Nothingness: the Contradiction at the Ground of Reality

Nothingness is a very strange object. It is something because, after all, one can talk about it. But it is, well, nothing. So it is a contradictory object. It also bears an intimate relation to things (beings), since—as Heidegger puts it—they are beings because they “stand out” against nothingness. The following dialogue explores the matter. [Linguistic note: Yo, 有, is the Japanese character meaning yes/is/being. Mu, 無, is the Japanese character meaning no/not/nothing.]

                               *          *          *

Yo: Good morning Dr Mu. We don’t often meet. What brings you to these whereabouts today?

Mu: Good morning Dr Yo. True, our paths don’t usually cross. 

Yo: Well, it’s a pleasure to see you.

Mu: Indeed so. A fortuitous meeting. You see, I’ve been puzzling over something. When I get stuck, I like to go for a walk. It helps me think.  I was so rapt in thought I hadn’t realized that I had wandered so far. You might be just the person to help me.

Yo: What is it that’s puzzling you?

Mu: Well, it’s hard to explain, but walk with me, and I’ll do my best….  Look over there.

Yo: Where?

Mu: Over there, across the field.

Yo: Okay.

Mu: What do you see?

Yo: I see a hill.

Mu: You wouldn’t see it if it didn’t rise above the ground, would you.

Yo: Of course not.

Mu:  Indeed, it wouldn’t be a hill if it didn’t rise above the ground, would it? Its rising above the ground is what makes it a hill.

Yo: Of course. If it were level with the surrounding ground it wouldn’t be a hill at all. It would simply be part of the field that surrounds it. 

Mu: Agreed. Rising above the ground is what makes it a hill. But if that’s what makes it a hill, what makes it a thing at all?

Yo: That’s a very strange question.

Mu: Maybe. But an important one. We know that it is something—a thing, object. What makes it that?

Yo: Well, rising above the ground, I suppose. That’s what makes it a hill, so that’s what makes it an object.

Mu: No. Look… You’re wearing a hat. Right?

Yo: Yes, it’s my favourite.

Mu: A very nice hat. What kind of hat is it?

Yo: It’s a Fedora.

Mu: And what is it that makes it a Fedora?

Yo:  Well: it’s made out of felt, has a good wide brim—to keep the sun out of my eyes—and a crown which is sort of dented at the top.

Mu: Good.  That’s what Fedoras are.  

Yo: Yes.

Mu: But that’s not what makes it a hat as such, is it?

Yo: No.

Mu: What makes it a hat?

Yo: Well… I suppose… that it’s an item of clothing made to be worn on the head.

Mu: Good. So there’s a difference between what makes it a hat, and what makes it the kind of hat it is.

Yo: Indeed.

Mu: Now, I asked you what makes this hill a thing, and you told me that it’s the fact that it rises above the ground.

Yo: Yup.

Mu: But rising above the ground is what makes it the kind of thing it is—a hill—not what makes it a thing at all.

Yo: Er… I see.

Mu: So what makes it a thing at all?

Yo: [Pauses] I couldn’t really say.

Mu: Well, what makes something a hill is that it is distinct from the surrounding plane. It contrasts with it in the appropriate way.

Yo: Yes.

Mu: So what does a thing contrast with in the appropriate way?

Yo: I don’t know. Other things?

Mu: No. Contrasting with other things might make it the particular thing it is—this thing, rather than that thing—but it does not make it a thing in the first place.  If it weren’t already a thing, it couldn’t contrast with other things.

Yo: Hm… I suppose. So what could it possibly contrast with?

Mu: If it contrasts with something, that must be something which it is not.

Yo: Um…

Mu: So something is a thing because it contrasts with something which is not a thing.

Yo: [Stares in disbelief.]

Yo: What lunacy is this? Everything is a thing.  Are you just playing with words?

Mu: Well, I’m using words for sure. (How else could I speak to you?) But playing, no. What must be broken before you can use it?

Yo: Ah, I know the answer to that. It’s a children’s riddle. The answer’s an egg.

Mu:  Yes, that’s right. And riddles play with words. I’m not setting you a riddle. I gave you an argument, and you followed me at every step. Where did I go wrong?

Yo: I’m not sure. Maybe it’s this word ‘thing’. It’s not like ‘dog’ or ‘hat’.  It’s just a handy word to use when we don’t know the right word, or can’t think of the right word: ‘I saw this thing in a shop window.  I’m not sure what it was, but it had a very curious shape’.

Mu:  Ok. True. We certainly use the word ‘thing’ like that sometimes.  But if you don’t like my using the word, I’ll use the word being instead—a very serious philosophical word—and one that has been at the root of many a philosophical conundrum since Plato, if not before.  

Yo: True.

Mu: So let me put it in those terms. Everything is a being. That is, it is something. But if anything is of some kind, it must be so because it contrasts with things that are not of that kind. So if something is a being, it must be so because it contrasts with something that is not a being.

Yo: But maybe being is a different kind of notion from the more ordinary ones, like hat and hill. It’s such a special kind that it doesn’t work in the same way.

Mu: Oh! So you just have to make an exception for this notion? If you don’t, you face this strange situation.

Yo: Yes.

Mu: That seems cheap. You can get out of any problem like that.  If you don’t like the conclusion, just say you’re dealing with a special case. Problem solved. In one bound, Jack was free.

Yo: Well, but what’s the alternative?

Mu: Let me tell you my thinking

Yo: Hm.  This had better be good!

Mu: If something is a being, it contrasts with something which isn’t…. What?... Nothing. By definition, nothing is no thing.  You could say that the hill is a hill because it stands out from its ground, the field. And a thing is a thing because it stands out from its ground, nothing.

Yo: What?!  You are just playing with words now. ‘Nothing’ does not refer to anything—and so to anything with which you can contrast other things. Its grammatical function is quite different.

Mu: How do you mean?

Yo: Well, suppose that I’m hungry, and I go to the fridge to get something to eat. I open the fridge door.  But to my disappointment my flat-mate has used all the things in it to make her dinner. I would say that there is nothing in it. That doesn’t mean that there is something, namely nothing, in the fridge. It just means that it’s false that there’s something in it—well, something edible anyway; maybe she left a plastic bag. It’s just a way of saying that the fridge was empty.

Mu:  Sure. We can use the word like that. But we can use it in other ways too.

Yo: How so?

Mu: You know that Christians think that God created the world.

Yo: Yea, but I don’t believe that.

Mu:  Doesn’t matter. You know what it means.

Yo: Of course.

Mu: So God created the world…  and out of nothing.

Yo: Yup.

Mu: So first there was nothing. And then, Puff, the world was there.

Yo: Pretty spectacular!

Mu: Indeed so. Creation ex nihilo. Creating the world out of nothing means creating it out of nothingness. That’s a quite different meaning of the word from the one you described.

Yo: Yes. Clearly.

Mu: And nothingness is not a thing. Right?

Yo: Of course. It’s the absence of all things.

Mu:  Yes.  Suppose that there is just $100 in my bank account. That can certainly contrast with the absence of money when I withdraw it.  Right?

Yo: For sure.

Mu: So a thing can contrast with the absence of all things—with nothing.

Yo: Erm… So it would seem.

[Pause]

Yo: But look…  For something to be a thing, you said, it must contrast with something else; and that something is nothing.

Mu: Correct.

Yo: So nothing is something—some thing.

Mu:  Correct.

Yo: But nothing is, well, nothing—no thing.

Mu: Correct. 

Yo: So nothing is some thing and no thing.

Mu: Correct.

Yo: That’s a contradiction.

Mu: Correct.

[Long pause]

Yo: But contradictions can’t be true.

Mu: Why not?

Yo: Well, er… if, er… if a contradiction could be true, er…

[Pause]

Yo: Well: red is and is not a colour; hats are and are not fish; the field we are walking on is in Australia and not in Australia. Those can’t be true, can they?

Mu: Indeed not.

Yo: So a contradiction can’t be true.

Mu: Why can’t a contradiction be true?

Yo: I’ve just shown you.

Mu: No, you haven’t… Look. Donald Trump wasn’t born in Australia, was he?

Yo:  Certainly not.

Mu: And Vladimir Putin wasn’t born in Australia.  And Xi Jinping wasn’t born in Australia.

Yo: Of course. Of course

Mu: So no one was born in Australia.

Yo: That’s silly. That doesn’t follow.

Mu: Of course not. You can’t prove a quite general fact with a few examples. So the fact that you have given me a few contradictions that can’t be true doesn’t show that no contradictions can be true.  That has to be the case for all examples one might give.   

Yo: But in the case at point, they are all like that. That’s obvious.

Mu: Is it? I’m afraid that this may just show a lack of imagination.

Yo: What do you mean?

Mu: Let me tell you a story.

Yo:  Good. I like stories.

Mu: Great Britain is larger than Scotland. Correct?

Yo: Yes.

Mu: And War and Peace is larger than the first chapter of the whole book. Correct?

Yo: Yes.

Mu: And your apartment is bigger than its bathroom.

Yo: I certainly hope so!

Mu: So the whole is bigger than a part.

Yo: Yes, that’s obvious

Mu: Ok. Consider the counting numbers: 1, 2, 3, 4, …

Yo: Ok.

Mu: Suppose I remove all the odd ones. I’m left with 2, 4, 6, 8, …—the even ones. That’s just part of the original collection. Right?

Yo: Right. 

Mu: So it’s smaller. Right?

Yo: Of course.

Mu: But I can pair off all the numbers with just the even numbers, one for one.

Yo: How do you do that?

Mu: Well, I pair 1 with 2, 2 with 4, 3 with 6, and so on. Generally, I pair each number with its double.

Yo. I see.

Mu: So the collection of numbers is the same size as the collection of even numbers, which is just a part of it.

Yo: Erm…

Mu: This fact has been known for many hundreds of years. And for many hundreds of years it was taken to be a paradox which showed that the notion of infinity is incoherent. 

Yo: That seems pretty plausible.

Mu: Yes, except that something amazing happened in the late 19th Century.

Yo: Oh?

Mu: The mathematician Georg Cantor developed the first really thorough understanding of the infinite. And he showed that this strange behaviour is actually what defines the infinitude of a collection. An infinite collection is exactly one where you can take some of its members away and have as many left.

Yo: Amazing!

Mu: So a collection is infinite just if a part of it can be the same size.  It’s only finite collections which are such that you must get a smaller collection if you take some members away.

Yo: Gosh!

Mu: The thought that a part must be smaller than the whole seems intuitively correct because our intuitions are drawn from thinking about finite things—the kind of things we normally think about. We don’t normally think about infinite things.

Yo: Yea. I certainly don’t.

Mu: In other words, our simple-minded intuitions about size are drawn from a poverty of examples. As Wittgenstein put it, “a one-sided diet: one nourishes one's thinking with only one kind of example.”  We’re not thinking outside of our familiar box. In short, we have a failure of imagination.

Yo: Okay. I see where we’re going. You think that the obviousness of my thought that all contradictions aren’t true is just due to such an inadequate diet?

Mu: Exactly. We normally think about situations that are consistent, and so, naturally, contradictions can’t be true of them.  But there may be more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy—Horatio.

Yo: And this contradiction you gave me about nothing being some thing and no thing is one of them?

Mu:  Indeed. And you can’t deny that nothing is a very strange thing to think about—something of a kind that does not normally feature in your mundane thinking.

Yo: I can’t deny that.

[Pause]

Yo: But this thing about numbers you showed me. It’s not the only example of this sort of situation, is it?

Mu: No. There are lots more examples.

Yo: Well, so if you could show me some more of these true contradictions, I guess I’d be more convinced that the one we’re dealing with is really like this. Otherwise, it might appear that you are doing exactly what you accused me of--making a special case of just one thing.

Mu:  Ok. Let me give you another example. Again, it’s the sort of example that would not normally occur to you.

Yo: I’m all ears.

Mu: London is in England. True?

Yo: True.

Mu: Sydney is in England. True?

Yo: False. It’s in Australia.

Mu:   Ok. Now I’m going to ask you a more difficult question about the truth of something. I want you to tell me if what I say next is true or false.

Yo: Ok. I’m ready.

Mu: What I’m now saying—with this very statement—is false.

Yo: Hm… That’s a bit harder. Let me see. If it’s true, then since it says that it’s false, it is false. So if it’s true it must be false.

Mu: Correct.

Yo: So it’s false. Oh… but that’s what it says. So it’s true.

Mu: Correct.

Yo: Hm…  if it’s true it’s false, and if it’s false it’s true. So in either case it’s true and false.

Mu: Correct. So it’s true and false--and that’s a contradiction.

Yo: But look. No one in their right mind would ever take this kind of thing seriously.  It’s like one of the kid’s riddles we talked about.

Mu: I’m afraid that you’re wrong. The paradox is called the Liar Paradox, and it was discovered (as far as we know) by the Ancient Greek philosopher Eubulides about two and a half thousand years ago. You could be forgiven for thinking that it has no more significance than a riddle.

Yo: Yes, that’s what I think.

Mu:  The trouble is that it is just one of many paradoxes of the same kind. They’re called paradoxes of self-reference. And paradoxes of this very kind turned up at the beginning of the 20th century at the heart of mathematics itself.  Actually, they are deeply connected with the work of Cantor on infinity—though to explain the connection I’d need a blackboard, and I didn’t bring one with me when I set out for a walk.

Yo: Well, you couldn’t have expected you’d need one!

Mu: No. In any case, examples of this kind of paradox have provided one of the deepest challenges to the fundamentals of mathematical thinking for the last hundred years.  This is no logician’s party-trick.

Yo: I see…  But this leaves me with another problem

Mu: What?

Yo: Well, some contradictions are true, and some aren’t.

Mu: Correct.

Yo: How do we know which are the true ones?

Mu: A good question. Let me ask you a question in return. How do you know that anything is true?

Yo: Ah, you’re not going to catch me like that. You’re going to get me to agree that you never really know that anything is true. Good old fashioned skepticism. So my question doesn’t arise.

Mu: No. That’s not the point. Clearly, I think that we know that some things are true—such as some of our paradoxical conclusions. The question is a genuine one. We are rationally entitled to believe that some things are true, but what is it about them that makes them so?

Yo: Gee. That’s a tough question. I’ve never thought much about that. I’m not sure what to say.

Mu: Well, let me tell you what I think.  I think that the great Sottish philosopher David Hume got it right. He said that the wise person is one who apportions their beliefs according to the evidence.

Yo: What does that mean?

Mu: What he meant was this: If you want to know whether something is true, you have to examine the evidence for it—that is, the reasons for supposing it to be true.  If there are good reasons, you should believe it to be so. If not, you are a fool to believe it.

Yo: He was a pretty sensible guy!

Mu:  Indeed so. And that means that there is no mechanical procedure to determine whether or not something is true. You have to consider the evidence for each case on its merits. And that’s so whether the thing in question is a contradiction or something else.

Yo: Ah, I see. Then that’s the answer to my question. To see whether a particular contradiction is true, you have to look at the evidence.

Mu: Yes. So let’s consider some examples. Consider the contradiction that I am a frog and not a frog.

Yo: Hm…

Mu: Are there any reasons to suppose it true? Well, there are plenty of good reasons to suppose that I’m not a frog. Are there any good reasons to suppose that I am a frog?

Yo:  I can’t really think of any…

Mu: Neither can I. 

Yo: I’m sure you are very relieved.

Mu: And the ground we are walking on—is there any reason to suppose that it is both in Australia and not in Australia.

Yo: No, I can’t think of any. The ground we walk on would seem to be very consistent! 

Mu: Indeed. But now let’s come back to where we started—that nothing is both some thing and no thing.

Yo: Yes, that’s where we started.

Mu: What were the reasons for supposing this to be true? Did I just pull this thought out of thin air?

Yo: No. It was the result of an argument. We reasoned to the conclusion.

Mu:  We did. And you suggested some objections?

Yo: I did.

Mu: And we agreed that they did not work?

Yo: Yes, that’s true.

Mu: So there do seem to be good reasons for supposing the contradiction to be true.

Yo: Hm… So it would seem.

[Pause]

Mu: My, we’ve been talking for quite a long time.  The day is getting late.

Yo: Indeed, we’ve walked so far that we are at the bottom of the hill we saw.

Mu: Yes, it’s time for us to part and go our separate ways.  Look, the sun is disappearing behind the hill.

Yo:  Indeed. The shadows are lengthening; the hill is blocking out the sun’s light.

Mu: Yes, being a hill, it rises up from the ground below, where we stand.

Yo: The very consistent ground!

Mu: Indeed. But as we have seen, being a thing, it also rises from a quite different kind of ground—nothingness. And that ground is not a consistent thing.

Yo: You might say that at the ground of its being there lies contradiction.

Mu: You might. And of course, the same is true for every thing, every being.

Yo: Yes, all objects are the same in this way.

Mu: And reality—that is, being—is composed of things, objects, beings.

Yo: Indeed.

Mu: So could we say that at the ground of reality lies contradiction?

Yo: A nice way of putting it.

Mu: Well, thank you for joining me in this interesting discussion. It has helped me to get a lot clearer on some of the things that were puzzling me, Dr Yo.

Yo: Oh, it’s nothing, Dr Mr.
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