Foreword to the Japanese Translation of Towards Non-Being

It gives me much pleasure to see the appearance of this Japanese translation of Towards Non-Being (TNB).  It will, I am sure, make the ideas more accessible to the growing number of Japanese philosophers interested in English-speaking philosophy.  I look forward to welcoming more of them into the lively debates concerning non-existence.

Let me start by expressing my warm thanks to the translators, Fujikawa Naoya San and Kukita Minao San, for making this possible. Translation is a hard – and under-appreciated – task. For a start, translators have to wrestle to put the material into clear and readable language. When the languages involved are as different as English and Japanese, this is no easy matter. Moreover, translators have to negotiate the text itself, confronting places where the author was unclear or ambiguous, in order to decide how best to translate. The translators have done this most conscientiously: on a number of occasions, they asked me what I mean by a passage. Indeed, in their close reading they picked up a number of typos (in both text and symbolic passages), which have been corrected in this translation. Philosophy progresses by informed discussion. A necessary precondition of this is understanding. Until the day, if ever, when we can all communicate in the same language, the work of translators is an absolutely essential precondition for this.

TNB first appeared in 2005. In the ensuing six years, matters in the area have progressed. First, I detect – and I hope that this is not just wishful thinking! – a change in the attitude towards noneism (the view that some objects do not exist) in the profession.  The near universal consensus of much of the 20th century, that the notion was a patent absurdity, is now seen for what it was: the triumph of rhetoric and fashion over rational substance. (The matter is discussed further in Priest (2008a) and (2009a).
)  This is not, of course, to say that most philosophers now believe in non-existent objects; but many philosophers are now prepared to consider and investigate theories which deploy the notion in an open-minded way. The same is true, for that matter, of another notion that TNB deploys – that of impossible worlds. Their use is slowly coming to be seen to be as fruitful and illuminating as possible worlds themselves have proved to be. Naturally, TNB is not responsible for these changes – certainly not on its own. If anything, the book is itself a product of the new Zeitgeist.  

Of course, theories concerning non-existent objects have problems, as do any philosophical theories of interest and substance. The account of TNB is no different in this regard.  Critics have raised a number of questions that demand consideration. These concern the nature of the identity of an object (existent or non-existent), whether noneism is just a disguised form of Platonism, the behaviour of various notions at impossible worlds, whether mathematical truths are truth at actual world, and many other interesting questions. This is not the place to go into these matters, though. I catalogue and discuss them in Priest (2008b) and (2011b).

Perhaps the matter that has drawn the ire of the critics most is the notion of “primitive intentionality” which TNB deploys. Intentionality, I claimed, has the ability to pick out an object (existent or non-existent) from a bunch of objects which are indiscriminable in other regards. This happens, in particular, when one names non-existent object in creating a work of fiction. Though some critics have found the possibility of this hard to digest, I, personally, find it no more problematic that mental pointing (intentionality) can pick out an object at random than that physical pointing can do the same.

However, one way to avoid the use of primitive intentionality in the naming process is to formulate an anti-realist noneism. In writing a novel, say, the object named is coeval with the naming. One might be tempted to say that the writing brings the object into existence – though this would be a most misleading way of putting the point, for obvious reasons.  Technically, this approach results in a variable-domain modal semantics, rather than the constant domain semantics of TNB. The matter is discussed further in Priest (2008c) and, especially, (2011a).

Another way in which the technical construction of TNB may be varied is as follows. The treatment of the semantics of intentional operators in the book is modelled on the standard relational semantics for modal operators. There is, however, a different semantics for such operators: so called “neighborhood semantics”. One may equally model the treatment of the semantics of intentional operators on these. I describe how in Priest (2009b). In some ways, the resulting semantics are simpler than those of the book. In particular, one of their virtues is that they avoid nearly all (though not, unfortunately, absolutely all) of the problems of “logical omniscience”. If I were to write TNB now, I would be inclined to use these semantics instead of the ones in the book.

Where future debates on all these and related matters will go, time will tell. Many interesting things will, I am sure, happen. Let me end with one speculation. In Buddhist philosophy there is a standard distinction between conventional reality and ultimate reality.
  The notion is deployed in different ways in different Buddhist theories; but all agree that at least some objects, though conventionally existent, are ultimately non-existent. (According to many Buddhist theories, this is true of all objects.) Thus, all hold that a partite object, such as  the chair on which I now sit, c, is like this. c is therefore a non-existent object (where existence is ultimate existence). It is possible, therefore, that the machinery of Western noneism has a fruitful application to Buddhist philosophy. And given that the understanding of Buddhist philosophy is so much greater in East Asian cultures than in Western cultures, it could just be that Japanese philosophers are those best placed to make it.
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� References in this Foreword are to the bibliography at its end.


� The word ‘reality’ here is a translation of the Sanskrit ‘satya’, which can also mean ‘truth’.
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