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The Question of Being

Since the ancient beginnings of Philosophy its activity has been tethered 
always to the radically singular question begged by the presence of 
existing things. Attempts to answer it have been many and varied, and 
as the saying goes ‘have been met with varying degrees of success’. 
And yet after several millennia of investigation we have not arrived at a 
single plausible candidate for a proper Philosophical principle which 
might account for the presence of Existent bodies by addressing their 
most fundamental dimension: their essence,  so to speak - what lies at the 
heart of matter that infuses it with being. It is my opinion that the 
reason behind our lack of progress is the most obvious one: no account 
posited thus-far has satisfactorily accounted for the structural necessity of 
existing things. Indeed, they seem wanting. Whether substantial or 
immaterial in nature our subjective reality and the phenomenal patchwork 
of experiences and relations which constitute it remain, at base, 
unaccounted for. 

But just why should we desire an answer? Of what possible use could 
the Philosophical understanding of the origins of Existence be? To re-
phrase the old 20th century ‘pragmatic’ objection to structural 
investigations in Metaphysics, “There is real political turmoil, starvation, 
and the out-of-control influence of capital to deal with! We will get to 
Philosophy when we can spare the time.” The criticism can be dealt 
with easily enough: if we can show that it is possible to account for the 
originary situation of Existence - the most primal, fundamental situation 
from whence Existence springs forth - while playing by the rules of 
logic, we will simultaneously have shown that a truly universal 
Philosophical theory is possible. It stands to reason that if we can prove 
a logically sound theoretical principle that accounts for the Case (the 
term I am using here for the preconditions from which Existence can 
arise, the Case-of-Existence, we can derive from it the theory of any one 
particular structure, as it were. If we can understand the superstructure, 
itself, then the understanding of any contingent sub-structures will follow 
directly from it. If we can theoretically establish the situation of this 
absolute Case (the superstructural level anterior to Existence), it should 
then be a relatively a relatively simple matter of drawing from it the 
theoretical understanding of any specific region consisting within the case 
(political theory or an ontology, say). If you have a proper and fully-
founded Metaphysics, the Ontological and all subsequent domains follow 
from it. 

3



These points have usually gone without contention in Philosophical circles. 
The debate, rather, usually centers around whether or not such definitions 
and theories are possible at all. My contention here is that such 
principles can be achieved within a certain historical context - they must 
be constantly re-formulated and re-understood when the Philosophical 
community shifts from one historical (ideological, social, political, etc.) 
paradigm to the next. Within such paradigm situations, however, 
something like a universal understanding is quite possible.

And it is in this attitude that we must attack the question - an attitude 
not altogether dissimilar from that of Heidegger. The Being and Time 
project wagered that the question of Being had been irresponsibly 
handled by Philosophy. Philosophers had seemed to shift uncomfortably 
around the Ontological core of Being, never able to directly address the 
essence of the Thing because they asked only discursive questions of 
Being and so received only ontic results. In any case, it is not my aim 
to defend or condemn them here, but to push on and briefly discuss 
several historically competitive accounts for the essence of Existence, 
beginning with the Pre-Socratic Parmenides, but we will largely concern 
ourselves with theoretical positions from the Moderns moving forward in 
order to ensure inasmuch as possible that the reader will have at 
minimum a putative understanding of the terrain we are now occupying.

Descartes usefulness comes not from his doggedly insisting upon the gap 
separating man’s ethereal soul from its material vehicle. Rather it was 
the method behind his cogito we ought look to for inspiration. The 
lesson of the cogito is this: if man is to understand the world and his 
place within it, he must do it with total reference to his own subjective 
position and with the tools at immediately at hand. Glossing over the 
more dubious Cartesian lessons, it is worth mentioning that the method 
by which he conducted his inquiry was, in principle, the ideal one. So-
called “armchair Philosophy” is not an antiquated, discredited procedure, 
but rather the necessary theoretical process of asking/answering those 
questions which are begged by the very presence of ‘the world’ and 
accessible through understanding. The object of our consciousness and its 
perceptions is the world, and the ‘facts of the world’ are visible in every 
dimension of it (all of Existence is united under the Law, the 
preconditions for Existence). We needn’t ‘go out’ and do Philosophy; 
inasmuch as we could do philosophy ‘there’, we can do it all right here 
with equal success. The point is that any theory which hopes to be 
‘fully comprehensive’ - one whole Philosophy, as it were - must respond 
to Metaphysical questions first if it ever hopes to reach the more 
‘pragmatically productive’ domain of knowledge which can inform actions 
taken in the world. Theories of morality, for example, lack potency if 
they are not rooted in a more fundamental series of theoretical 
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observations from whence they derive their essential characteristics; a 
genetic connection is always begged. If that demand is left unsatisfied 
then the offending theory will suffer from a terminal impotence.

Let me be clear: my claim here is not that all Philosophy which does 
not include a full Metaphysics and Ontology is useless. Far from it. Due 
to our existential presence in the world as subjects (not to mention its 
social and political dimensions) we are forced to take our phenomenal 
reality and its contingent linguistic formulations to some degree as 
granted, and do all manner of pragmatically-motivated philosophizing. No, 
my criticism is that all Philosophy which does not rest upon such a 
foundation is theoretically impotent Philosophy. By this I mean that it 
lacks the proper basis which might infuse all that is built upon it with 
its facticity, thereby elevating the theory as a whole from the sphere of 
‘abject wondering’ - or at best ‘constructive speculation’ - to the properly 
universal domain of Truth.

Thus can we say that all contemporary Philosophy is done with fidelity 
to some axiom - a point often discussed in Epistemological circles. There 
is a reason that it is perfectly acceptable within the Analytic tradition to 
be a specialist. It is because the Analytic tradition, generally speaking, 
takes the most fundamental questions of Metaphysics and Ontology for 
granted, freeing up the individual Philosopher to concentrate her 
theoretical contributions upon the more imminent dimensions of Being 
and Existence as-such. This approach - the axiomatic approach I call it - 
has clear potency when the case is such (as it has been for most of the 
history of Philosophy) that Philosophical theory and/or theory in general 
is not yet prepared to fully address the concerns of the world. Newton, 
for instance, was unconcerned with arranging philosophical network of 
relations according to the principles of pure mathematics. His concern 
was the pinpointing of equations which would enable persons in the 
world to calculate certain ‘natural tendencies’ in objects and their modes 
of interacting with one another. His was not out to speculate on the 
superstructural origins all things, but to take their existence specifically 
for granted in order to develop a physical theory that satisfied the 
demands of the day. The Newtons, Einsteins, and the more 
contemporaneous Stephen Hawking-s of the world have been largely 
unconcerned with Philosophical investigations into the Metaphysical 
origins of the empirical world. Case in point, in Hawking's A Brief 
History of Time includes a well-known statement rebuking Philosophy for 
the irrelevant object of its desire. And indeed, it is not difficult to grasp 
why such Metaphysical and Ontological inquiries go unattended-to. To 
wit: if Science can inform our experience, why bother with Philosophy? 
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First we must observe that to position questions regarding the absolute 
existence of matter totally within a Scientifically accessible framework is 
necessarily to collapse into infinite regression. If the existential core of 
the world is sustained by a material substratum from which particular 
forms are extend, we are forever tasked with finding yet-another level of 
structural support which supports that edifice, and so on forever. So 
every theoretician who insists upon an absolute Materialism in his 
Metaphysics cannot escape its barbs through the mere positing of logical 
structures. The Berkeleyist seems to wedge the Philosopher between two 
equally undesirable positions. He can either accept the impossible case 
wherein matter can exist standalone (that it manifests spontaneously from 
nowhere) or he must accept his position axiomatically in the attitude of 
Newton and Hawking: he knows that the world ‘seems’ to function 
according to mathematically-expressible natural laws, and effects of such 
laws seem consistent, so he may as well press on to more immediate 
concerns. Both attitudes foolishly ignore one fact: one cannot infer 
logically the absolute, singular existence of ‘pure matter’ (or any absolute 
substance). That is to say: the One cannot exist in-itself. 

Thus we might reasonably arrive at the conclusion that the body of 
Philosophical theory rests, at base, upon an axiomatic gesture of faith at 
one turn or another that it might legitimize its philosophizing. We know, 
however, that this activity is unacceptable. A system of understanding 
that is found to be standing in mid-air can never legitimately inform 
action taken in the world. Clearly the foundations of Philosophy have 
always existed in a state of uncertainty so let us here adopt the crisis 
slogan of Lenin and ask: what is to be done?2 
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A Radical Re-Formulation of the Question

We see now that prime historical failing of Philosophy has always been 
its half-silence as to precisely how it is that the material world can exist 
at all: our question of why there is something instead of nothing - the 
question of Being. This is not to say that Philosophy has ignored it, but 
rather that our efforts at an answer have thus far resulted in abject 
failure. To what can we ascribe this failure? It is certain that in some 
sense things can be said to exist. This point is best illustrated through 
Heidegger’s comments on the facticity of existence: appearance cannot be 
thought to exist independently: form implies existence. This is the old 
Materialist phenomenological argument, “Leaving aside the obscene 
question of form - of experience in and of the world - the multitude of 
presenting forms can minimally serve as evidence that some thing is,  
that it positively exists.” But as to what constitutes the now-begged and 
wholly necessary structural casing of the thing, we have largely remained 
silent, usually assuming an arbitrary answer or disavowing the question 
altogether - though not for lack of wondering and speculation. Heidegger 
acknowledges this point in the first chapter of his Introduction to 
Metaphysics, ‘The Fundamental Question of Metaphysics’ (the opening 
quote of this paper is taken from the same source). He also grounds his 
definition of proper Philosophy in it: 

“To philosophize is to ask "Why are there essents rather than nothing?" 
Really to ask this question signifies: a daring attempt to fathom this 
unfathomable question by disclosing what it summons us to ask, to push 
our questioning to the very end. Where such an attempt occurs there is 
philosophy.”3 

While the most poignant phrasing of the question may be found in 
Heidegger, it is of course Jean-Paul Sartre who most fully attempts to 
address it in his Being and Nothingness. Granted that he never phrases it 
in precisely this way, but that text may nonetheless be viewed as a 
systematic attempt to answer such a question. 

It is no great stretch to find in all of this that oft-claimed historical 
necessity of religion. Indeed, the only logically-permissible answer to the 
question of the ‘original thing’ demands that the asker admit the most 
primal truth: that something cannot have come from nothing. This can be 
also taken in reverse as evidence for the inescapable conclusion that it is 
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impossible that the multitude should have sprung forth from anything at 
all. If phrased in such a way, all hope is lost; we have now forced a 
reckoning with the impossible origins of Existence. The great 
misunderstanding has been to see in this the call for God. Indeed, if that 
which exists cannot be said to be the product of some other thing which 
came before it, some other body must have produced it. To rudely 
answer this query with “God”, however, misses the full thrust of its 
implication. The original source of something cannot be identified ‘as 
such’. We must look beyond the order of the thing and thus into the 
dark heart of Nothingness, itself, in order that we may account for the 
necessary character of Existence. We must learn to view it not as an 
effect so-caused, but as the object of absolute contingency. I hope to 
realize precisely the closure of this circle by giving primacy to in-itself 
Nothingness but nonetheless demonstrating how the positively-constituted 
order of Existence (the multitude which appears) is born of and 
sustained by the radical negativity of the void. The wager here is that 
the only means whereby one might arrive at a proper solution is to ask 
the question naively and directly, thereby responding to Heidegger and 
‘founding’ a Philosophy proper. In order that we might accomplish this 
seemingly monumental task, one need only ask, “What is the Case that 
allows for the presence of a something when Nothing is the only 
logically possible conclusion?”4

We should like to return now to the illegitimate theoretical gesture of 
positing the question of the necessary preconditions for Existence within 
a causal framework. As we have seen, the only possible answer is one 
which is already a member of an infinite series, and thus can only 
appear as a fragment of an answer whose totality can never be known 
by thought - we cannot select a single member of the infinite series and 
‘possess the infinite’, rather must we achieve the impossible and ‘think 
infinity’ in order to do so, to have a thought which breaches its own 
enclosure and realizes the paradox. Such concepts, of course, make for 
poor foundations. But how then are we to answer the question if we 
must think an actual infinity in order to that we might do so? I claim 
that it is wildly illogical to ask the question within the network of 
causal relations which will always render the solution quite determinedly 
‘unthinkable’. It is this false-move that we shall now attempt to free 
ourselves of.

Even before Socrates suffused his ideals with so much imagination, 
Parmenides was doing more critical work with far less. What survives of 
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his written work are only fragments of a large volume, yet there is only 
one point that we need concern ourselves with at present, “One cannot 
derive something from nothing.” In other words, only nothing can be 
derived from nothing, and something can be only conceivably follow 
from another something. If you draw lines of division upon Nothingness, 
you are left with only fragments of nothing, each one still nothing. The 
critical point to make  is that the power of ‘drawing distinctions’ does 
not extend to creation or destruction - save one, very unique distinction: 
the line between Existence and Nothingness. This is the real question 
region of the question. What sustains the boundary between Existence 
and that which is not Existence - Nothingness? How is it that Existence 
can be? while there is also Nothingness? They seem to be quite logically 
exclusive ideas, do they not? But this is precisely what we must show, 
that Nothingness and Existence can present simultaneously within the 
same Metaphysical situation. A difficult problem to be sure, but hopefully 
not a terminal one. 

Keeping strictly in mind the logical principle issued above (that 
something cannot be a causal product of nothing), how does the question 
appear to us? The reasoning of Berkeley which we have been tacitly 
replying upon tells us that the Sartrian position of, “Nothingness is-not, 
Existence is (it exists),” is not an authentic theoretical position on the 
matter at all. It can viewed only as an affirmation of the necessary 
character of each entity. The prime feature of the category ‘Existence’ is 
the fact that it exists and perform otherwise. Likewise Nothingness is-not, 
no amount of Hegelian ‘drawing distinctions upon the One’5  can save 
Nothingness from the absoluteness with which it ‘is-not any Thing’. This 
point is the crux of the question, the critical sticking point that must be 
satisfactorily addressed if we are to move forward with our theory. 

It is my position that the only means whereby we might accomplish this 
task is to assume that the naive-sounding answer provided us by 
Parmenides and the most fundamental operations of logic is correct and 
we musn’t struggle against it. I emphatically agree (as we all must) that 
it is logically-sound that one cannot derive a positive existence from a 
negative entity, but let us not be afraid to push our reasoning further! Is 
it not also true that any fully-defined instance of an in-itself Thing (even 
a non-thing such as Nothingness) must realize both its positive and 
negative definitions simultaneously? For example, the book beside me is 
at once realizing the twin facts of its 1.) being a book and 2.) not being 
anything else. Thus can we say that the book is itself and also is-not 
anything else. The book is the book which it is and not any other thing. 

9

5 The point is taken from Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, though I have obviously referenced his 
thought in an aggressively reductive way. 



So let us ask the question of existence again, but without the nonsense of 
forcing it to conform to a structure which quite clearly operates only 
within Existence. That which is not Existence (nothing) does not do 
anything. Nothing is not and hence does not. Causality can only be 
thought to exist within the network of interactive, existing things. In 
other words, that which does not exist cannot effect causal change. So 
the question we ask must be this, “What is the Case?” By the ‘Case’, I 
mean the case of Existence, or perhaps the ‘Case of all things’. This 
means to ask, “What is the most fundamental dimension, what must we 
posit at the very beginning of our Metaphysics?” Since we have already 
seen that Existence cannot be thought of as an effect which was caused 
by some interaction anterior to it, we must radically assume the only 
answer permissible by the rules of logic: Nothingness. 

Let me be more clear, as this answer may seem obvious or common in 
a way. The goal herein is to be positively-definitive in an account of 
why it is that Existence is present. The answer proposed here is that 
Existence exists because anterior to it is a primary, in-itself Nothingness 
- and that Nothingness realizes Existence (calls it into being) by way of 
contingency and not causality. What is the Case? Nothingness is and 
must be said to constitute the entire Case, as only Nothingness can come 
from nowhere and nothing, etc. That is to say that only Nothingness can 
logically be given absolute and properly universal primacy. Berkeley said, 
“But to say that Existence exists and that’s the end of it realizes an 
impossible paradox that cannot be sustained!” He was quite right on that 
point. Moreover, we can prove this with the most naive comments on 
logical figures. 

The absolute foundation of Existence is almost universally supposed to 
be found at an assumed level of material unity wherein the All  (pure 
multiple) is identical or reducible to the One. This is the level at which 
the Phenomenal Order does not present at all, as we are considering the 
Order of Being from without of itself. Within that order, the multiplicity 
of phenomena appear as all belonging to the seemingly-unified One of 
‘Existence’. The site of the event of the phenomenal world, itself, is at at 
the level of the Order of Existence - the level of ‘mere matter’ is a 
fiction. Alain Badiou has already done this work for us in his Being and 
Event by showing that the multiple is not ‘actually’ reducible to the 
simple ‘One which is’, but rather his works helps to retain our focus 
and understand that the One which houses the multiplicity of Being is 
Nothing, itself. Nothing, by housing the multiplicity of beings is the 
count-as-one. By mistakenly assuming that there is a positively existing 
One which is not Nothingness proper, most theorists naively ask their 
question, thus we so often see formulations of the question like, “What 
gave rise to the material Universe?” This is precisely the question to 
avoid. It is important to point out that Existence qua the One which 
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exists cannot logically be thought of as this event; Existence is the site of 
the event of Being. The ‘site of that site’, so to speak, is of course 
Nothingness. So, the question ought to be, “What can be in such a way 
that material existence is a necessary and contingent characteristic of that 
singular Thing (the One) whose existential character is a passive ‘is-
ness’?” The answer is obvious: no Thing at all can possibly satisfy this 
description, and we must readily accept the facticity of that statement by 
assuming it as principle: Nothing is (as Badiou shows mathematically) 
the only One which is reducible only to itself, thus satisfying the 
condition of the One.

It simply cannot be the Case that the most fundamental characteristic of 
the Universe should be material Existence. The anterior aspect of the 
Case is and must be Nothingness. Nothingness is radically, fully the 
Case. Nothingness constitutes the entire Case. But because it is wholly 
the Case and it is impossible that any Thing should be the Case - for a 
Thing does not spontaneously manifest independent of the Order of 
Existence; the absolute One is self-contained and thus could not have 
come from any other thing - it must necessarily include in-itself the ‘un-
realized’ possibility of what is not the Case, the impossible Case. It is 
worth noting that the Order of Existence is only ‘un-realized possibility’ 
at the level of the true Case: at the level wherein there simply ‘is 
Nothing’, Existence is not present. Here it is critical to make a point: if 
Nothing were not the Case, then of course some Thing (a positively-
constituted material Universe) would be the Case. Significantly, this 
implies that the positive order of material Existence is realized negatively 
(as that-which-is-not-the-Case) by Nothingness as a characteristic of 
Nothing’s being in-itself (the negative image of itself). Through this 
negative gesture of Nothing’s self-positing, of its proclaiming “I am not,” 
indeed, by simply being itself does Nothingness ‘represent without of 
itself’ (realize) its impossible opposite - the Order of Existence.

Nothingness, the One which is-not, which is identical with the Case must 
also contain its ‘un-realized’6 opposite of Existence - which is un-realized 
in the sense that inasmuch as Nothingness is-the-Case so Existence is-not-
the-Case. The character of Nothingness (of its being-the-Case) is thus 
transmuted: the un-realized potentiality of Existence presents as though it 
were the Case because its realization as such is contingent upon 
Nothingness. Nothing ‘is the Case’ as absolute negativity; Existence ‘is-
not the Case’ as absolutely positive presence. It is not because Existence 
is present that Nothingness exists, but rather that Nothing should come 
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first is the only possible Case and it is this fact which founds the order 
of necessity (contingency) which realizes the impossible Case of 
Existence. Existence is ‘what would be the Case if Nothingness were not 
the Case.’ This means that the material Universe does exist (as a fully 
constituted reality) with Nothingness (the Case, the authentic Real) 
anterior to it with the Void  (the site of Existence) working as the 
‘vanishing mediator’7  between them. The site of Existence is the same 
space (the Void) that Nothingness does not-occupy. This is precisely what 
is meant by ‘Existence is realized without Nothingness’. It is precisely 
because Existence is not the Case that it founds Being proper (because 
Nothing is present only as an instance of negative is-ness, not of 
persistent positive presence). It is the case which is not the Case. In 
order that any Thing be truly ‘in-itself’, it must occupy two necessary 
and contingent states of Being: 1) it must be its self and 2) it must not-
be any thing else. This point allows us to understand that it is not 
Nothingness which ‘must give rise to Existence’, but simply that 
Nothingness realize its negative definition - nothing more. It is the nature 
of what Nothing isn’t that necessitates its material realization. It is not 
accidental that things exist, but it is fully incidental. It is not Nothing’s 
fault that it isn’t anything. It is simply that the primal situation cannot 
be the Case of Existence. Thus Nothingness  proper has no choice but 
to be the Case. Naive as this point may sound, it is useful in 
highlighting the principle which accounts for the necessary and contingent 
character of the case of Existence: the situation present within the Case. 
Existence is simultaneously ‘within the Case’ and ‘without Nothingness’. 
It occupies the same and entire space as Nothingness, yet can never ‘be 
nothing’. Since Nothingness is-not, it fills in the same space that it does 
not-occupy, that it is-not in (the void it creates, the impossible space that 
would necessarily exist were some Thing to be the Case, the edifice it 
creates within the Case) with the image of the One which negatively 
defines Nothingness (Existence, the Thing). However, in order that 
Existence properly not-be Nothing, it must actually be. That is to say, 
whenever an entity is fully identical with a singular positive feature 
(Nothing only ever is Nothing), it must embody at the same level its 
singular negative definition as well.“I am here,” means, “I am here; I am-
not anywhere else.” Thus in order that Nothingness fully be the Case, it 
must contain within itself a sort of ‘knowledge’ of its negative definition. 
A positively-constituted thing actively is-itself and passively is-not any 
thing else. By nature of its being-nothing,  Nothingness inverts this logic, 
and passively is-itself (because it isn’t anything at all) and actively is-not 
(it is-not the positive order). The form that it’s not-being any-Thing takes, 
of course, is precisely as the Thing (Existence, that which Nothing is-
not). In not being anything, Nothingness houses the Thing which is-not 
no-Thing (Nothingness). Thus Existence is.

12

7 I borrow this term from Slavoj Zizek.



Symbolizing Nothing

In precisely the same way that Heidegger felt the question of being had 
been incorrectly or improperly asked prior to his Being and Time project, 
so am I of the opinion that Heidegger’s comments on the question of 
‘why there are beings instead of nothing’ erred in a very specific way. 
This error is visible in the text vis-a-vis  It is incorrect to ask, “What 
gave/gives rise to material Existence?” as an initial question. It is 
imprudent because it firmly establishes both question and answer within 
the confines of X→Y without first providing sufficient reason as to 
precisely why one should assume a causal origin in the first place. It is 
no mystery that people have frequently thrown up their hands and said, 
“But it seems impossible that Existence should have been caused by 
anything!” This, however, should be taken as a guidepost rather than 
proof of defeat. Does this not force us directly to directly confront one 
of the most fundamental aspects of logic? Namely, the Parmenidean 
assertion that only nothing can be derived from nothing. Because of this, 
any attempt at a causal account which gives primacy to Existence (as the 
Case) will return empty-handed. In the face of this, one ought to simply 
give up the arbitrary assumption of an originary cause. In point of fact, 
is this point that only nothing can be derived in-itself from nothing not 
the definitive proof that Existence cannot have been caused? 

To reiterate a point, if one assumes Idealism, the question of substance 
is displaced but not accounted for in-itself; in the case of God-as-creator, 
an infinite regress is born albeit positioned beyond the grasp of the 
question (it is often claimed that God is, and his nature is unknowable - 
thus the answer is intentionally closed-off); similar to God is the absolute 
Empiricist Realism that clings to ‘Big Bang’ theory as the absolute 
origin of Existence (another obvious regress presents itself).  the question 
is asked within the arbitrarily-assumed context of causal determinism, it 
can never shed light on the fundamental issue of how it is that a thing 
can exist at all. Proposed here is a non-causal account of how it is that 
Existence should be at all. At its most fundamental level, Nothing ‘gives 
rise to the Order of Existence without itself in order that it be-itself’ and 
thus founds Being. At this level, Existence merely is (not the Case), and 
at the single level which presents anterior to it (at the level of 
Nothingness presents as in-itself), it is not - this is the site of Existence, 
the Void. All that remains is the task of symbolizing Nothingness as the 
Case (Nothing, upon whose being-the-Case Existence is contingent) in 
such a way that both are fully visible and with the contingency also 
presenting. 
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If our point of departure is the observation that at the the most 
fundamental level which constitutes the primal absolute (the Case) - and 
that situation is identical to Nothing, then we can symbolize this 
Nothingness as simply ~(P). The parentheses are critical here because 
only by symbolizing “Nothingness in-itself qua the Case” as ‘~(P)’ - 
with the parenthesis symbolizing its Case-ness - can we highlight the non-
Case of Existence (P) isolated in its positive form within the Case and 
yet without of Nothingness. If Nothing is symbolized as just ‘an in-itself 
instance nothing-ness’ (as Sartre formulated Nothingness, with the 
parenthesis absent) the ‘parenthetical’ dimension of the non-Case is not 
only not-visible, it is not-present.8 Here, one might say that I am ‘against 
Sartre’ inasmuch as I am implicitly claiming that not only  ‘is Nothing 
the Case’, but also that the Case, itself, is the case of Nothingness. The 
necessary criteria that Nothingness meet in order to be realized as such 
is that it also be the Case. We are never dealing with ‘just Nothing’. In 
order that Nothing be at all it must include its parenthetical dimension of 
Existence without itself. The parenthesis are the conditions of the primal 
situation of the Case, and being-primary is necessary feature of the ‘case 
of Nothingness’ - the conditions that must be satisfied in order for 
Nothing to be-Nothing. This point serves to illustrate that simply ~P, or 
‘just nothing’ (Nothingness without Existence as a contingent feature) 
cannot be the Case. We have shown how in order that Nothing be the 
Case, it must constitute without itself a fully-constituted instance of P, 
necessarily separate from but nevertheless contingent upon the not-being 
of Nothing: symbolically represented as ~(P). In order that it be the 
Case, Nothingness must give rise to that which it is not without of itself 
in the form of that which is-not the Case, its ‘real’ opposite - Existence. 

But why not take from this the conclusion that if one were to step  
outside Existence and ‘see’ nothing in-itself, one would merely be aware 
‘that a Thing might have existed, a never-to-be-realized possibility and no 
more? The criticism here is already addressed by the earlier point (which 
we do not reject) that ‘only nothing be derived from nothing’. Indeed, 
one cannot derive from Nothingness a positive Existence that exists in-
itself and from that Nothingness. But this criticism is only visible if one 
has missed the point that Existence is ‘contained without’ and contingent 
upon there ultimately ‘being Nothing’. Again, a fully in-itself instance of 
Nothingness qua the Case   necessarily constitutes without itself the fully-
formed Order of that-which-is. The difference being that Nothingness is 
the Case (it has primacy, is anterior to or beyond Existence) whereas 
Existence is-not the Case. Perhaps it might be useful to insert here a 

14

8 When Sartre articulates Nothingness, it is as ~P, as non-being. The difference being that I am treating 
Nothingness as a metaphysical foundation rather than exploring the abstract concept, itself, of a non-thing. 
He was correct only in presuming that the relationship shared by Nothingness and Existence is the source 
of material identity in the world. 



further distinction between higher-order ‘Case’ (the more fundamental 
‘Case of all things’) and the lower-order ‘case’ (the case of Existence). 
The uppercase indicates the usage employed above while the lowercase 
signifies the ‘case’ (the context or structure upon which a particular form 
relies) of some Thing. So the case of the table might be that its ‘being 
a table’ is contingent upon its inclusion in the positively-constituted 
Order of Existence; the Case, of Existence, rather, being that the being 
of the Order of Existence, itself, is contingent upon a primal 
Nothingness; it is the non-object of contingency, itself - the Case. 
! !
Just as Nothingness is-not, so Existence is. Symbolizing Nothingness in 
its positive form (what it is) is necessary, but it is critical to bear in 
mind that any in-itself entity must realize both its positive and negative 
identity (just as the table in front of me can be said to ‘be itself’ so 
can it be said to ‘not-be anything else‘. They both must contain their 
positive definitions realized within and also negative definitions realized 
without. Just as Nothingness is-not some Thing, ~(P) and is nothing, ~P, 
so Existence simultaneously is-not nothing, ~ ~P and concretely is some 
thing, P. However, the two conditions of being pertaining to Existence, 
itself, are of course contingent upon Nothingness being a fully constituted 
instance of the in-itself as we can see from the three logically-equivalent 
statements below:

 1. ~P
 2. ~(P)

 3. ~(~ ~P)

Nothingness proper contains its own positive identity (1., it is  ∼P), its 
own negative identity (2., it is-not P), and also within it the full positive 
(2., Nothingness is not Existence which is itself) and negative (3., 
Nothingness is not Existence which is not Nothingness) modes of being 
of Existence. Nothingness is not a cause and Existence is not an effect. 
Rather it is contingent and necessary if there is to fully ‘be nothing’. It 
is due to precisely this fact (that there ‘is completely nothing’) that there 
exists the Order of Things.

“How could what is perish? How could it have come to be? For if it 
came into being, it is not; nor is it if ever it is going to be. Thus 
coming into being is extinguished, and destruction unknown.”9 

For both Parmenides and Heidegger, this is the point at which one 
‘rebounds from the question’ and is left with no alternative but to begin 
their analysis with a treatment of the question of being. What we have 
illustrated here is that by positing Nothing as the Case that gives rise 
without itself to material Existence and thus founds the order of Being, 
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we can avoid this ‘rebounding’ by realizing that the structure upon which 
Being proper hangs, the object of its contingency is the Lacanian non-all 
(pas-tout). Thus there is no metaphysical level at which ‘things merely 
are’ in the sense of a unified One of material substance. Rather, the One 
of Existence is-not. The One is identical with Nothingness, which thus 
founds the order of Being. In other words, the question of is has 
primacy over the question of being, and  being is always being-the-
multiple. There cannot be said to exist a level of ‘merely being’ within 
which one finds modalities of being: being-there, being-in-the-world, being-
with-others. Rather, these fully are being. Or perhaps it would be 
prudent to phrase it in this way: Being is only being qua being-multiple. 
It is worth mentioning again that Heidegger establishes the question 
addressed here as the founding gesture of Philosophy (one cognizes an 
object in such a way that his ability to fully comprehend that object is 
contingent upon the answering of that first question; one is doing 
Philosophy) it easily might have be maddening to encounter a convincing 
proof which positions the nature of Existence beyond the horizon of 
understanding:

“Thinking and the thought that it is are the same; for you will not find 
thought apart from what is, in relation to which it is uttered.”10 

An in-itself Nothingness, per Parmenides and Heidegger, cannot be the 
object of thought. That is to say, one cannot directly conceive of 
‘Nothingness in-itself’, as this would be to have a no-thought - a thought 
without content. To ‘think of nothing’ is to have a thought without an 
object - a non-thought - and as thought can never be subtracted and 
leave ‘thinking-no-thing’ (empty thought) behind it, one cannot directly 
conceive of (a) Nothingness. This, however, provides no barrier if the 
question is approached in the way I have done. Rather, all one needs to 
understand is the definition of Nothingness, lay bare the contours of 
Nothing’s exterior. If some Thing must be the object of thought, then all 
we must do in order to conceive of  Nothingness proper by way of an 
understood negation of Existence. The critical feature of this gesture lies 
in its non-causal nature. We should make no attempt to create a 
workaround of Parmenides’ comment above that, “...coming into being is 
extinguished and destruction unknown.” Rather, this indicates only that 
causality is not a feature of Nothing - as would it necessarily be were 
causality the situation of the Case. That is to say, Nothing is not an 
event nor is Existence (though Existence is the site of the event of 
Being). One needn’t realize the impossibility of Nothingness as the direct 
object of thought in order to illustrate and understand why Nothingness, 
itself, is cardinal within  the Order of the Case upon whose full 
inclusion in that order the presence of Existence is contingent. What does 

16

10 Parmenides (B 8.34-36).



seem clear from all of this is that both Heidegger and Parmenides 
opposed Nothingness to Existence at all levels in such a way that the 
fact of their contingency was never visible. That is to say, neither 
conceived of Nothingness proper as anything more than the theoretical 
foil of existents. They made the Sartrian error of conceiving of 
Nothingness as the impossible non-source of distinctions drawn within the 
phenomenal order, rather than the positively present non-all (pas-tout) 
which grounds the order, itself. 

It is worth pointing out that Physics proper (the activities of theoreticians 
of physical theory) describes the dispositional structure of systems rather 
than their in-itself composition. The absolute essence of such systems 
has, of course, the structure of Nothingness. Thus another way to phrase 
my base claim is that the world is always-already something of an 
afterimage. That is to say: the material world is in essence insubstantial, 
but ‘presents as substance’ A notable dispositional aspect of which is 
reality - the characteristic of being-able-to-appear. In Lacanian terms, 
Nothingness qua being-the-Case is the Real which is visible as ‘reality’ 
only through the in-itself inaccessible One of existence. In this way, 
Existence, itself, is the vanishing mediator between the subject and the 
Real.

Important here is the relationship between the particular and the 
Universal order of which it is an instance. At the level of the Universal, 
itself  -the level of oneness - it appears as full - as a unified, organic 
whole. It is only through its instantiation that it can be seen. It must 
first be reduced to a multiplicity of instances in order that it present 
within the order of reality. The Universal order is the order of the One, 
whereas the instances of that Universal (the individuals who compose a 
given community) present as the order of the multiple. In somewhat 
Sartrian language: the ‘instance’ is the ‘appearing’ that the Thing does - 
an instance is the thing-observed. The Thing (Existence, itself - as a 
oneness) cannot be interacted with at the level where it  merely is-itself 
without remainder. Since we are talking of Existence - or the One which 
is - at the level wherein it is only its self, Existence cannot view itself 
as the Other (Nothingness).  Thus in the case of Existence proper as a 
true Universal it ‘appears to be-itself’ (exists as a positive Order). The 
crucial point here is not the Thing in-itself is always mediated by the 
act of ‘seeing it’ (of being the object of phenomenal experience) but 
rather that subjective phenomenal experience is, itself, what the Thing 
looks like - Being is being qua the multiple. We ought never consider 
Existence as something which is ‘viewed from outside’ by subjectivity. 
The subject is firmly embedded within the multiple and thus that which 
has being is only viewable through being(s). 
! !
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For Ontology, this means that if we can discern our phenomenal 
experience by regulating ‘what things mean to us’ (interpret it through a 
structure of meaning - with the emphasis placed on structure) in such a 
way that takes into account all phenomena (a unified theoretical account 
which ‘makes sense of everything), we will have indirectly ‘understood 
everything’. Let me make my point clearer: the significance and 
supremacy of logic is not to be accepted axiomatically, but rather 
because logic is the tool of universal understanding (not “universal” in 
the popular spiritual sense but in the sense ‘knowing the rules of the 
game’ and thus being able to differentiate between when the game is 
being played and when it isn’t). Keeping strictly in mind that the 
essence of all phenomenal things (the world) is the Thing, itself - this 
means that all of the Thing is ‘emptied’ into  world; the world is the 
whole Thing. From this one can derive that if a theoretical structure 
which accounts for all phenomena (a unified Philosophy grounded in 
logic) can be realized, we will have succeeded in ‘making sense of the 
Thing’.
! !
Thus we arrive at three conclusions: 1) the principle of human 
understanding corresponds with the principle of logical non-contradiction - 
when someone says, “This makes no sense!” they are implying that some 
aspect of it is illogical 2) the principle here that the existence of 
Existence (its positive presence) is contingent upon the primacy of 
Nothingness and the absoluteness with which it always is the Case is the 
most fundamental  logical observation that can be made. The significance 
of this is that if the Case, itself, can be logically notated and understood, 
then the world, itself, can be accounted by a theory derived from that 
initial observation. But is this not obvious? If a single glance were to 
contain everything, then every thing would be discernible within it. The 
principle outlined here does precisely that: it makes structural sense of 
the whole Case at the level of in-self. It follows directly that if we can 
conceive of a structural principle that accounts for the Case,  then the 
structure of the case (what can be derived by drawing distinctions upon 
what we already possess) is visible as well and can be logically derived 
from such a principle. 

⧉
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