Being or Nothingness
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Warning!
study the letter to Professor
fstadter before you read the book.
Good Luck!




March 1 1, 2007
Basic Books
At: Chief Editor
387 Park Avenue Srmth
New York, NY 10016

Dear Sir,

Enclosed vou will find a Swedish translation of Sir Arthur Conan
Duy]c’s lnng lost manuscript, “Being or Nﬂnt]ﬂngm:ss.,:rr -:mnnmn]y
referred to as “The Giant Rat of Sumatra.” Unlturtunatc]y the
English original vanished shortly after its appearance and we have,
as of yet, not managed to retrieve it.

[ send the book to you since it 18 udd[}f intertwined wil:['l Prc}Fessnr
Dnnglas Hofstadter and his book “I am a strange Im)p," which will
200N l'}E rE‘IEEI.BL“LI. l'):,." _"g."(?'l_'lr I:)I.'Il'l]iHE-ling I I{}LIEL".

“Being or Nnthingncs-s” contains a letter in English, directed to
Professor | |nf'st<1clter, which 111igl‘|1: make you curious about the rest
uf t}m lmnle. Slmuld I.I'nat 1-1& I.I\e case, you wi” neun.{ Lo |1aw: t]-u: lm::lz
translated to Englis]l, twenty-one rather short pages.

I reali}:e tlliﬂ ;3 an 'L'I.I'.I'IlF.-LIEl.I WE}I’ :}[‘ P]"{?Iﬂt!t;ng a Lt!t]h PI'(?jE‘ﬂt. [F
you are not intcrcstccl, just 't]'ll'OW i:In: bcmk away, ]:l-ut plua-_:u scn(.l a

,*-'..]'lurt email to nnﬁ{:}f me u‘F yvour {lisapprnval_

With kind ruﬁ_ards,

o | ‘f'nz Tra ?TSIIFIJ!E r

A
Wﬁwm



Frof. Douglas Hofstiedbar
CRCC, Indana Linesarsity
510 Morth Fass Avenua
Blocmington, In 47408-3822 Novambsar &, 2006

Dear Professor Halsladier,

Your last e-mail had an ancouraging fone that made ma happy. | didn’t reply since
| was afraid of making some statemaent that might opardize our good melabonship
Instead | wand ahsad and sent the letlers. For the same reason | didn't acknowiadge
receiving your articles, | have browsed through them and realize that | hanee inberesting
Shudiers. ahesd of me. Thank you far wour gerserosily.

By now the sevan lettars should have armsad and hopafully you ara a litile curiows.
As you get ready 10 raad “The full circdda”, | want o give you a word of caution. 'Whan
| encountered the manuscnpt, many years agoe, | was tolally unprepared, | had found
some okd typewniten pages carslessly thrown in the carner of an abandoned rairoad
station, where | kad aken refuge afber leaving a party that had gotten out of conirol.
A5 ciicumstances would Fave it | slaried o read and discovenad patlamns | had 1o
Explong,

The manuscript has a raproduction of Eschar's “Drawing Hands" on iis cover. Should
the text resemble what its covar implies it 1o be, reading it could be dangarous. Had
| sand a copy without comments, & might have caused harm. Owr cormespondence
assunes thal you hanee a wision of a writer as you read. Also, by disdosing passages
in advance | hope 16 have inlrigeed you ensogh, not i dsmiss the manuscrpl as
BECIBFIC POFSenEs,

Bafore you procead, | shauld mantion that the manuscript can be viewad as a reli-
gipus documant. The taxt can ba incorporated iro both tha Jewish and the Chstian
tradition, but doing 50 with oo much vigowr would be o narmow its scope, Whether
it s embraced and cherished or rejected and condemned does nol depend on whst
redigicus oF idaakogical belied sysbam tha neadar subscribas b, Desap down it is & mal-
bar of falh and chosce.

There you are! | have disclosed almost everything | know about the manuscript, It is
trne for you fo address this stange loap. B would plesse me if you wemns to give me
same sorl of feedback. The manuscript has nat been made pubkc, partly because,
like Conan Daoyle, | hesitate whether the world is ready bul also since | am nol sune
that the patberms | parcaive ara really thera. | realize that | might be mistakan and will
nigshiar chijact nor ba offandad i this tums out 10 e your oginion

With kird rsgards.
“The Wriler"



ML Escher's “Drowing Hands "€ 2007 The M.C Escher Compary-Hatiarmd A rights reserved s miescheroom



This letter was received recently
from an anonymous sender.

Could this be the first and last
post—-post-modern work?

sreetinrs from o

Being or Nothingness

b K



Preface

One day I found a book. It was lying in the open, visible to all, but I was
the only one curious enough to pick it up. This I have regretted many
times. The manuscript has haunted me ever since. Finally I realised that
the only way to break free is to have it published.

I try to lead a decent, responsible life and the last thing I would want is

to be reminded that I was the one who found the book you hold in your
hand.

Brace yourself and turn the pages gently as you embark on a strange jour-
ney through time and space.



Late one Saturday evening I sat at B's place browsing through the Col-
lected Works of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. A literary magazine that B
subscribed to featured a contest. They had selected twenty-five quotations
from Conan Doyle’s books, and the task was to identify the characters
that had made the different statements. In addition they wanted the first
three hundred words of the book that Conan Doyle never published - the
story for which he believed society was not yet ready, The Giant Rat of
Sumatra. An hour passed without us finding any of the lines. We decided
to skip the contest, yet still proceed to write the story. We tried several
approaches, but none of them seemed particularly original.

Then, suddenly, we heard a soft voice behind us:

“Here I am, the Giant Rat of Sumatra.”

We turned round and saw a puny little mouse.

“But you are so small and unassuming, you cannot possibly be a Giant
Rat,” I said.

“Yet that is precisely what people call me,” the mouse replied. “I am
what I am, but I have been thoroughly misunderstood and what men can-
not understand they insist on discussing and so, little by little, a strange
transition takes place. The more they talk about me the more I grow - in
their imagination. Eventually I will be large enough to devour them,” the
mouse laughed.

“But why do they discuss matters they cannot understand,” I won-
dered.

“They do, because they are on a quest for the meaning oflife, but tonight
I will challenge you by changing your perspective. Tonight, I will ask the
question, “What is the meaning of life?””



This challenge delighted us, since we knew the answer to that old riddle.
“In the eighteenth century David Hume demonstrated that it is not pos-
sible to elicit a normative thesis out of descriptive statements. Therefore, it
is incorrect even to ask that question. The meaning of life should neither
be debated nor discussed. Every step that brings you closer to a solution,
robs you of some of the meaning you searched for,” I started.

“Life has meaning, is a statement that confutes the theory of rationality,
regardless of whether it is true or false. It is analogous to Godel’s theorem
concerning non-contradictive formal systems,” B continued.

He got up and went to the bookshelf, the mouse slowly ﬁ:llowing him.B
reached for Gédel, Escher, Bach, a book by Hofstadter where these issues
are discussed. Unfortunately the book next to it was knocked over and
fell straight towards the mouse.

In a flash she threw herself to one side.
“You can keep your damned books,” she screamed, and then she was gone.

B knelt and picked up the book.

“Strange,” he muttered, “I have never seen this book before.”

He weighed the book in his hand, turned to the title page and started to
read ...



Being or Nothingness

e K



Dedicartion

In commemoration of Joseph Knecht, magister Ludi Josephus III,
who abandoned ‘the glass bead game,
the most beautiful of ideas,
FOR LIFE ...
... UNTO DEATH



Motro

Everything living should be an end in itself.

Nothing living should be merely the means
to the end of either its own
or any other man’s idea.



Axiom

The more a man is made into a means of an idea,
the more he will leave his body,

making it and everything else, dead and alive,
into means to the end of that idea.

[f we turn ‘creating a welfare state’ into an idea,
and make ‘the reduction of other people’s suffering’ the end of that idea,
people’s suffering will increase instead of decreasing.

Only by not turning it into an idea,
‘to create a living and free world,’
will a living and free world be born.



Food for thought

A ship in harbour is safe,
but that is not what ships are built for.

Anonymous

The world is like an onion.
You peel layer upon layer in pursuit of God,
but the centre will show up empty.

Meister Eckehart

If 1 ask for a glass of water and someone gives me a cup
filled with the most exquisite of wines, I will send him away,
until he realises that happiness does not depend on what you get,
but on getting what you want.

Soren Kierkegaard

If by eternity is understood, not infinite temporal duration

but non-temporality,

then it can be said that a man lives eternally if he lives in the present.
Ludwig Wittgenstein

Time is what appears at the horizon of Being.
Martin Heidegger

THE SOUL 1S THE PRISON OF THE BODY (Michel Foucaulr)
THE SOUL IS THE PRISON OF THE BODY (Michel Foucault)
THE SOUL IS THE PRISON OF THE BODY (Michel Foucault) ...
... and we have placed ourselves outside of it!
Joe K

Sexuality is the projection of Being into space-time.

Sexuality is holy.

Family is holy.

Disconnect sexuality from Being, and Nothingness emerges!
Jee K
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Socrates was the ugliest man in Greece,
but he found solace.
He invented the “World of Ideas.’

Joe K

Psychoanalysis is precisely the disease,
for which it believes itself to be the cure.
Adopted from Karl Krauss

My thinking is muscular.
Albert Einstein

Einstein reinserted time into space
and, behold, the laws of physics changed.
What would happen if one did the same for

the humanistic and social sciences?

You are invited to try,
but think it over before you proceed.
This time it will not be sufficient with an ‘Imagined Observer.’
You have to become a part of the project yourself.
Take every precaution and pray ...
...that you will survive the journey!
Joe K

I am a strange loop.
Douglas Hofstadter

Man never gets to know what his calling is.
He senses his destiny while walking through life.
Henrik Ibsen

Life is meant to be a joyous adventure.
Joe K
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Hell is truth seen too late.
Thomas Hobbes

The eye is our only digital organ of perception.
The eye is the mirror of the soul.
Your soul is the entire world!

Joe K

What then is the “Tree of Life, in the middle of Paradise?
The tree we were not allowed to eat from,
after having tasted the fruit from the ‘Tree of Knﬂwledgf:.‘

Enter a sylvan glade an early summer morning,
Close your eyes.
Open them slowly and look around.

Joe K

Why is it that no one in our omniscient era
has managed to produce a coherent ontology?

Maybe because it has already been written!
When will the existentialist philosophers discover St. Paul?
JoeK

He who denies the Trinity will lose his soul
and he who tries to understand the Trinity fully will lose his mind.

Anonymous

[am Joe K — You are Joe K
Joe K

Of what one cannot speak, one must remain silent.
Ludwig Wittgenstein
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A dream

When I was a child it annoyed me that I had so few socks and most of
them I did not like. One day, after school, I was at a friend’s house as he
opened his closet door. My face turned green with envy when I saw the
stacks of fluffy terry cloth socks.

After leaving my parent’s house I did not worry about what clothes to
wear, except for my socks, which I chose with care. One Saturday after-
noon [ went downtown to buy terry cloth socks. The sales people laughed
at me.

“They went out of style a long time ago, but you can always try some other
store.”

I rushed from shop to shop and suddenly I got lucky. In one of the
department stores they had a sale on terry cloth socks: six pairs for thirty
crowns.

“They are from Taiwan but other than Swedish terry cloth socks these
are the best,” said the clerk, who wore them herself. I bought six yellow
and six blue pairs of socks and left the store radiant with joy.

Late that evening I finished the book you are reading. Exhausted, I threw
myself on the bed and immediately fell into a deep sleep. In the dream I
was chased. I ran in my socks from house to house but no one would help
me find my shoes. Finally I stopped in the middle of a field and looked at
my feet which had sunk deep into the wet soil. Slowly, I knelt and took
off my socks.

When Ilifted my gazea man stood in front of me, smiling, At that moment,
I realised the scope of the thought that I had barely touched upon before
falling asleep, “It is with our feet we participate in ‘living the world.”

I understood that it was not necessarily up to me to write the book. I could

forget about the writing of the book completely.
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THE FIRST DAY AFTER I STOPPED WRITING THE BOOK
Doctor Watson came by.

We chatted about mrf:ryday tidings, but after a while we found ourselves
discussing the meaning of life. He told me of a book that he had recently
read, The Hitchbhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. A gigantic computer had been
programmed to answer the question of the meaningoflife. A priesthood
evolved that constantly provided it with more information. Hundreds of
generations passed when suddenly the computer announced that it had
found the answer. Everyone gathered to receive the sacred words. A long
silence followed and then the computer spoke again.

“But I don't think you want to know.”

“We do!” everyone shouted and threatened to cut off the power if it did
not comply.

“Alright, but you won’t be satisfied. The answer to the question of the
meaning of life is 42.”

Dr Watson broke out in laughter at the absurd answer. I let him be fora
while and then kindly interrupted.

“The answer may seem strange, but it is really the only answer that a
computer can give. The digit 4 refers to the four spacc—timc—dimcnsions
of existence, that is Being, and the digit 2 stands for the two dimensions of
time, J N . <2t is Nothingness. Hence, the computer’sanswer
to the question of the meaning of life is ‘Being and Nothingness.”
“However, acomputer can only handle algorithms,” I continued, “therefore
itis trapped in the two time-dimensions and can hardly have reasoned along
these lines. Itis more prﬂbablc that the computer, through some complicated
detour, has stumbled upon the mystique of the natural numbers. Four plus
two equals sixand six multiplied by seven amounts to 42, but thisiscommon
knowledge that you can read about in Pythagoras’ books,” I ended.

A gloomy atmosphere settled upon us and we sat quietly staring into the
fire. Finally Dr Watson broke the silence to tell me of his difficult fall,
and later that night we parted as good friends.
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THE SECOND DAY AFTER I STOPPED WRITING THE BOOK
I remembered previous times when I had written with inspiracion.

I brought che old volumes from the bookshelf and read with amusement.
Unfortunately I cannot share the content of these books. If 1 did, it would
generate too much must and local colour.
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THE THIRD DAY AFTER 1 STOPPED WRITING THE BOOK
it rained.

Downtown I met B who told me of a contest that a literary magazine
featured. They had selected twenty-five quotations from Conan Doyle’s
books, and the task was to identify the characters that had made the dif-
ferent statements. In addition they wanted the first three hundred words
of the book that Conan Doyle never published - the story for which he
believed society was not yet ready, The Giant Rat of Sumatra. We parted
after having set Saturday evening aside for the contest.

When I returned home I read the letter that had arrived from R. For
reasons of integrity I cannot disclose its content.

Late that evening I had completed the book you hold in your hand, except
for the headingof the sixth day. As I began to write, all text in my word pro-
cessor suddenly disappeared. At first [ was devastated but then I realised
the obvious. A book like this one can only be written on the sixth day, so
I decided to await its arrival.
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THE FOURTH DAY AFTER I STOPPED WRITING THE BOOK
the Prophets spoke.

Please read pertinent sections of the Old Testament.
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THE FIFTH DAY AFTER I STOPPED WRITING THE BOOK
Jesus and John spoke.

Please read pertinent sections of the New Testament.
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THE SIXTH DAY AFTER I STOPPED WRITING THE BOOK
[ sat at B's place and wrote the book.
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THE SEVENTH DAY AFTER I STOPPED WRITING THE BOOK
B woke up.

He sat up in bed as the memory of a dream quickly faded. Strange, he
muttered to himselfwhile he dressed. He was thinking about the text that
he had studied the night before. It was the only book by Conan Doyle he
had not previously read and since it was Sunday morning he decided to
go downstairs to finish the book.

B walked down the stairs but after a few steps he had to lean against the
railing. An inexplicable fear had caused him to lose his balance. He took
another couple of steps but the vertigo increased and he was sweating
profusely. He tried to rid himself of the unpleasant sensation by shaking
his head, but then he realised that there was something terribly wrong
about the very way he perceived the reality surrounding him. With every
step the swaying got worse and now he could not breathe anymore. His
vision turned foggy and the staircase shook, yet he continued down the
stairs. He could have sat down, but something unrelenting within forced
him onwards.

“There is so much at stake,” he heard himself say, before he saw it. On the
last step there was a book he had never seen before. Slowly he leaned for-
ward. His hand was tremblingand his eyesight was blurred, but gathering
all his strength he picked up the book. As through a veil he read the title,
Being or Nothingness by Joe K.

At that moment B’s brain exploded. He saw the inside of his skull in an

unbearably bright light and then everything turned black.

B woke up at the bottom of the stairs with a pounding headache. He had
fallen on part thirteen of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Collected Works,
which he had left on the staircase the night before. He rose, picked up
the book and returned it to the bookshelf.
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After breakfast he noticed what he had absent-mindedly scribbled on a
piece of paper during the meal. Slowly he read to himself:

Our Father Who Art in Heaven
Hallowed be Thy Name
Thy Kingdom come
Thy Will be done
On earth as it is in Heaven
Give us this day, our Daily Bread
And Forgive us our trespasses
As we Forgive those who trespass against us
And lead us not into Temptation
But deliver us from evil
For Thine is the Kingdom the Power and the
Glory
For Ever and Ever

AMEN

At the bottom of the note there was one more sentence, “The last day in
the life of Ivan Denisovitch”.

B was overwhelmed with joy. Miraculously he had recovered his childhood
faith. The crisp, cool spring air hit his face as he rushed out. Approaching
the church the clouds parted and the bells started to ring.

He stopped, his eyes brimming with tears, when he saw all the people
that had gathered on the church hill. Friends and strangers welcomed
him and finally he understood that throughout the ages the church bells
had tolled for him.
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Afterword

With hindsight it is obvious that our hero was lucky.
The story could have ended infinitely worse.

If, after ﬁnishing this text, you find yourself
sitting with a book entitled Being or Nothingness, beware.

You wouldn’t want to trade the eternal loop of your life
for an infinite loop in the world of ideas, would you?
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