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In a fascinating new book, Michael Della Rocca (2020) has charted and argued for various 

routes of what he calls his “Parmenidean Ascent”, all of which terminate in a particularly rad-

ical variant of monism according to which there are no distinctions whatsoever. In fact, Della 

Rocca joins Parmenides in the diagnosis that distinctions cannot even be thought. Thus there 

are no – and cannot be thought – beings, not even one being as opposed to possibly many; 

there is just being. Likewise, there are no actions, but just action; no instances of knowledge, 

but just knowledge; no meanings, but just meaning; no truths, but just truth (etc.); and in the 

end, being is of course identical with action, knowledge, meaning and truth. There is then not 

even Michael Della Rocca as distinct from Parmenides or you and me. He and Parmenides 

and you and I are all just being = action = knowledge = meaning = truth. Of course, at the 

destination of his argument, Della Rocca has to throw away his argumentative ladder, whose 

rungs were mostly fabricated with the aid of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, and so his 

chapter 12, entitled “Tractatus Parmenideo-Philosophicus”, is very short: textless. Parmenide-

an knowledge – which lets us see things, i.e. being, aright – is wordless and can be no other-

wise. This wordless Parmenidean knowledge may seem a promising candidate for the rank of 

“the science without contrary”, to borrow a phrase frequently used by Sebastian Rödl in his 

recent book (2019: 40 and passim). 

Now Hegel, in his Science of Logic (or Logic for short), starts where Della Rocca, and Par-

menides before him, end. The Logic can thus be seen as a Parmenidean descent, from being 

downwards, back to distinctions. Here, a number of intriguing questions suggest themselves. I 

will address four of them in this article: (1) What textual evidence is there in the Logic that 

Hegel starts with Eleatic being (let’s call it Being with a capital “B” for short)? (2) Is there 

anything in Hegel’s logical method that necessitates beginning with Being, a particular path 

of Parmenidean ascent that Hegel took to arrive at Being, and a valid one at that? (3) How can 

Hegel ascend to Being from one side and then descend to distinctions on the other side in a 

scientifically controlled way, while for Parmenides and Della Rocca ascending is like climb-

ing a stairway to heaven without a return ticket? (4) Is Hegel’s Logic, even though it leads 

back to distinctions and even to contradictions, nevertheless a science without contrary?1 

                                                 
1 I would like to thank Mike Stange, who brought Della Rocca’s book to my attention and helped me with criti-

cism, suggestions and corrections, as well as Michael Della Rocca himself for valuable comments. 
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1. What with textual evidence? 

Here is what Hegel says at the beginning of the main text of the Logic, viz. in the first subsec-

tion, “A. [Being]”, of the first chapter, “Being”, of the first section, “Determinateness (Quali-

ty)”, of The Doctrine of Being (1832: 21.68f, my translation): 

Being, pure Being, – without any further determination. In its indeterminate immedia-

cy it is only equal to itself and also not unequal to another, has no difference within it-

self or to the outside. [...] It is pure indeterminateness and emptiness. – There is noth-

ing [in small letters: “nichts”] to intuit in it [“in ihm anzuschauen”], if one can speak 

of intuiting here; or it is only this pure, empty intuiting itself. There is also nothing to 

think in it [“in ihm zu denken”], or it is equally only this empty thinking. Being, the 

indeterminate immediate, is indeed Nothing [now capitalised: “Nichts”] and no more 

or less than Nothing. 

Let us ignore for the time being that Hegel seems to be preparing his oncoming Parmenidean 

descent right from the very start by accentuating the emptiness of Being and equating Being 

with Nothing. Let us focus instead on the more positive aspects of his assertions. Our first 

observation is that Hegel does not begin with a sentential claim, but with a single word: “Be-

ing”, next adds an adjective: “pure Being”, and then makes explicit what he means by “pure”, 

namely without further determination. “Being” or “pure Being” thus could be a kind of title or 

label indicating the topic (or at least the initial topic) of the Science of Logic. Alternatively, 

“Being” could be read not as a label but as a one-word sentence – which we might signal by 

adding an exclamation mark: “Being!” – meant to express the first claim of the Science of 

Logic. After all, a few lines later we learn that (pure) Being is a knowing, thus itself a (mini-

mal) science: an act of intuiting and at the same time an act of thinking. This seems to fit well 

with Della Rocca’s radical monism, so that Hegel’s “Being!” could be read as a mnemonic 

device to allude to the message hidden in Della Rocca’s empty chapter 12. Of course, Hegel 

then makes a bit too much of the emptiness of what the one-word claim “Being!” alludes to. 

Sure, Being is free of “any further determination” and in that sense indeterminate and empty. 

But a radical monist would not proceed to the conclusion that being is therefore nothing, let 

alone Nothing capitalised, i.e. (presumably) absolute negativity. 

One more word on Hegel’s opening phrase. A radical monist would insist that Being is free of 

any – further – determination. It is just Being, solid, massive Being through and through, with 

nothing real left out, but only distinctions, modifications and relations, including, for example, 
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spatial and temporal relations. But the whole weight of the world, the whole mass or energy – 

or what have you – of the universe is still there, albeit compressed into utter indistinctness. 

Read this way, Hegel would be free of the later Schelling’s charge that the Logic is only nega-

tive philosophy, that it deals only with thinking reflection on being, not with positive, factual 

being itself. Hegel could reply that being itself (or Being) is at the same time thinking of be-

ing and intuiting being, and Michael Della Rocca would applaud. (Schelling seems better off 

with his critique, and Della Rocca will likely stop applauding, once we take Hegel’s negative 

characterisations of Being into account. But we wanted to put them aside for the moment.) 

Next, we learn that indeterminate Being is also immediate. Being is not grounded in some-

thing else, neither ontically grounded qua Being nor epistemically grounded qua intuiting or 

thinking. It is the first – and Della Rocca qua radical monist would hasten to add, the only – 

topic and insight of philosophical science. Of course, this diagnostic duality of ontic and epis-

temic immediacy is ours, is due to our external reflection on Being, from the vantage point of 

our ladder, so to speak, for Being itself is each and everything in solid identity: is Being and is 

knowing (i.e. thinking of and intuiting) Being, and is thus its own immediate, indeterminate 

and pre-discursive self-consciousness. But I had better qualify or elucidate my talk of external 

reflection, because there are various possible degrees of externality to consider. An extremely 

external reflection on Being would be the communication that Gustav and Frieda discussed 

Being yesterday. Less external are Hegel’s – mostly historical – remarks that he inserts here 

and there in the main text of the Logic. Very close to the matter and almost no longer external, 

on the other hand, are the characterisations of pure being contained in the above quotation, 

according to which Being is (1) indeterminate, (2) immediate, (3) incomparable (“only equal 

to itself and also not unequal to another”), (4) empty, (5) intuiting itself, (6) thinking itself and 

(7) identical with Nothing. These are theorems of the Science of Logic qua, as I shall say, He-

gel’s and our background logic,2 whereas what Hegel tries to suggest with his label “Being” 

or express with his one-word sentence “Being!” and Della Rocca with his empty chapter 12 is 

(Hegel would say, part of) the Science of Logic qua foreground logic. The foreground logic is 

pure thinking proper, a wordless, hence pre-predicative and pre-discursive science (though 

later, in the doctrine of the concept, it will manifest itself as the logical archetype of all philo-

sophical science, including the background logic, and attain to predications and inferences of 

some archetypical kind). The background logic, on the other hand, is a discursive philosophi-

cal science about thinking and being, as communicated in the textbook that Hegel published 

                                                 
2 Not “metalogic”, because that might suggest an open hierarchy of ever higher orders, whereas the background 

logic is also meant to be its own metalogic. 
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in three volumes as the Science of Logic. Now, those who have reservations about treating the 

background logic as a series of external reflections can instead resort to the term “determining 

reflection”, which Hegel introduces in the first chapter of the doctrine of essence to denote the 

third stage in the sequence of (i) positing reflection, (ii) external reflection and (iii) determin-

ing reflection (1813: 11.250-257). But the different types of reflection are not our topic here. 

Suffice it to say, then, that determining reflection is the successful limiting case of external 

reflection in which the latter adequately determines its object. The background logic can thus 

be regarded as a series of determining reflections on thinking and being. Nevertheless, the 

distinction between background and foreground logic is mandatory, for otherwise we would 

have to accuse Hegel of pragmatic inconsistency when he says that Being is indeterminate 

and in the same breath determines Being as indeterminate, immediate, incomparable, and so 

on. The appearance of inconsistency disappears as soon as we recognise that Being is inde-

terminate from the standpoint of the foreground logic, but determinate in the ways mentioned 

from the standpoint of Hegel’s and our background logic. 

One final indication that Hegel is indeed speaking of Parmenidean Being is found in Hegel’s 

remark 1 to the first chapter (1832: 21.70): “The simple thought of pure Being was first enun-

ciated by the Eleatics, especially by Parmenides […], as the absolute and the only truth: only 

being is and Nothing is not at all”. Hegel thus is well aware that he speaks of Parmenidean 

Being at the beginning of the Logic, but parts company with Parmenides as soon as he equates 

Being with Nothing. – But I must concede that my exegesis so far is anything but satisfactory 

because it leaves completely open, firstly, why, i.e. with what reasons, Hegel says what he 

says, and therefore, secondly, whether or to what extent he would approve of the attempted 

interpretation. The Science of Logic is quite different from a mathematical textbook, certainly, 

and yet like one in the sole particular aspect that it cannot be understood hermeneutically, 

through textual exegesis. In mathematics as in logic, one has to check for oneself, i.e. recalcu-

late or rethink what the text of the book seems to convey and then compare one’s tentative 

findings with the text and the text with one’s findings and make corrections, possibly on ei-

ther side. So let us now ask what the rules of the project are that Hegel wants to share with us. 

 

2. Why start with Being? 

Hegel’s philosophical project is defined by a single basic rule which could optionally be 

summarised under the headings of “scepticism” or “presuppositionlessness”. Scepticism is 

initially, in 1807, consummated (brought to its full close: “vollbracht”), in the long ascent to 
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Being that is traced in the Phenomenology of Spirit. Later the Phenomenology loses its status 

as Parmenidean or rather Pyrrhonian ascent to philosophy and is integrated into Hegel’s sys-

tem as part of the philosophy of spirit. Scepticism is now to be vollbracht, consummated, in 

the short way, by the free resolve to want to think purely. Thus Hegel writes in the Encyclo-

pedia of the Philosophical Sciences (Enc. § 78, remark = 1830: 20.117f, my translation): 

Scepticism, as a negative science […], would offer itself as an introduction. But it [this 

introduction] would not only be an unpleasant path, but also a superfluous one, be-

cause the dialectical [typical of scepticism] is itself an essential moment of affirmative 

science […]. The requirement of such a consummated scepticism is the same as the 

one that science must be preceded by the doubting of everything, i.e. the total presup-

positionlessness of everything. It [this requirement] is in fact already consummated by 

freedom in the resolve to want to think purely, a freedom that abstracts from every-

thing and grasps its pure abstraction, the simplicity of thinking. 

A number of interesting points are to be noted here. (1) Hegel speaks of the free resolve to 

want to think purely, not of the resolve to think purely. In fact, we shall see that in our back-

ground logic we are not capable of thinking purely, strictly speaking. Still, neither is our re-

solve in vain, but brings forth the foreground logic as the stratum of pure thinking. (2) Hegel 

does not say that the first theorem or claim of affirmative science is not something like a pre-

supposition of all further steps within science, but that, according to the requirement of scep-

ticism, no presuppositions must precede it. This means that the required and imagined, albeit 

presumably counterfactual, situation of total presuppositionlessness must suffice to specify 

the first scientific claim uniquely, i.e. without alternative. (3) Hegel gives a clue as to how to 

arrive at the required pre-scientific starting point: through universal abstraction. So we need 

not actually doubt what we know and can’t help but believe to be true. It is enough to abstract 

from it, i.e. not to use it in our theory building. (4) Furthermore, he gives a clue as to what the 

first scientific claim might be: a grasping of the simplicity of thinking. Discursive thinking is 

characterised by the basic combination, the Aristotelian/Kantian synthesis of predication. The 

simplicity of thinking, on the other hand, is achieved – counterfactually, nay counter-concept-

ually – in Aristotelian asyntheta: simple forceful (in Frege’s sense of “force”) thoughts, as we 

shall see below. (5) We also get an indication of how philosophical science, starting from its 

first claim, will proceed: negatively or dialectically, vaguely speaking, and in any case in such 

a way that the sceptic should be willing to follow along, hence thoroughly anti-dogmatically. 

This may give rise to three expectations, two of which will be met and the third disappointed. 

(i) If the Logic begins with Being, then the negative, sceptical procedure seems to promise a 
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Parmenidean descent to distinctions, plurality and becoming, and so it will turn out. (ii) If the 

sceptic is to follow along, the foreground logic will have to develop in a series of individually 

alternativeless steps in a one-dimensional order, and in fact there will be a non-temporal but 

time-like (i.e. pre-temporal) development of what the foreground logic is all about: the Abso-

lute or, as I prefer to call it, logical space. (iii) If we start from a presuppositionless situation 

and take only steps that are individually alternativeless, the Science of Logic should be obvi-

ous reading for philosophically educated readers. In fact, however, it is at best obvious in it-

self (an sich), implicitly, not for us (für uns), the readers. Its obviousness is not made explicit 

by Hegel, is not posited (gesetzt), as he would say. To make the obviousness explicit across 

all the subtleties of the Logic, three volumes would have been far too few; perhaps three times 

three volumes would have done better, and Hegel had no time to write them. Thus the obscu-

rity of his exposition ridicules the obviousness of the theory presented, a fact Hegel was pain-

fully aware of when he wrote at the end of the preface to the second edition of the Doctrine of 

Being (1832: 21.20) that he would have liked to have had the leisure to work through the Log-

ic not twice but seventy-seven times, as often as, according to a free interpretation of Matthew 

18:22, a person may claim forgiveness from their fellow Christians (“until seventy times sev-

en”). Certainly, even Hegel’s 78th edition would have been very imperfect, and so, beyond all 

further hope of forgiveness, he would have stopped rewriting at the 77th edition. 

Now let us finally get to work. Let us imagine a thinker who is about to think or know or 

claim something without mobilising anything else she or he might know. What would she 

have to claim (or think or know) through and in this superlatively neutral thought, this thought 

not only without contrary, but also without alternative? Here is a suggestion that I take from 

Sebastian Rödl (2018: 138): 

The I think is not a content that could be added to what is thought, p. A lucid notation 

would not write I think next to p, but form the letter p by means of the letters I think. 

As the principles of inference are the I think, what we said of the I think holds true of 

them. It is misleading to write up principles of inference as statements alongside other 

statements [as it is misleading to write I think alongside p]. A transparent notation 

would make the laws of logic legible in the graphic matter of any sentence letter. 

Rödl adds a note with a reference to Wittgenstein (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 5.47), 

who characterises “the one logical constant” as that which all propositions have in common, 

the general form of the proposition (Rödl 2018: 180n4). (Wittgenstein goes on to say that this 

general form is the essence of the proposition, 5.471, the essence of the world, 5.4711, and 
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“the one and only general primitive sign [Urzeichen] in logic”, 5.472.) Now, of course, the 

idea that the I think encapsulates all logical form (and is implicitly co-claimed in any claim p) 

goes back to Kant; and in Kant’s wake Fichte made the I that thinks itself (posits – “setzt” – 

itself) the starting point of his Doctrine of Science (Wissenschaftslehre). Rödl follows their 

lead, but Wittgenstein, in the Tractatus, did not, nor did Hegel, at least not in The Doctrine of 

Being. Not that Hegel dissents in substance. In The Doctrine of the Concept, the Concept 

(capitalised to indicate that the concept qua singulare tantum is meant) proves to be the prin-

ciple of all logic and the logical archetype of the I think. But he dissents in method; he does 

not want to lose the sceptic. Rödl loses the sceptic and knows he does and apologises. Since 

he expounds the science without contrary, that is, “the science of judgment, the science of 

self-consciousness, or, simply self-consciousness”, which, after all is “its own science” 

(2018: 40), he must be right, he thinks, and no one can reject what he says. “This may seem 

an unbearable arrogance”, he concedes, “not only do I proclaim that my opponents are wrong; 

I say they do not even manage to state a view.” But these are the ways of a science without 

contrary, which just has no possible opponents and is “a perfectly de-militarized zone” […]: 

“If what I say is true, it may belong to such a science” (2018: 41). That sounds a bit too 

Fichtean to my ears, even if what Rödl means may be true in some very last analysis. But the 

deep problem here is that every judgement without contrary has to be articulated in a sentence 

with contraries, and for sentences the relevant semantical, modal and epistemological distinc-

tions (analytic/synthetic, necessary/contingent, a priori/a posteriori) are not well-defined, as 

Quine has shown, at least to my humble satisfaction. The logical entanglement of thinking 

and speaking, their non-rigid two-way dependence, thus creates room for the indeterminacy of 

translation and interpretation. As a result, there is always leeway for real dispute in discursive 

philosophy, and leeway enough for reworking the discursive variant of the science without 

contrary, the background logic as I have called it, seventy-seven times. The genuine science 

without contrary, on the other hand, the foreground logic, must then be pre-discursive, a stra-

tum of pure pre-predicative thinking. 

But what could that mean? Aristotle would refer us to what he calls asyntheta, non-composi-

tional instances of truth and knowledge (Metaphysics Θ 10, 1051b13-a4), Irad Kimhi to what 

is expressed by syncategorematic as opposed to categorematic expressions – but are catego-

ries not paradigmatically categorematic? – (Kimhi 2018: 16, passim), Michael Della Rocca to 

his empty chapter 12 and Pirmin Stekeler with the later Wittgenstein to a knowledge that is 

essentially implicit in our practice and can never be made entirely explicit, a kind of knowl-

edge he calls empractical, using a term coined by the linguist Karl Bühler (Stekeler 2020: 24). 
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But now it is our turn, on behalf of Hegel. Let us by total abstraction imagine a situation in 

which nothing is given: no doctrine, no method, no terminology, not even a topic. Can we 

contrive a claim without contrary and without alternative that the sceptic would let us get 

away with? To this end, Hegel’s singular basic rule of the logical project must suffice: Try to 

think purely, i.e. try to conceive a presuppositionless foreground logic, or rather the presuppo-

sitionless foreground logic, for in it every move must be singular, without alternative. By do-

ing science, we claim knowledge and hold this and that to be true. The claim with which to 

begin the foreground logic must then be a singular, excessive and alternativeless knowing or 

thinking, which, for logical reasons, nobody could effectively deny. We thus postulate, on the 

basis of our working hypothesis, i.e. our free resolve to want to think purely, something min-

imal and common, simple and general, which is stereotypically entailed and co-claimed in any 

claim to knowledge that anyone could ever raise, thus not some particular, determinate being-

the-case, but the universal, indeterminate being-the-case that permeates all these instances, 

Wittgenstein’s “one logical constant”. We could give it any name we like, “Emma” or “Karl” 

or whatever; but “Being” seems to suggest itself and fulfils a mnemotechnical function: It 

reminds us of what remains when we abstract from all determinacies of different truth claims, 

all distinctions between them, namely nothing but the unmodified truth claim purely as such 

and the corresponding indeterminate being-the-case purely as such. 

What can we say about Being? First, that it is indeterminate because it was devised by ab-

straction from all determinacies of ordinary truth claims. It is indeterminate at least for pure 

thinking, although of course not for us in our background logic, for we have just predicated 

indeterminacy of it and thereby determined it precisely as indeterminate and are about to de-

termine it still further. Pure thinking itself, in the foreground logic, could neither distinguish a 

subject from a predicate, nor itself from its object, nor make any other distinctions, but could 

only take Being to be the case in a completely unarticulated way. This was to be indicated by 

the one-word sentence “Being!” Secondly, Being is immediate, again for pure thinking, not 

for us. Being is the starting point, derived from nowhere, in the foreground logic, while for us 

it is mediated by our imaginative negation of, i.e. our abstraction from all determinate differ-

ences between possible truth claims. Thirdly, Being, for want of determinacies, is an incom-

parable logical singularity in pure thinking’s foreground logic, while in our background logic 

we can compare this foreground logical singularity with any other things. 

In discursive theorising, we work within the so-called duality of consciousness, the duality of 

object and theory or of the in-itself and the for-it (i.e. for consciousness), to use Hegel’s tech-

nical terms from the Phenomenology of Spirit. The Phenomenology qua science of conscious-
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ness is thus characterised by three levels: (i) the in-itself as the object of consciousness, 

(ii) the for-it as the theory that consciousness has of the in-itself and (iii) our philosophical 

background theory, i.e. our science of consciousness. Of course, consciousness by its very 

nature is (a) consciousness of the object as well as (b) consciousness of itself. This is made 

explicit by Hegel in the course of the Phenomenology, so that levels (ii) and (iii), and finally 

also level (i), merge and thus form the starting point for the Logic. But at its beginning, the 

Phenomenology is a three-level affair. The Logic would then have to be, beyond the duality of 

consciousness, a two-level affair with level A, Being, either provided by the Phenomenology 

or by the free resolve to want to think purely, and level B, the theory of Being. Does the free 

resolve deliver what the Phenomenology promises? 

At first, it may look as if our free resolve requires us to distinguish three levels here again: 

Being as the topic of the foreground logic (henceforth: FL), which in turn is the topic of the 

background logic (henceforth: BL). On closer inspection, however, we will find that Being 

and FL have always already been merged and that the Logic thus is, or at least begins as, a 

two-level affair of FL/Being and BL. So let us now return to our enumeration of findings to 

continue. Being, we said, is (1) indeterminate, (2) immediate and (3) incomparable. Since it is 

completely devoid of determinations and distinctions, it is also (4) empty in precisely this 

sense. It is just what it is, Being, nothing else; a datum, less of sensation than of thought; a 

quale, less a phenomenal than a logical one. We now ask: Is it also its own implicit and pre-

reflective self-consciousness in the form of (5) an intuition and/or (6) a thinking of itself? 

In Plato’s Sophist, a Stranger from Elea and student of Parmenides seeks to define the sophist 

as a craftsman in the art of producing deceptive verbal images of things. But the sophist coun-

ters that Parmenides himself taught that it is impossible to think and say something that is not 

the case, and thus impossible to say something false and deceptive. Thereupon the Stranger, 

after correcting Father Parmenides accordingly, tries to make intelligible how false thoughts 

and statements are possible in the following way (Sophist 260c-263d): Even the most elemen-

tary thoughts and statements are compositional, namely predicative. We can therefore make a 

mistake if we predicate something of something that does not apply to it. We can refer to 

Theaetetus and predicate of him that he flies. Theaetetus is real and so are instantiations of 

flying. But the combination of Theaetetus and flying is not, so the corresponding statement is 

false. In this way, the predicative combination is identified as the source of the possibility of 

error and deception. Now, Hegel’s Logic is not about ordinary things and persons and their 

properties, but first of all about Being, and Being is so simple a thought datum, so far beyond 

the duality of subject and predicate, that it must be grasped in an unstructured act of thinking. 
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Thus the possibility of error disappears and with this possibility the contrastive notions of an 

independent object and a fallible subject as well as the notion of a subject’s knowledge of an 

object. In this situation, then, (i) the identification of thinking and intuiting is justified because 

in the absence of a predicative structure, thinking turns intuitive and intuition intellectual; and 

(ii) the identification of thinking-and-intuiting with what is thought or intuited, i.e. Being, is 

justified because of the absence of the structure of consciousness. Therefore, we can indeed 

affirm that Being is (5) identical with the act of intuiting Being, and also (6) identical with the 

act of thinking Being. And this concludes our derivation of the first six Hegelian theorems 

about Being. The seventh theorem, however, that (7) Being is Nothing, is another matter. This 

will lead us to our next question shortly. But let us first dwell a little longer on the thought 

datum Being, which is to be its own thinking and intuiting. 

I would like to propose conceiving Being as an Aristotelian asyntheton, a non-compositional 

urfact, and the whole of FL as a stream of asyntheta, purely logical asyntheta, to be precise, 

whereas Aristotle thinks of forms, i.e. primary substances, in general as asyntheta (Met. E 4). 

They are touched in thought, he says (Met. Θ 10), and then articulated virtually (Met. Z 12) 

by choosing a genus qua intelligible matter (hylê noêtê, Met. H 6) as logical subject and pred-

icating a suitable differentia of it, along the lines: Man? This animal is rational. With regard 

to the asyntheta, Aristotle does not locate truth and falsity in discursive thinking, en tê dia-

noia, but resorts to a kind of apprehensive, intuitive thinking, noêsis, which grasps them as 

indivisible, adiaireta, not yet divided and put back together again in a judgement. They are 

pre-predicative urfacts, for which the truth-value false does not exist, peri ha ouk esti to pseu-

dos (de an. III 6, 430a6f.), since they fall short of the minimal condition of the possibility of 

error, the onoma-rhêma or subject-predicate structure, worked out by the Eleatic Stranger in 

Plato’s Sophist. For such non-compositional urfacts, the true is to noein auta, to apprehend 

them in thought, (Met. Θ 10, 1052a1): a touching and saying (thigein kai phanai), not a stat-

ing, kataphasis (Met. Θ 10, 1051b23-25); and due to the absence of the possibility of error, a 

simple not-knowing and not-touching takes the place of the false (Met. Θ 10, 1051b23-25 

with 1052a1f). The possibility of error and its logical counterpart, bivalence (truth-or-falsity), 

require synthesis tis êdê noêmatôn hôsper hen ontôn, “already some combination of thought 

contents as being one” (de an. III 6, 430a27f.). So far Aristotle. It remains to be emphasised 

that Hegel, “that great foe of ‘immediacy’” (Sellars 1963: 127), does not for a moment believe 

in a real thinking by touching simple entities or in a Russellian knowledge by acquaintance. 

Rather, he sees in the “simple essentialities” of pure thinking a “realm of shadows” (1832: 

21.42), and I would add by way of comment: of idealised, not only counterfactual, but coun-
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ter-conceptual, i.e. impossible limiting cases of actual discursive thinking, just as the pre-

relativistic mass points and the relativistic point-like events are “shadows”, impossible limit-

ing cases, of solid bodies or four-dimensional objects, respectively, but with which physicists 

work excellently. A logician like Hegel can work excellently with logical urfacts because they 

are idealisations of real traits of all discursive thinking in its contact with being. If those traits 

could per impossibile be isolated as ontic-epistemic entities in their own right, real urfacts, the 

myth of the given would not be a myth with regard to them but an adequate doctrine. Parmen-

ideans like Michael Della Rocca, who, unlike Hegel, do not allow for a re-descent to distinc-

tions, will of course see the myth this way, i.e. as a doctrine true of (and identical with) Being. 

 

3. Why and how descend from Being? 

A. Becoming and Being-there (Dasein) 

As I said, textual exegesis is of little help in understanding why Hegel says what he says, but 

it can at least help ward off gross misunderstandings. Let us focus on what Hegel does not say 

in the passage on Being quoted above: Nowhere does he use markers of inference such as 

“therefore” or “because” and the like. In particular, he is far from reasoning by a double non 

sequitur: (i) because Being is empty of determinacies, it is nothing, and (ii) because it is noth-

ing, it is identical with (the) Nothing. He simply states his theorems, he does not argue them. 

We could show on his behalf how theorems (1)-(6) follow from the resolve to try to think 

purely. But from (1) to (6) it does by no means follow that being is nothing, let alone (the) 

Nothing. Only unserious sophistry could make it seem that way. 

What could it mean, in view of Hegel’s basic rule and with regard to theorems (1)-(6), that 

Being is literally nothing or, in slightly different words, that there is no such “thing” – no such 

logical singularity – as Being? It would mean there is no one logical constant, no common 

factor of all and only truth claims, and that therefore (1)-(6) are on the verge of falsehood, to 

put it mildly. As is well known, in his later career Wittgenstein moved from the Socratic idea 

of common factors defining kinds of things to the idea of family resemblances uniting things 

into kinds. So he would probably have denied that there is something, call it Being or whatev-

er you like, that is invariably co-claimed in every assertion. There is thus nothing like Being. 

There are only family resemblances between arbitrary pairs of assertions. Being is nothing. 

Of course, this position is in conflict not only with Parmenides, which is obvious enough, but 

also with Hegel. For not only does Hegel reify to be nothing into (the) Nothing, but he also 

says a little later under the heading “Becoming” that the truth about Being and Nothing is not 
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their identity alone, but equally “that they are not the same, that they are absolutely distinct” 

(1832: 21.69). We shall say a word on this contradiction later. For now, what is important is 

that Hegel thereby reaffirms Being, albeit in a contradictory way. The Logic is thus neither 

Wittgensteinian nor Parmenidean (nor did we expect otherwise). In this situation, what are we 

to do? The foreground logic, FL, ought to continue without alternative, but maybe in our 

background logic, BL, we are somewhat freer to try out different options for discovering the 

alternativeless continuation of FL. So let us look in different directions for clues. 

In Metaphysics  3, Aristotle formulates two variants of the principle of non-contradiction, 

PNC, first an ontological one, OPNC, and then a psychological one, PPNC. These are Irad 

Kimhis acronyms (2018, 25, 28), who further states (28f):  

The ontological principle is a principle of being. It appears to place a limit on what is. 

The psychological principle is a principle of thinking. It appears to place a limit on 

what can be believed or thought.3 

Here is Aristotle’s formulation of the two variants, consisting of OPNC, a commentary on it, 

and a justification for that commentary from PPNC (Met.  3, 1005b19-25, my translation): 

[OPNC:] It is impossible for the same thing to apply [hyparchein] and not to apply to 

the same thing at the same time and in the same respect (and whatever other more de-

tailed determinations one might add shall be considered as added to ward off logical 

quibbles). [Commentary:] This is the firmest [bebaiotatê] principle of all; for it suffic-

es the description given above [i.e. one cannot be mistaken about it, b12]. [Why can 

one not be mistaken here? PPNC:] For it is impossible for anyone to suppose [hypo-

lambanein] that the same thing is and is not, as some believe Heraclitus said. 

A short version of OPNC as included in PPNC would simply read: “It is impossible that the 

same thing is and is not”, which comes close to the schema of propositional logic “~(p~p)”. 

Both variants of PNC apply to being, OPNC directly and PPNC indirectly via what can be 

thought or judged to be (the case). Should it turn out that there are minor forms of reality than 

being, such as becoming, which for Plato was a mixture of being and non-being, and perhaps 

also minor forms of thinking, such as being appeared to (cases of seeming or shine), then per-

haps OPNC and PPNC would no longer apply to such forms respectively. That remains to be 

seen. (Perhaps those who believed Heraclitus rejected PPNC had cases like these in mind.) 

                                                 
3 Kimhi says „appears to” twice, presumably because he wants to convey that thinking and being are unbounded 

and that nothing, not even PNC, places a real limit on them; PNC only expresses their nature. If this is so, then 

PNC can serve as litmus paper to identify minor forms of both, such as transitory, finite or illusory varieties of 

thinking and being. 
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Now OPNC, in placing a limit on what is, seems to presuppose being as the one logical con-

stant to which it applies, and our practice of using sentence variables or schematic sentence 

letters, p, q, r (etc.), follows suit. This seems to suggest that being, or Being for that matter, is 

firstly not nothing, and secondly free of internal contradictions. But then what logical necessi-

ty or sufficient reason could there be for letting FL pass from Being to Nothing? Della Rocca, 

who puts a lot of stock in the Principle of Sufficient Reason, PSR, would certainly say: none. 

If he were right, BL would have to stop at theorem (6), and we would have to interpret the 

emptiness of Being stated in theorem (4) as an emptiness only of distinctions, modifications 

and determinacies, but not of the weight (or mass or energy) of the world. FL would then only 

consist in the thought we alluded to with “Being!” and would be adequately “formulated” in 

Della Rocca’s empty chapter 12 (empty of text, yet full of meaning). 

But if we cannot find a reason for the transition to Nothing in our determining reflections on 

Being, then perhaps in some more external reflections? Let us try it this way: The denial of 

distinctions is one of the most counterintuitive assertions we can imagine. But here we have 

done the math without the host. Della Rocca vigorously criticises what he calls the method of 

intuition in analytical philosophy (2020: 184-187), and of course rightly so. But must we not 

make a distinction – no, says Della Rocca – between superficial and unreliable intuitions, e.g. 

about which worlds are possible besides the actual one, and on the other hand profound and 

reliable intuitions, e.g. that there are many things and differences between them? Maybe, but 

let’s grant him his general repudiation of intuitions as reliable sources of justification. Let us 

focus instead on intuitions as brute phenomena in need of explication, and on one particularly 

interesting kind of “intuitions” and the way we report them. I am thinking of cases where the 

“intuitions” are reported as possibly wrong, but the reports are virtually immune to error be-

cause they are very modest truth claims, expressible by sentences of the form “It seems to me 

that p”. And will not even the most radical monist have to concede: “It seems to me that there 

are many things and many distinctions between them”? This seeming or shine (“Schein”, in 

the Logic) is belief-independent, as monists themselves illustrate: It does not vanish when one 

begins to believe that monism is true. So, according to PSR, this shine, the retreat of Pyrrho-

nian scepticism, should be acknowledged and accounted for, or at least explained away. 

But how could a monist of Being even begin to account for, or explain away, the “shining” 

appearance of distinctions? Some argumentative move, or apparent argumentative move, be-

yond Being seems mandatory for this. In our own ascent to Being, we abstracted from all dis-

tinctions between possible truth claims, that is, we negated them in imagination or in thought. 

The operation of negation, then, seems to have been available to us in the process. If we now 
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look for an argumentative operation to be able to think a little bit beyond Being, negation will 

again present itself, and without alternative. Parmenides also seems to have thought this way 

because in his ascent to Being he precisely banished negation. Negation is the basic one-place 

truth operation, and since we only have one truth claim in FL to operate on so far, this one-

place operation is exactly what we need to move ahead. There is no alternative to it for FL. 

So let us negate Being on behalf of FL to form a negative claim we can indicate with the two-

word sentence “Not (Being)!”. But now we are in for serious trouble. For firstly, this new FL 

truth claim blatantly contradicts the established FL truth claim “Being!” and secondly, it con-

tradicts itself, because Being is co-claimed in any truth claim, thus also in “Not (Being)!”. 

With regard to the first form of contradiction, we could provisionally appeal to the incipient 

logical order: first “Being!”, then “Not (Being)!”, which will later prove to be the logical ar-

chetype of temporal order in the course of the Logic and the transition to the philosophy of 

nature. So we could say that “Not (Being)!” expresses a logically indexical or pre-temporally 

indexical thought, true only after “Being!” was true. This remedy points in the right direction 

but won’t help as it stands. For “Being!” was designed to express a logically non-indexical, 

logically eternal thought, and for this very reason “Not (Being)!” contradicts itself. To deal 

with this situation, we have to invoke a certain subtype of (pre-)temporal indexicality, which 

we can call, for want of a better word, infinitesimal (pre-)temporal indexicality. When we say, 

for example, that the goalkeeper has the ball right now, we are using an indexical sentence 

that is true for a time and then can become false again. But when we say that the goalkeeper 

catches the ball, we are using a sentence that (i) logically entails that it (ii) instantly becomes 

false again. These are the ways of infinitesimal indexicality. 

BL thus teaches us, by virtue of our resolve to want to think purely, that there are not only 

indexical sentences, but that there must also be indexical thoughts, pre-predicative thoughts, 

which are at the same time indexical pre-predicative facts, logically indexical urfacts. BL fur-

ther teaches us that there must be infinitesimal indexical thoughts, at least one, the one ex-

pressed by “Not (Being)!”, in which a momentary change is thought and which, by virtue of 

this content, instantaneously “falsifies”, i.e. annihilates, itself again. 

This immediately provides another FL truth claim expressible by “Not (not (Being))!”, which 

negates and replaces the infinitesimal truth claim expressed by “Not (Being)!”. As the nega-

tion of an indexical thought the new thought is itself indexical, but not infinitesimal, it may be 

true for a logical “while”. Herein lies the difference between logically eternal Being and the 

new, minor form of being that Hegel calls Being-there (“Dasein”). The “mixture” of Being 
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and negation, expressed by “Not (Being)!”, he calls Becoming. It is the infinitesimal starting 

moment of the logical process, the logical big bang that opens up logical space, and Being-

there is the first, relatively stable state of logical space evolving in logical time. There are 

quite a number of important and interesting points to be noted here. Let me mention nine: 

(1) Talk of logical space evolving in logical time is not a metaphor, but a re-metaphor. Physi-

cal space and time are logically based on logical space and time, not the other way around. 

(2) To call Becoming a “mixture” of Being and negation is very crudely spoken. Becoming is 

Becoming all the way down. Being in Becoming is that form or moment of Becoming which 

proceeds from Being: ceasing-to-be, and negativity in Becoming is that form or moment of 

Becoming which proceeds from negativity: coming-to-be (see Hegel 1832: 21.92f). Becoming 

is thus a new, irreducible form of difficult to say what: being again, after all? Reality? Just 

Becoming. Its ontological inferiority is shown in the fact that PPNC and OPNC suffer re-

strictions in it. In the thought of Becoming, thinking and being are transient and fluid, thor-

oughly instable, self-falsifying and self-annihilating respectively. 

(3) For Aristotelian asyntheta or urfacts, veridical being and existential being are not yet sepa-

rable. When an urfact is grasped, it exists and is monovalently true. To negate it is either, at 

the beginning of FL, to annihilate it or later, in the finite logical space of Being-there, to 

shadow it as the Other, and still later, when logical space rises to infinity, to “idealise” it (ide-

alisation being a radical form of sublation) and so on. 

(4) Being-there is determinate being. It is determined by what it is not: Becoming. It is the 

other of Becoming for us, in BL, but not for pure thinking, because in FL becoming is annihi-

lated without trace due to its internal contradiction and supplanted by Being-there. At the be-

ginning of FL, negation is the inverse of determination: the loser is unilaterally negated by the 

winner and the winner ipso facto unilaterally determined by the loser; determination is, as it 

were, the loser’s revenge. Later, in the finite logical space of Being-there, negation and de-

termination will be strictly reciprocal: Something and the Other negate, namely shadow, and 

determine each other reciprocally.  

(5) The positive aspect of “sublation” (of Aufhebung) is rather trivial in predicative, discursive 

thought because we can easily think about what is not spatially or temporally present. For 

urfacts, however, sublation is difficult, and at the beginning of FL impossible. This is why 

Hegel makes such a fuss about sublation: It must be carefully prepared in the further course of 

FL. In our determining BL reflection on Being-there, we see that Being-there is the contradic-

tory opposite of Becoming. Thus in our BL concept of Being-there, Becoming is sublated in 
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Being-there. But not so for pure thinking in FL. In FL, Being-there appears to be immediate, a 

primitive, underived urfact, because Becoming has been annihilated without trace.  

(6) In predicative thought, negation is not determinate. Robert Brandom thinks otherwise, 

both exegetically and on his own behalf. Determinate negation, he says, “corresponds to Aris-

totelian contraries” and “formal or abstract negation” to “Aristotelian contradictories” (Bran-

dom 2019: 95). Abstract negation, as in “It is not the case that this ball is blue”, is indetermi-

nate because we are not told what colour the ball is, positively speaking. But the negation of 

the ball’s being blue in “This ball is red” is also indeterminate (pace Brandom), albeit in a 

different way, for if the ball is red, it is not red just because it is not blue; it is also not green 

or yellow. Think of a dog that is yours and a father, but not your father. In like manner, “This 

ball is red” is determinate and a negation, but not a determinate negation, i.e. not determinate 

as negation; rather it is (i) determinate as a predication of a certain colour and (ii) a negation 

by material incompatibility with a whole range of other predications. Determinate negation in 

the Hegelian sense, by contrast, is a claim that is determinate qua contradictory negation, such 

as Being-there is determinate qua negation of Becoming. That sublation is non-trivial and 

contradictory negation determinate is in either case due to the specifics of logical urfacts in 

the restricted context of the Science of Logic (or of the Phenomenology, in a different way). 

(7) Hegel, or anyway our BL, fully acknowledges PNC. Precisely because Becoming is self-

contradictory it is self-annihilating. It is thus contradictions, generally speaking, that drive the 

logical process, a process that cannot reach a stable fixed point until all contradictions are 

aptly treated. A contradiction can be correct as a representation of a situation that is incoher-

ent and itself untrue, i.e. transient like Becoming or illusory like shine. But never can a con-

tradiction be true. Hegel’s Logic is classical and by no means paraconsistent or intuitionistic 

or whatnot. There can be no logic other than “classical” logic, deviant “logics” being algebra-

ic formalisms, not regimentations of thinking and being. 

(8) Speaking of thinking and being, Hegel’s Logic is the theory of both and of their logical 

entanglement. Robert Pippin rightly emphasises this in his recent book which is subtitled 

“Logic as Metaphysics in The Science of Logic” (2019). The Logic is and can be metaphysics 

– and PNC is and can be valid both as PPNC and OPNC – because initially thinking is being, 

in immediate identity, which is loosened and mediated in the course of the Logic, but never 

lost. The “unity of thinking and being” (Kimhi 2018: 28), the “speculative identity […] be-

tween the forms of pure thinking and the forms of being” (Pippin 2019: 6) is the Hegelian 

Absolute. Hegel’s metaphysics is non-standard, however, in that it treats the Absolute or logi-
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cal space, as I prefer to say, so as not to exclude its finite forms, not as static, but as evolving. 

In a sense, therefore, the Logic “has no distinct doctrine of its own; its content is the right un-

derstanding of past attempts at account-giving in their limitations and interconnection” (Pip-

pin 2019: 30). I fully agree with this diagnosis – especially if it modified as follows: “[…] its 

content makes possible the right understanding of past, present and future standard attempts 

at account-giving […]”. Hegel’s non-standard metaphysics is first and foremost the theory of 

the evolution of logical space, which, if it is successful, enables it to also assign all possible 

standard metaphysical theories (e.g. present day analytic metaphysical theories) their respec-

tive places as theories of certain stages of the evolution of logical space. In their theorising, 

those theories each fix fluid evolutionary stages and mistake them for the entire logical space, 

which at the same time they misconceive as static. 

(9) As quoted, Hegel seems to commit himself in BL to the contradictory theorems “Being is 

identical with Nothing” and “Being is (absolutely) distinct from Nothing”. I propose to take 

this as inauthentic speech by which the FL contradiction of Becoming is mentioned in BL 

rather than adopted as an assertion. Alternatively, one could, with Hans-Peter Falk (1983: 26), 

treat “Being” and “Nothing” as variables in this context and say that Becoming is the impos-

sible limiting case of a model of the pair of open sentences {“x=y”, “xy”}, i.e. the limiting 

case of a structure, by which this set is satisfied – for an infinitesimal logical instant. 

 

B. Nothing and the Principle of Sufficient Reason 

Little have we said about Nothing so far. In our external reflections on how to descend from 

Being we have found that pure FL thinking is committed, without alternative, to claiming first 

Becoming for an infinitesimal logical moment and then Being-there, both on the affirmative, 

logically eternal basis of Being. Affirmative Being is first infinitesimally negated as Becom-

ing and then, more or less at the same logical moment, indexically reaffirmed as Being-there. 

But what, given the affirmative basis, could have triggered the thought of Becoming in the 

first place? PSR seems to require us, in our BL theorising, to insert retroactively some un-

known factor, X, between pure Being and Becoming in order to make intelligible what hap-

pens in FL. Since Becoming is indicated by the two-word sentence “Not (Being!)”, X must be 

what is indicated by the mere particle “not”, and this is what Hegel says in talking of “the 

relationless negation – which, if you want, you could also express by the mere: not” (1832: 

70). Relationless negation is absolute negation, which we now, following Hegel, call (the) 

Nothing. So X is Nothing. Furthermore, in order to avoid explicatory regresses, PSR requires 
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us to say that, first, Nothing has always already accompanied Being and, second, that Being 

and Nothing have always already triggered the logical big bang of Becoming that in turn has 

always already collapsed into its contradictory opposite, Being-there, all on the affirmative, 

logically eternal basis of pure Being. In fact, therefore, and neglecting the infinitesimal logical 

big bang, pure FL thinking begins with the thought of Being-there. Being and Nothing are its 

logically eternal prehistory, and Becoming is the turning point from prehistory to history. The 

prehistory cannot be grasped in pure thinking but only aimed at in external reflection or only 

“meant” (see Hegel, 1832: 79). So, when Parmenides “meant” pure Being, what he actually 

thought was Being-there. The Parmenidean descent, according to Hegel, had always already 

been provided for, but Parmenides wrongly believed that he could not descend from the sum-

mit of what was in fact Being-there without his ladder, which he had carelessly thrown away. 

But what exactly might one want to target under the term “Nothing”? We postulated it as the 

factor X that together with Being constituted Not-Being, i.e. Becoming, and quoted Hegel 

who characterised it as relationless negation expressible by the syncategorematic particle 

“not”. For Hegel, then, Nothing seems to be the categorematic counterpart of the operation of 

negation considered in isolation. In what follows, let us explore two ways of approaching 

Nothing that are less postulative than the one just outlined. 

Here is the first. Leibniz formulated the Principle of Sufficient Reason, PSR, in his Principes 

de la nature et de la grâce fondés en raison, first published posthumously in 1718 in the Pa-

risian Journal L’Europe savante, as the “great principle” of metaphysics, 

which states that nothing takes place [se fait] without sufficient reason, that is to say, 

that nothing occurs [arrive] without it being possible for someone who knows enough 

about things to give a reason that is sufficient to determine why it is so, and not other-

wise. Given [posé] this principle, the first question one is entitled to ask is: why is 

there something rather than nothing. (Principes, paragraph 7, my translation.) 

Next, still in paragraph 7, Leibniz points out that the existence of nothing is the default posi-

tion: “simpler and easier” than the existence of something, so that answering “the first ques-

tion” of metaphysics is far from trivial. In paragraph 8 he sketches his answer: “This suffi-

cient reason for the existence of the universe cannot be found in the sequence [suite] of con-

tingent things” because this would lead to an infinite regress; rather, it must lie in a necessary 

being which is the cause of the whole sequence and “bears the reason of its [own] existence in 

itself”– God. Note that Leibniz, in his formulation of PSR, refers to “someone who knows 

enough about things”, and it could well be that nothing less than everything about all things 
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would be enough. So, what I sense here is an implicit appeal to what might be called the myth 

of transparency, according to which logical space is in principle knowable down to the small-

est detail. God, of course, is conceived by Leibniz and most of rational theology from late 

antiquity to the present day as knowing himself and all possible worlds down to the smallest 

detail. In modernity, the myth has been secularised, e.g. in Carnap’s conception of state de-

scriptions, i.e. complete descriptions of possible worlds, also in the ideal of a final physical 

theory of everything and in many other forms. PSR, if not tamed in appropriate ways, is cer-

tainly apt to encourage such ideas, which reach their highest peak in Della Rocca’s Parmeni-

dean vision of an all-inclusive, distinctionless Being, which is at the same time an all-inclus-

ive, distinctionless knowing, in immediate identity. 

Let us now make a more modest use of PSR in an attempt to answer the first question of met-

aphysics. So once again, why is there something rather than nothing? Assume there is noth-

ing, i.e. nothing exists. Call this counterfactual situation the empty world. The empty set is a 

set; but the empty world is not a world, says David Lewis (see 1986: 73f). Therefore, his hy-

pothesis of modal realism forces him to classify the proposition that something exists as a 

necessary truth, true in all worlds, contrary to his intuition that it should count as a contingent 

truth. Here we have a fine example of how unreliable intuitions are in philosophy and of how 

Lewis’s theoretical construction, although I do not want to recommend it in general, is closer 

to the truth than this common-sense intuition of his. For the situation we have called the emp-

ty world is indeed impossible because of incoherence, as can be shown as follows: The empty 

situation cannot have any internal structure. Therefore, if there is nothing, this very fact must 

be an asyntheton, a perfectly simple urfact. But for asyntheta, unlike for propositions, being 

the case and existing are identical. So, if nothing existed, then precisely this fact would be the 

case and would exist as an urfact, namley as (the) Nothing. Contradiction. 

We have achieved two things with this short argument. Firstly, we have outlined an independ-

ent conception of the factor X that we had to insert between Being and Becoming: X or Noth-

ing is the urfact that exists iff nothing exists, hence the antinomic urfact that exists iff it does 

not exist. Secondly, we have given an answer to Leibniz’ first question of metaphysics: Some-

thing exists because it is logically (philosophically) impossible that nothing exists. Let us fo-

cus on the second achievement first and leave the first one until the next section. 

Logico-philosophical necessity is certainly a sufficient reason for something to exist or be the 

case. In our case, however, the necessity is rather general and abstract. There remains unlim-

ited scope for contingency in particular cases. For Leibniz, on the other hand, there is, first, a 
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concrete necessary being, God, who has his ground in himself, and second, the created world, 

such that every contingent particular of the world has its sufficient reason ultimately in God’s 

free – metaphysically contingent but morally necessary – creation of that particular as an inte-

gral part of the best of all possible worlds. Here God’s agent causality mediates between the 

necessary and the contingent. By contrast, according to our little argument, the existence of 

something in general is necessary, but every existing detail may well lack a sufficient reason 

because there is no mediating mechanism in sight between the general necessity and the par-

ticular contingencies. This, however, is as we should expect anyway because science, i.e. 

quantum mechanics, shows that there are indeed events – outcomes of measurements – which 

occur according to precisely defined probabilities, but without causal mediation between gen-

eral probability and actual event. Every actual quantum event is absolutely contingent, occur-

ring without sufficient reason, albeit within the bounds of well-defined probabilities, and phi-

losophy is well advised not to react stubbornly and to ridicule itself by contradicting science, 

although even some physicists, more depressed than excited by their fascinating discoveries, 

swerve into wild metaphysical speculations about a constant splitting of the world into many 

worlds, in order to preserve PSR in unlimited validity by hook or by crook. 

Certainly, PSR is a logical principle like PNC and like the principle of the excluded middle, 

PEM. These latter two refer to judgements each by itself, PSR to judgements in their neces-

sary inferential relationships. But even PNC and PEM have to be restricted or “tamed” (Della 

Rocca’s term, see 2020: 226ff) in modest ways: PNC, as we have seen, for becoming, and 

PEM, as Aristotle argued (de int. 9), for contingent future events, if there are any. Due to the 

logical entanglement of thinking and being – which is the most important result not only of 

Hegel’s Logic, but of critical metaphysics in general – all three principles are onto/psycho/lo-

gical principles, each valid in two variants: for thinking and for being. If this is neglected, 

ontic grounding and epistemic justification fall too far apart. As a consequence, we get on the 

one hand dogmatic metaphysics again, as for example in Jonathan Schaffer’s priority monism 

(2010), and on the other hand descriptive metaphysics, as in P.F. Strawson (1959). Dogmatic 

metaphysics, with its idea of fundamental entities grounding dependent entities, will then turn 

“esoteric” (Hofweber 2016: 311-345) because it cannot explain its concepts, especially that of 

grounding, to the uninitiated. Descriptive metaphysics, by contrast, which knows of only con-

ceptual dependencies between sorts of entities, is notoriously vulnerable to sceptical attack. 

Michael Della Rocca is an atypical adherent of dogmatic metaphysics and its unrestricted PSR 

and idea of grounding: he uses it as a ladder for his Parmenidean ascent. His master argument, 

in the spirit of Bradley (see 2020: 73-77), is that relations in general require explanation, not 
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just, as Kant, for example, believed, nomological relations between spatiotemporal events (see 

Della Rocca 2020: 252f). If a stone lies on the path, from a theoretical point of view, not only 

must it be explained which preceding events caused this. Rather, the relation of lying, which 

holds between the stone and the path, must also be explained as such. This relation is ground-

ed in the stone and in the path – is exemplified by them, as I would prefer to say with Sellars 

(see 1979: 101-109) – so that we get another relation, by virtue of which the first relation is 

grounded or exemplified in this way, and so on – an infinite regress. Sellars, however, has 

shown how to transform the seemingly vicious ontological regress of exemplification into a 

benign semantical progress of truth predications along the following lines (1979: 109): 

a exemplifies F-ness  [a, F-ness] exemplify exemplification 

has the deep structure 

  that-Fa is true  that-(that-Fa is true) is true 

and this is as harmless as can be. 

[…] It is only if one takes exemplification to be a [metaphysical] nexus in the world 

that one will feel constrained to interpret 

  a exemplifies F-ness  [a, F-ness] 2exemplify 1exemplification 

as warranting 

  a exemplifies F-ness because [a, F-ness] 2exemplify 1exemplification.  

If this is true, which I will not try to investigate here, we have to think of explanation either as 

nomological explanation proper or as logical explication, in a broad sense of “logical” that 

encompasses philosophical and mathematical arguments and analyses. Explanation strictly 

speaking, i.e. nomological explanation, is then a matter of the sciences and explication a mat-

ter of logic, and of logic in the full onto/psycho/logical sense.    

 

4. A science without contrary? 

If nothing existed, then Nothing would exist as an urfact, and so something would exist after 

all. In the case of urfacts, being thinkable and existing coincide. So, if we really, albeit coun-

terfactually, manage to think, not just mean or target, the state of affairs that nothing exists, 

we will have thought ourselves into an antinomy, not just a self-contradiction as in the case of 

Becoming. Pure thinking absorbed in the self-contradictory urfact Becoming can negate Be-

coming, i.e. annihilate it and thereby pass on to Being-there. But if thinking is absorbed in the 

urfact Nothing and negates it, i.e. annihilates Nothing, then nothing remains and with it again 

Nothing. Thus, other than Becoming, which is annihilated in its contradictory opposite Being-
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there, Nothing is annihilated and restored in and as itself. As its own permanent contradictory 

opposite, it is Janus-faced: pure Nothing and pure Being plus their (or its) antinomic charac-

ter, thus pure Nothing again. To be sure, pure Being, if it could be considered in true isolation, 

would offer no motive, let alone justification, for moving via Nothing to Becoming and then 

to Being-there and so on. But now we begin to realise that Being, viewed from the standpoint 

of Nothing, reveals itself as the identical and yet incompatible flip side of Nothing and thus 

puts pure thinking to flight, as it were. But there is no safe place to which it could flee and 

where it could stay, because the constellation of Being and Nothing is antinomic, not just self-

contradictory. A self-contradictory situation points away from itself to its external contradic-

tory opposite as its truth. In this way Becoming points to, and yields to, Being-there. An anti-

nomic situation, however, points away from itself to itself as its contradictory opposite and its 

– apparent – truth and then away from itself again and so on. Thus, in the logically prehistori-

cal constellation of Being and Nothing, the great antinomy of the Logic as such is frozen and 

epitomised. The logical big bang of Becoming is something new and unexpected, an infinites-

imal pointing away from itself of the antinomic prehistorical constellation under the banner of 

indexicality. But that to which it points, Being-there, will within the logic of Being-there also 

turn out to be antinomic, in the shape of the Finite. 

This brings us to our second way of approaching Nothing, announced in the previous section. 

Its point of departure is what one might call the principle of non-well-foundedness, PNF. A 

specific and specifically set-theoretic version of PNF is Peter Aczel’s anti-foundation axiom, 

AFA. Aczel (1988) has shown that if Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory with foundation axiom, 

ZFF, is consistent, then so is ZF+AFA, i.e. Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory with AFA. Among 

the non-well-founded sets whose existence follows from AFA is the unit set of itself, . A 

definition of  can be uniquely intimated (though not given) by the following infinite series 

of identifications: 

  = {} = {{}} = … = {{{…}}} 

Here the last term “{{{…}}}” is itself infinite, consisting of infinitely many pairs of curly 

braces, and is thus not a well-formed expression of a finite language. Of course, the existence 

of  and further non-well-founded sets, and thus AFA, flies in the face of the unrestricted 

PSR. But this may be an advantage rather than a drawback of AFA, especially since, for ex-

ample, quantum mechanics, as we have seen, also flatly contradicts the unrestricted PSR. Set 

theorists may be undecided whether to accept AFA (which is well-motivated by Aczel) or 

rather the foundation axiom, but at least this much is undisputed: Non-well-founded sets are 
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perfectly conceivable, thus also in particular . What we need to conceive  is just a prior 

understanding of the operation of (unit) set formation and an understanding of the general 

principle of non-well-foundedness, PNF, which allows us to apply an operation without a pri-

or operand and still receive a result that can then retroactively function as the operand. Noth-

ing more. This also holds true, mutatis mutandis, for any other operations. You can always 

apply them without an operand, idle, so to speak, and ask yourself whether you want to be 

committed to the imagined result or rather not. 

For example, take the logical operation of negation, apply it without an operand, treat the re-

sult retrospectively as the operand and ask yourself if you want to be committed to the result. 

Here, the operand-and-result is not an abstract object like a set, but, due to the nature of nega-

tion, a thought. To commit oneself to the result, is then to commit oneself not to the existence 

of an object, but to the truth of a thought (a thought’s existence is its mere conceivability). If 

we try to intimate this thought uniquely, as we did with , we need biconditionals instead of 

identities. Let us use the Greek letter ν to stand for the non-well-founded negation: 

ν  ~(ν)  ~(~(ν))  …  ~(~(~(…))) 

Since the scope of the respective negations is clear, we could as well omit the brackets and 

end up with an infinite series of negation signs on the righthand side of the series: 

ν  ~ν  ~ ~ν  …  ~ ~ ~ … 

Here, our decision whether to commit ourselves or not seems easy: we definitely do not want 

to commit ourselves to a thought that is equivalent to its own negation. So we have to negate 

it. But that is tantamount to endorsing it, because it is itself already its own negation. In fact, 

we find ourselves trapped in the well-known antinomy of the Liar, which is the finite every-

day language formulation of the non-well-founded negation by means of semantic ascent. 

Here is the Liar as formulated by Quine (1976: 7) without indexicals: 

‘Yields a falsehood when appended to its own quotation’ yields a falsehood when ap-

pended to its own quotation. 

The Liar expresses the antinomic non-well-founded negation, in short, the antinomy of nega-

tion. This antinomy is in no way specific to Hegel’s Logic, but the Logic is its theoretical un-

folding. If “thought, precisely as it is objective, thinks nothing but itself”, if “[e]very judg-

ment, as such, is the thought of itself as judgment” (Rödl 2018: 12), then language as the ex-

pression of thought is semantically closed. Then the antinomy of negation is thinkable and if 

thinkable also thought and if thought, thinking is caught in it. There is no well-ordered retreat 
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from it, but only escape, for instance by change of topic. We sit at the Liar as the logical Sun-

day puzzle of the week, and at some point, we go to lunch and talk about the previous day’s 

football results. But the antinomy always remains virulent in the background of our thinking, 

and Hegel’s Logic brings it to the fore. Hegel plays with logical dynamite. Or with fire. Or 

with fire and dynamite at a time. 

That is why the Logic is the science without contrary. Without an external contrary. The Logic 

is not simply self-contradictory, so that it would point away from itself to its negation, exter-

nal to it, just as p~p points to ~(p~p). Rather, by pointing away from itself, it points back to 

itself, just as ν, by pointing to ~ν, points back to ν. The Logic is without contrary because it is 

already its own contrary within itself. But however foolhardy or Faustian Hegel may be in his 

philosophising, he is not suicidal. He only uncovers the logical dynamite, which is present 

(“vorhanden”) in thought anyway, but rarely posited (“gesetzt”), rarely made explicit. Unlike 

us in our everyday lives, he wants to devise and carry out an ordered theoretical treatment of 

the antinomy of negation. He wants to defuse or tame it and make it do useful theoretical 

work. He therefore recognises PNC, PEM and PSR as valid principles for the default position 

of thinking, to be supplemented by PNF, but to be restricted only when logically necessary 

and then according to illuminating and undisputed models, for which the interpreted logical 

situation serves as the logical archetype in return. In this vein, Hegel freezes the initial an-

tinomy in logical prehistory and has the logical big bang emerge from it like a flash, whose 

everyday model is the phenomenon of becoming and more precisely the moment of change.  

Non-well-foundedness comes in grades. A non-well-founded operation can be weakly self-

sufficient, strongly self-sufficient or absolute. Negation is weakly self-sufficient in the sphere 

of Being, strongly self-sufficient in the sphere of Essence and absolute in the sphere of the 

Concept. Let me explain and illustrate. 

Well-foundedness might seem to be the standard case for any operation. Even Aczel’s non-

well-founded set theory of course also recognises well-founded sets. We might therefore say 

that we only understand what non-well-founded sets are because we have understood what 

well-founded sets are in the first place. In this respect, the concept of a given operation seems 

to be partly constituted by what counts as an immediate operand for it, even though in certain 

cases, namely those that are non-well-founded, there might be no immediate operand. If we 

think of an operation as an automaton, we could accordingly imagine that the hardware of the 

automaton is tuned to the immediate operands or is made of the same material as the oper-

ands. The results of the operation will then also in turn be made of the same material.  
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So it is with negation and immediate Being in the doctrine of Being. We have immediate Be-

ing, then its negation (attempted annihilation) in Becoming, then Becoming’s negation (suc-

cessful annihilation) in Being-there. Annihilation is a longitudinal, time-like negation in the 

direction of the logical evolution. Then, in the logic of Being-there, a new form of negation 

emerges that is transversal or space-like: a bifurcation of logical space into two regions and a 

shadowing of one region by the other. From the standpoint of BL both regions are indistin-

guishable, but FL has always already taken the standpoint of the shadowing region, called 

Something, which negates, i.e. shadows, the other region as the Other. Since both regions are 

affirmative from their respective standpoints, the shadowing or otherness seems external to 

both and must be thought of in isolation, i.e. as non-well-founded: as the Other-of-itself (see 

Hegel 1832: 106). Here we have the first appearance of the weakly self-sufficient negation 

typical of the doctrine of Being – and of the concomitant antinomy. 

How does Hegel cope with the antinomy? Dividendo et imperando, by dividing and conquer-

ing. In all self-negation there is an element of double negation, and double negation is affir-

mation again. The Other-of-itself is thus the Other of the Other and hence Something again, 

now called the self-identical Something (“mit sich identisches Etwas”, Hegel 1832: 106). But 

self-negation extends beyond double negation. So, opposite the self-identical Something, its 

Other remains as shadowed by it. This is precisely what led to the original bifurcation of the 

logical space of Being-there. However, the strategy of divide and conquer, suitable for win-

ning a battle, is not enough to win the war against the antinomy. The divided sides – the self-

identical Something and its Other – soon reunite in the antinomic thought and urfact of the 

Finite that constantly negates itself longitudinally (annihilates itself) and at the same time re-

produces itself or its like in an infinite progress of the Finite.  

Hegel’s strategy can nicely be illustrated be recourse to our notation of the self-negation ν as 

an infinite series of negation signs. For if we take the negation signs in pairs, we get in infinite 

series of double negations, and thus the non-well-founded affirmation, or self-affirmation, α: 

α  ~~(α)  ~~(~~(α))  …  ~~(~~(~~(…))) 

whose everyday equivalent via semantic ascent is the Truth Teller: 

‘Yields a truth when appended to its own quotation’ yields a truth when appended to 

its own quotation. 

The Truth Teller, although non-well-founded, is consistent, or at least not obviously incon-

sistent. But of course, an infinite number of negation signs is not an even number. So why not 

take it as an odd number instead? We must therefore consider two solutions to the antinomy: 
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for an even number of negation signs, the self-affirmation, α, and for an odd number, the ne-

gation of the self-affirmation, ~α, thus in everyday language the negation of the Truth Teller: 

The following sentence is false: 

‘Yields a truth when appended to its own quotation’ yields a truth when appended to 

its own quotation. 

The self-identical Something and its Other are in the logical realm of Being-there what the 

Truth Teller and its negation are in discursive thought and speech. But in both realms, the 

story continues. An infinite number of negation signs is neither even nor odd. This leaves us, 

yet again, with self-negation as the truth about our notational tricks. Likewise, the space of 

Something and its Other evolves (for reasons we must pass over) into the space of the Finite, 

which eternally annihilates and restores itself. Finally, the Finite is successfully negated in the 

Infinite through “idealisation”. But that is already another episode in the story. 

Let us next consider the strongly self-sufficient negation. Its notion is independent of the con-

cept of an immediate operand and would therefore correspond to a notion of set according to 

which there would be no well-founded sets and , in the last analysis, would be the only set 

altogether. At the end of the logic of Being, eternal Being re-emerges from the logical under-

ground as the substrate of the logical evolution so far (from quality to quantity and back to 

quality, etc.) for reasons we must skip. Being is now “absolute indifference” (Hegel 1832: 

381), “Anaximander’s apeiron” (Stekeler 2020: 1260f, Koch 2014: 282), into which all previ-

ous logical determinations have perished. It is its own eternal contradictory opposite in an 

“all-around [allseitig] contradiction“ (Hegel 1832: 377) that leaves nowhere to go. The Logic 

seems to end in inconsistency and the project of pure thinking to be in ruins. 

But there is a way out. An antinomy cannot be effectively negated by its own form of nega-

tion, but perhaps by a new, hitherto unknown one. While we in BL are still searching for this 

new form, pure thinking in FL has always already found and gone through it and has arrived 

at the other, the grounding side of the sphere of Being, at Essence as we may call that side in 

advance, before we yet know what it will turn out to be like. Meanwhile, in BL we have to 

empty Being or core it, so to speak, so that it cannot stand next to Essence as its equal Other, 

which would bring us back to the antinomy of the Finite. In doing so, we must interpret our 

denuclearising of Being as something that is always already accomplished in FL through Es-

sence. Pure Being, at the beginning of the Logic, was the immediate identity of thinking (or 

intuiting) and Being as such. To core it means to put Being as such to one side, the side of 

Essence, and let thinking as such run idle. Thinking, running idle, is the absolute seeming of 
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Pyrrhonian scepticism, or shine. Essence thus successfully negates the antinomic sphere of 

Being through the all-encompassing sceptical bracketing or epochê, which has the power to 

turn p and ~p alike to mere shine. From our everyday interactions, we know local epochê and 

local shine, which can serve as a model here, although it is never absolute. If a white wall 

looks blue in blue light, then there is indeed something blue out there, though not the wall 

(under standard conditions). This is true even of dreams or hallucinations, though less obvi-

ous. In absolute shine, on the other hand, thinking gets in its own way, so to speak, and all 

windows to Being have now become mirrors. Thinking and being fall absolutely apart. 

Logically speaking, Being as such is the immediate operand and thinking as such is the opera-

tion, i.e. negation. Denuclearising Being thus means interpreting the sought-after form of ne-

gation as strongly self-sufficient negation. This new operation delivers its operands as results 

without ever being fed by an immediate operand. Thinking that runs on idle – thinking minus 

being – is negation that runs on idle. Hegel calls it reflection and has The Doctrine of Essence 

begin with it in Section One, “Essence as Reflection Within Itself”. Essence is thus the – still 

hidden – actual agent of reflection, as becomes clear in Sections Two (“Appearance”) and 

Three (“Actuality”). But first it is all about reflection and its determinations: identity, differ-

ence and contradiction. Here the pattern we know from weakly self-sufficient shadowing is 

echoed by strongly self-sufficient reflection: Reflection qua thinking-without-being cores the 

self-identical Something into identity as such, the Other into difference as such and the con-

tradictory Finite into contradiction as such. 

The contradictory Finite rose to the Infinite and was sublated through idealisation. Contradic-

tion as such goes to (the) ground, “geht zugrunde”, in Hegel’s German, i.e. perishes. Out of 

the ground then rises the logical process of Essence, which in FL is no longer a linear, time-

like passing from one determination to the next as in the logic of Being, although in BL we 

must of course trace it linearly. Rather, it is a successive mutual illuminating and deepening of 

the terms of the single underlying essential relationship. In Hegel’s tracing of this process, the 

conceptual foundations for possible variants of structured metaphysics and for the – otherwise 

“esoteric” – idea of grounding are uncovered and criticised until, at the end of the logic of 

Essence, we arrive at reciprocity, a reciprocal grounding of substances that makes itself what 

it is in the first place. This brings us to the threshold of absolute negation, i.e. of the Concept. 

In reciprocity, the antinomy of negation is again posited, as it was in the Finite, in absolute 

indifference and in contradiction as such. But it is now almost domesticated according to He-

gel, so that the progression to the Concept is surprisingly easy. In BL we only need to take up 
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and posit what is already present (“an sich vorhanden”) in pure FL thinking because for the 

Concept its being-in-and-for-itself is identical to its being posited (Hegel 1816: 29). BL and 

FL thus begin to merge, at least in spirit and content, if not in letter and wording (after all, FL 

is a stream of idealised impossible limiting cases of thought, not of real, discursive theorems). 

The specific self-negation of reciprocity need only to be understood as absolute negation, so 

that negation loses the immediacy it had until now in BL, where we initially only took it over 

from propositional logic and tailored it to logical urfacts. Up to the present point, we have 

benefited from our immediate understanding of negation thanks to propositional logic. Now 

the operation formerly known as negation redefines itself from scratch: as the Concept. Its 

short definition is that it is the operation that operates on itself to produce itself. Its detailed 

definition is the Science of Logic. 

Our phenomenal model, whose logical archetype the Concept aka the absolute negation is 

supposed to be, is here the I think of self-consciousness in its completely irenic pseudo-con-

tradiction of my difference from myself which is identical to my self-identity. The early Fich-

te thus would have identified Hegel’s Concept with the absolutely non-well-founded version 

of positing, a positing that does not posit a particular fact or object, but just the very act of 

positing that it is itself: the absolute I. Incidentally, this dispels Walter Jaeschke’s concerns 

about the identity of German idealism within the broader context of classical German philos-

ophy (see 2020: 412f): In German idealism, but not in classical German philosophy as such, 

the principle of non-well-foundedness, PNF, is not only virulent, but explicitly posited as a 

necessary companion of PNC, PEM and PSR. And not only that. It is posited and brought to 

bear in its highest degree, by recognising an absolutely non-well-founded basic operation, 

absolute positing in Fichte with the early Schelling following suit, absolute negation in Hegel. 

Here, our second way of approaching Nothing has finally reached its destination. Pure Noth-

ing is the principle of the Logic, i.e. the Concept or absolute negation, compressed to infinite 

density and unstructured simplicity. It is the same as pure Being, introduced as the one logical 

constant. But it is creative, whereas pure Being, considered in isolation, would be inert.4 

In the concept, identity is replaced by the Universal (U) as its logical heir, difference by the 

Particular (P) and contradiction by the Individual (I). Each of these is also each other, as can 

be illustrated by any everyday concept such as dog. This concept is universal in that it sub-

sumes all subspecies of dogs; it is particular in that it is subsumed under the universal mam-

                                                 
4 Parmenides, Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas and Michael Della Rocca all would claim that Being, considered in 

isolation, is all energeia, actuality qua activity, actus purus. But for Hegel absolute negation is the principle of 

actuality, activity, life and spirit. 
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mal; and it is an individual concept over against any other individual concept like brown or 

cat or number or whatever. Thus, the Hegelian Concept can be imagined as an open, free-

floating tree structure, I, at the top of which is one time U with U and P below it and the other 

time P with P and U below it. But as we all know, this is not yet the happy end of the Logic. 

The Concept fortunately falls back below its own logical level by splitting into two, allowing 

the objective logic to re-emerge within the subjective logic, albeit in a completely new guise, 

starting from qualitative Being-there in the role of copula between the Concept qua I in the 

role of logical subject and the Concept qua U in the role of predicate. Fortunately, because 

this makes it possible (and necessary) to uncover more logical structure – judgement, syllo-

gism, objectivity – before the final logical fixed point is reached in the absolute idea. 

Whether it all turns out well must be left open at this point. My personal suspicion is twofold: 

(1) As a Doctor Faustus of philosophy, Hegel does business with “the spirit that always ne-

gates” in order to gain completeness and consistency for his science without contrary through 

the taming of absolute negation: mission impossible. (2) Hegel is too considerate of the myth 

of transparency and then finds no way in his system of philosophy to arrive at genuine indi-

viduality, individually centred individuality. Universality rules, which in itself is not a bad 

thing, especially in science and in law. But we should accept that universality cannot be 

achieved in a completely transparent and algorithmic manner, except in the narrow, artificial-

ly set-up realm of the mathematised sciences. In the hermeneutic sciences and notably in phi-

losophy as the first and a priori one among them, universal validity must be constantly rene-

gotiated within the conditions of the indeterminacies of interpretation and translation. That is 

why analytic German idealism, an indispensable direction of philosophy to which this article 

belongs, needs to be balanced and eventually embedded by what might be called an analytic 

hermeneutic realism. But that is a topic for another occasion and a far-reaching one at that. 
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