of red (the relevant notion of ‘appearance’ will be discussed in more 
detail in the next section). If things out there did not manifest themselves as red-
dish, you also would not be experiencing the rose as red. The uncontroversial 
claim is that this is at least roughly how the world is from	your perspective, or to 
you; but its being so relative to you is one thing, and its being so is another. Your 
experience involves both. Your experience involves a world that includes the 
subjective fact—the manifestation of reddishness by the rose—as well as the fact 
that this manifestation is what the world is like to you. 

The subjective fact is part of the nature of the mental state: if it being the case 
that p constitutes mental state m’s phenomenal character, then at least partly, for 
any subject to be in mental state m	is for it to be the case that p besides it being the 
case that p	relative	to	that	subject. Hence a fuller account of what it is for a subject 
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to be in some conscious mental state runs as follows:

Subjective nature: For any mental state m, there is some p such that for any 
subject	s,	to be in mental state	m is, at least partly, for it to be the case that 
@s(p) and for it to be the case that p. 

Note the final conjunct on the right side of the biconditional (which was absent 
from the principle perspectival	consciousness). Currently that is a placeholder and 
people may want to consider plugging in different accounts of the relevant kind 
of fact; in Section 6, I sketch my own preferred account. Given this principle, 
one cannot fully represent the nature of some mental state without adopting 
the standpoints of those who are in that mental state. If one represents what it 
is for someone to be in some mental state m, one must immersively represent 
that p, where ‘p’ states the relevant phenomenal fact, and hence represent what 
the world is like from the perspective of all and only subjects that are in that 
mental state. In this sense, then, one cannot capture the nature of some mental 
state without representing ‘what it is like’ to be in that mental state, not without 
engaging in immersive thought. 

5. Revisiting the Argument for the Incompleteness of Objective 
Accounts of Consciousness

The metaphysical picture has an important consequence. If it’s right that mental 
states have a subjective nature of the proposed kind, then no objective represen-
tation can provide a truly complete understanding of what it is for one to have a 
conscious mental state—exactly as Nagel argued (1979: 167): 

If physicalism is to be defended, the phenomenological features must 
themselves be given a physical account. But when we examine their sub-
jective character, it seems that such a result is impossible. The reason is 
that every subjective phenomenon is essentially connected with a single 
point of view, and it seems inevitable that an objective physical theory 
will abandon that point of view. (Nagel 1979: 167) 

The argument has force and yet it’s not evident how to understand the assump-
tions that are driving it. We can render the argument more precise within the 
framework proposed. 

It seems safe to assume that when one represents some objective matter, 
one should not thereby adopt what things are like to only some but not all 
subjects. When a representation captures what things are like to some subjects 
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but not to all subjects, the representation fails to be objective. Take facts about 
tastiness for illustration again. When licorice is tasty to me but not to you, then 
any representation of licorice as being tasty (simpliciter) describes how it is rela-
tive to me but not relative to you and this implies that it is not an objective 
account of licorice. Such a representation is exclusively from the perspectives of 
those to whom licorice is tasty and captures what the world is like to anyone 
who finds licorice tasty. That such a representation represents what things are 
like to some but not all subjects suffices for the representation to fall short of 
objectivity. 

This suggests a straightforward necessary condition for a representation to 
be objective: an objective representation cannot be from the perspective of some 
but not all subjects. Note that this is a minimal requirement on objectivity, and 
compatible with different ways of understanding objectivity. 

In the previous section we discussed a way of making sense of the claim 
that whenever we represent some phenomenal fact, we adopt the standpoint 
of all and only those subjects who are in the relevant mental state. Note that an 
immersive representation is exclusively from the perspective of those who are 
in a given conscious mental state m if one necessarily adopts the standpoint of 
anyone who is in mental state m	whenever one engages in this representation. 
We can now formulate a simple argument against the completeness of objec-
tive accounts of consciousness (where the relevant notion of a ‘representation’ is 
always that of an immersive representation):

(1)	 Subjective	nature: for any mental state m, there is some p such that for s to 
be in conscious mental state	m is, at least partly, for it to be the case that 
@s(p) and for it to be the case that p. 

(2)	 Minimal	 requirement	on	objectivity: if a representation is objective, then 
it’s not from the standpoint of only some subjects.

(3)	 Mental	differences	across	subjects: for any determinate conscious mental 
state m that some subject is in, there is some subject who is not in that 
mental state. 

(4) If a representation is from the standpoint of only those who are in some 
determinate conscious mental state m, then it’s not objective (by prem-
ises 2 and 3). 

(5) If a representation is not from the standpoint of only those who are in 
some conscious mental state m, then it fails to fully represent what it is 
like for a subject to be in that mental state m	(by premise 1 and the pro-
posed account of standpoint adoption). 

(6) Any objective representation of a conscious mental state m	fails to fully 
represent what it is for a subject to be in that mental state. 
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Note that the assumption of sufficient mental differences in conscious mental 
states concerns determinate	 conscious mental states, a qualification intended 
to rule out determinable mental states such being	 conscious.8 The general idea 
behind the argument is that if it’s the case that, for any mental state m, there is 
some p such that for s to be in mental state	m is, at least partly, for it to be the case 
that @s(p) and for it to be the case that p, then any full representation of what it is 
for someone to be in some mental state would have to represent (amongst other 
things) the phenomenal fact that p	and this suffices to make the representation 
exclusively from the perspective of those who are in the mental state, and hence 
not an objective representation. No objective representation can provide a com-
plete understanding of a mental state as it cannot fully capture what it is like to 
be in that mental state and hence cannot capture the subjective phenomenal facts 
that constitute part of the nature of that mental state. 

Premise (2) is the necessary condition on objectivity discussed. As I already 
mentioned, it’s a rather minimal claim about conditions under which there fails 
to be objectivity and seems hard to reject. There seems a relevant notion of objec-
tivity for which this is true. 

The most likely place at which one might want to resist the argument is the 
proposed account of the subjective nature of mental states (premise 1) or the pro-
posed account of the sufficient conditions under which one adopts a standpoint 
(which is presupposed in the formulation of premises 4, 5 and the inference to 6). 
These are both central commitments of the framework that has been discussed 
here; accept the framework, and there seems little room to plausibly avoid the 
conclusion of the argument.  

There is much to say about the argument but let me only add a few brief 
comments. The argument showcases how the proposed account of phenomenal 
facts has substantive philosophical consequences and demonstrates the theo-
retical worth of the interlocking regimentations that have been proposed. The 
main philosophical interest of the reframed argument lies in drawing out an 
important consequence of the assumption that mental states have a nature that 
involves both relativization to subjects as well as the obtaining as such of that 
which is so relativized (something that we also find in the case of temporal mat-
ters). The argument has dialectical force to the extent that the first premise, the 

8. This bears on an issue that I cannot go into here, namely whether there are at least some 
objective phenomenal facts. That there are such facts has been defended by Lee (in press), although 
the comparison would need to be careful, as he understands ‘objectivity’ in terms of epistemic 
accessibility and his defense is restricted to facts about the structure of phenomenal consciousness, 
not phenomenal facts themselves. Nonetheless, the argument as it is stated here should be compat-
ible with the existence of facts about consciousness that are shared across all subjects and which 
are involved in what it is to be conscious.
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offered account of the subjective nature of conscious mental states, seems phe-
nomenologically plausible. 

The most influential arguments concerning the relation between the physi-
cal and the mental proceed from epistemological assumptions to a metaphysi-
cal conclusion (Chalmers 2010: 109). Note however that the reframed argument 
above proceeds in the opposite direction: from a certain metaphysical assump-
tion about what it is for a subject to be in some mental state to an epistemological 
limitation in objective accounts. Although the key assumption is of a metaphysi-
cal character, it is not in and of itself an assumption of epiphenomenalism, dual-
ism, or some other form of non-physicalism. If the conclusion implies any such 
view, it will be due to further assumptions that are not currently in play. 

The conclusion of the reframed argument concerns an epistemological limi-
tation only for objective representations, not for scientific or physical descrip-
tions per	se. There is an open question about whether the conclusion implies that 
mental states cannot but elude the natural sciences. This depends on what the 
aims of the natural sciences are, and if science is tied essentially to representing 
only objective facts with respect to all its aims and in the sense that is at work 
in the argument. This is a question for the philosophy of science—about what 
science is and has been so far, and about what science could be. Our conclusion 
concerns objective representations of the nature of conscious mental states, and 
not directly naturalism or physicalism (compare Crane 2003: §6).

Instead of any explicit appeal to the notion of the ‘what-it-is-likeness’ of a 
mental state, the argument only appeals to the regimented notions of matters 
obtaining relative to a subject and the notion of adopting standpoints. Some find 
the notion of the ‘what-it-is-likeness’ of an experience obscure (see, e.g., Snow-
don 2010) but it’s not clear whether this worry applies to the notion of something 
being the case relative to a subject, which, we may add, is conceptually of a kind 
with the notion of being the case from the standpoint of a moment in time. 

The assumption that phenomenal facts obtain (besides also obtaining rela-
tive to subjects) raises the question of what these facts are like. We assume that 
there is something it is like to be in some mental state. Now how to think of this 
‘something’? Although the proposed metaphysical picture is neutral about what 
this phenomenal fact is like, I fear the proposed picture remains too schematic if 
there isn’t a working proposal for how to fill in the blanks. 

6. Phenomenal Facts as Subjectless Appearances

Proposal: when you experience the world, it comes to phenomenally manifest 
certain qualities. These manifestations of properties, or appearances, are not 
intrinsically relativized to a subject, they are themselves not intrinsically mani-
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festations of properties to a particular subject. When you undergo experience, 
the world out there comes to manifest itself in a certain way, period. When such 
manifestations (or ‘appearances’) obtain, it’s a further distinct fact that they 
obtain from the standpoint of certain subjects. Just as there is the	fact	that	I	sit and 
the	fact	that	I	sit	relative	to	a	moment	in	time (plausibly assumed to be distinct facts), 
so there is the fact	that	the	rose	appears	red and the	fact	that	it	appears	red	relative	to	
a subject s (here likewise assumed to be distinct facts). That there is such a thing 
as the fact that	the	rose	appears	red	relative	to	a	subject	is uncontroversial. What is 
controversial is the assumption that there is also such a thing as the rose appear-
ing red, period. 

Various philosophers are drawn to some version of the so-called ‘no-subject 
view’—the view that there are mental states or mental events that do not intrin-
sically involve a subject.9 We can restrict this view to phenomenal facts (instead 
of the experiences themselves): although mental states are always only mental 
states of subjects, the phenomenal facts that are instantiated when a subject is in 
some mental state, do not intrinsically involve that subject. 

We causally interact with the world and, as a result, the world comes to man-
ifest itself in all kinds of qualitative guises. The relevant notion of ‘manifestation’ 
here is not simply that of an epistemic	seeming,	of something striking a subject 
as true, but of a qualitative appearance of things.10 When something appears a 
certain way, the object manifests certain properties in the way that they do when 
you experience these things as having these properties. 

But what is the appearance of properties metaphysically speaking? Is it 
a property? If it were a property, what would it be a property of? The used 
notion of appearance is related (in content but not shape) to what Johnston 
(2007) and Hare (2009) call ‘presence’, though I do not assume that things ‘dis-
close some aspect of their nature’ (Johnston 2007: 233) when they appear a 
certain way, nor do I assume that the relevant notion of appearance is a prop-
erty. The idea that experiential states are in general always the things that 
instantiate phenomenal properties doesn’t seem quite right to me, amongst 
other things because of the much-discussed transparency of experience (Har-
man 1990). When I see a sunset, it’s the sky that manifests itself as purple and 
orange, not my experience of the sky. The experience itself precisely doesn’t 
seem to manifest itself in any way when undergoing it, the experienced bits of 

9. Proponents include, on plausible ways of reading them, Hume (1739/1975: bk. 1 ch. 4), 
Lichtenberg (2020), Mach (1897/1984), Schlick (1936: §5), Anscombe (1975) and, more recently, 
Johnston (2007), and Hare (2009). For discussions of Wittgenstein’s views, see also G. Moore (1955) 
and Kripke (1982: postscript). 

10. It’s therefore the phenomenal sense of ‘looks’ and ‘appearance’ at play here (and not the 
epistemic or comparative senses); see Chisholm (1959: ch. 4), Jackson (1977: ch. 2) and Martin 
(2010). 



	 Subjective	Facts	about	Consciousness • 547

Ergo • vol. 10, no. 19 • 2023

world do. We should not say that appearing is only ever a property of expe-
riential states (though we can allow that experiences are amongst the many 
things that manifest themselves in certain ways, and we can allow that experi-
ences have the property of being such that certain things appear to be the case 
when undergoing these experience). Things out there in the world manifest 
themselves as being a certain way. 

I want to propose that qualitative manifestation is not a property but is bet-
ter expressed using a sentential operator (in the way that something being pos-
sibly the case or having	been the case can be expressed using operators). Putative 
facts manifest themselves as obtaining. Let’s use ‘A(…)’ for this. We can read a 
sentence of the form ‘A(a is F)’ as ‘it appears that a is F’ or ‘it is phenomenally 
manifest that a is F’ (or simpler, as ‘a	appears	F’ or ‘a manifests itself as being F’ 
respectively). So, the sentence ‘A(the tulip is red)’ says that it appears that the 
tulip is red.11 

The fact that the relevant notion of appearance is formally captured by 
a sentential operator assumes that the ways things appear when we interact 
with the world are ways things appear to be, that is, properties things appear 
to have. This is closely affiliated with what is known as representationalism 
(sometimes ‘intentionalism’) in the literature on experience. Martin (1998: 162) 
helpfully distinguishes between two ways of understanding ‘appearance’ in 
the literature, arguing that there is often equivocation between them.12 On the 
one hand there is the property of being appeared to in a certain way (a prop-
erty of subjects) or of making for a way of being appeared to (a property of 
experiences of subjects). This seems to be a common way of understanding 
what qualia are. On the other hand, there is the property of things appearing 
a certain way (when experienced). I assume that this second notion of appear-
ance, of appearing a certain way, consists in objects appearing to have certain 
properties. Shoemaker calls this the ways = properties principle (Shoemaker 
2006: 461).13 This principle underwrites the comparability of appearance and 
world. Things can intuitively appear to be different from the way they really 
are, that is, things can fail to be the way they appear to be, indeed, there may 
not even be such objects as there appear to be. The question of the veridicality 

11. This proposal should be distinguished from the ‘theory of appearing’ defended in Alston 
(1999) and Langsam (1997). The core primitive of this theory is the three-place relation of an object 
o appearing to be F to a subject s. 

12. Martin also claims that having a viewpoint is a matter of experienced things appearing 
a certain way to the subject (1998: 173). This is close to the current proposal. I interpret ‘to the 
subject’ as a form of metaphysical relativity (as opposed to an experiential relation) and interpret 
‘appearing a certain way’ in the way proposed here. 

13. See Tye (2000: ch. 4) for a discussion of how a believer in the ways = properties principle 
could deal with various tricky cases (such as after-images, and blurry images). 
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of the way things appear is a question of whether things really have the proper-
ties they appear to have.14

There is much more to say about this proposal, but this is not the right place.15 
Given the subjective nature of mental states, the account looks as follows: for 
you to undergo a certain mental state is for things to appear a certain way from 
your perspective and for those things to appear that way full stop. 

Phenomenal	appearances: For any mental state m, there is some p such that 
for any	s,	to be in mental state	m is, at least partly, for it to be the case that 
@sA(p) and for it to be the case that A(p).16 

For example, for a subject s to undergo perceptual	experience	of	a	red	tulip is, at least 
partly, for it to be the case that @sA(the tulip is red) and for it to be the case that 
A(the tulip is red). Note the second conjunct, that the experience consists partly 
in the tulip appearing to be a certain way. When you represent a tulip appear-
ing to be red, you represent what it is like to undergo the experience of a tulip’s 
being red. Although such a phenomenal manifestation needs to obtain—it needs 
to be a fact that A(the tulip is red)—there is the further distinct fact that this only 
obtains relative to some subjects and not to others, that is, that for some s1 and s2, 
@s1A(the tulip is red) but not @s2A(the tulip is red). In short then, it’s assumed 
to be a genuine fact that A(the tulip is red) and a subjective fact that this is so, 
one that only obtains relative to some and not relative to all subjects. When one 
immersively represents the phenomenal fact to be the case, one thereby adopts 

14. This glosses over a tricky issue that any view faces here, namely of what the precise con-
tent is of the appearances. I assume—for the sake of simplicity—that (1) identified particulars can 
be involved in appearances (i.e., that there can be an appearance of this book as being red), and that 
(2) at least ordinary sensible properties such as colors and shapes can be involved in appearances. 
For further discussion, see Tye (2006) and Byrne (2001: 202). 

15. See Lipman (2021) for a further discussion of appearance facts compatible with assump-
tions made here. There I argue amongst other things that the appearances that accompany con-
scious experience naturally serve as the contents of experience in cases of hallucination and illu-
sion, leading to a form of content disjunctivism about perception. This is compatible with the 
account given here and hence we should hesitate to categorize the view proposed here as a form 
of representationalism. Note, the account given in the current paper concerns the phenomenal 
character of conscious mental states (not to be confused with a claim about content). When this is 
combined with the thesis that these appearances are what we experience in cases of hallucination 
and illusion, the resulting view is that in cases of non-veridical experience the facts that constitute 
the phenomenal character of the experience also serve as its content, as what is experienced.

16. This may be more committing than we need, and a more restrictive commitment than is 
appropriate. One might think that certain conscious mental states are characterized not so much 
by the presence of a certain appearance, but rather by an absence of it, or a conjunction of them (in 
which case we need to note a difference between a conjunction of appearances, and the appearance 
of a conjunctive matter; only the former would be a counterexample). I have not been able to think 
of convincing instances of such counterexamples. 
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the standpoint of subjects relative to whom it obtains. To represent what it is 
like to experience the tulip as red one needs to immersively represent the tulip 
manifesting itself as red (not just to you, but as such). 

The real question is ultimately whether this account captures the phenom-
enal character of experiences. Is it the case that part of the nature of mental states 
consists in the outside world appearing various ways from the standpoint of 
anyone who is in that state? Readers need to judge this for themselves. For what 
it is worth, I think that this is exactly what mental states are like and what is 
involved in taking up the perspective of subjects in the conscious mental states. 
The framework offers a fitting way of carving out a notion of phenomenal facts. 
This helps explain why representing them involves representing what things are 
like from the perspective of a subject in a mental state. It also helps to explain 
why philosophers are attracted to the claim that mental states are transparent, 
that intending to focus on what the experiences are like has one focusing on 
what the experienced world is like. When we focus on our experience in a stan-
dard case, we focus on how the experienced things manifest themselves. 

7. Directions for the Metaphysics of Subjective Facts

As I stressed above, the core of the proposed metaphysical picture is neutral 
about what the phenomenal facts are like. I believe that thinking of them as 
appearances is the best way to think of them, but much of this depends on wider 
theorizing that can be hard to survey. Similarly, the core proposal is neutral 
about the wider metaphysical treatment of the facts that differ across subjects, 
and this too depends on wider philosophical theorizing. This final section dis-
cusses the main questions on which the further metaphysics turns. 

If the proposed account of the subjective nature of mental states is correct, 
then any conscious mental state is accompanied by a fact of the form @s(p) and 
a fact of the form p. One key question here is what sort of pattern or principle 
underwrites the connection between the relevant fact that @s(p) and p. One could 
accept an unrestricted form of factivity about this relation, or more restricted 
forms. So, for example, the following are all in principle compatible with the 
regimentations and principles proposed: 

Factivity	restricted	to	appearances: for any p and any subject s, if @sA(p), 
then A(p). 

Factivity	restricted	to	oneself: for any p and any subject s, if @s(p) and s is 
oneself, then p. 

Unrestricted factivity: for any p	and any x, if @x(p), then p.
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These principles lead to different pictures of the world. For example, if one 
restricts factivity to appearance facts, one can think of the world as the totality 
of objective facts with, in addition, each appearance fact that obtains relative to 
some subject or other. If one restricts factivity to what obtains relative to one-
self, one obtains a solipsist-like or ‘metaphysically centered’ picture according to 
which the world is in accord with that it is like from your own standpoint only 
(defended by Hare 2009; Merlo 2016).

Besides the factivity question, there is a question about how to think of 
the variation of facts across subjects. Remember the principle that we called 
subjective	variegation, which said that for some p,	there are some subjects s1 and 
s2, such that @s1(p) but not @s2(p). One might think that, if it is not the case that 
things are a certain way relative to a subject, then, relative to the subject, things 
are not that way. In other words, if not @s(p), then @s(not	p). This means that, 
if there is subjective variegation, there is also what we may call strong varia-
tion: for some p,	there are some subjects s1 and s2, such that @s1(p) and @s2(not 
p). The variation across subjects involves contrary facts obtaining relative to 
different subjects. 

Given these two questions (about the scope of factivity and about the varia-
tion in the facts across standpoints), one will already notice that one package 
of views seems problematic: if we accept that contrary facts obtain relative to 
different subjects, and that metaphysical relativity is factive in an unrestricted 
sense, then we seem to land in incoherence. If @s1(p) and @s2(not	p), and meta-
physical relativity is factive, then it would follow that p and not p. 

In response, one could withdraw to one of the restricted forms of factivity 
(restricted to appearance facts, or restricted to subjective facts relative to oneself), 
or one could deny that there is a strong variation across subjects. These all lead 
to coherent metaphysical pictures—and I think many of them are worth explor-
ing and broadly speaking compatible with the story given so far, although, of 
course, they may alter the precise formulations of the principles discussed here. 
I have my own preferred view on how best to navigate these questions but there 
is no need (and no space) to get into it here.17 What should be clear is that there 
is a need for a further metaphysical background that can embed and support 
the proposed understanding of phenomenal consciousness. My hope is that the 
proposed regimentations may help direct and give purpose to further work on 
these questions.

17. For my own view on this, which aims to make room for unrestricted factivity, see Lipman 
(in press). The general sort of picture that I think we should endorse is not unlike that of fragmen-
talism, explored by Fine (2005), myself (e.g., Lipman 2016), and others, such as Loss (2017), Simon 
(2018) and Iaquinto and Torrengo (in press).
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