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  For my skeptical friends









  


    Preface


    

      I write for a specific sort of person. You value reason, science, and independent thinking. You question beliefs propped up by “faith” without sufficient evidence. Maybe you would like your life to have a deeper purpose, but you cannot believe something based on a mere wish. Whether you are a student, an academic, or just a curious person, you want one thing: the truth. If you can relate, this book is for you.


      You might worry that this book is not about truth, not really. From the title, you might wonder whether I might be trying to use reason to rationalize a prior conclusion. Am I trying to contort “truth” to fit with my convictions? Am I interested in facing reality, even if it contradicts my desires or existing framework? Am I willing to be wrong? If you have these questions, this book is especially for you. I want you to ask these questions. They are the mark of an explorer. They are the questions that sparked my own journey, which ultimately led me to write this book.


      I want this book to serve you no matter what perspective you come from. My purpose is not to knock you over with arguments or to suggest that you can only be rational if you agree with my viewpoint. Instead, I want to share with you some of the steps in my own journey in the hope that those steps may encourage you in yours.


      My reason for writing this book is to mark out a pathway, step by step, that can inspire a greater vision of the ultimate foundation of everything. I begin with a story of my own journey. Then I begin the project of constructing a bridge of reason for your examination and exploration. In the final chapters, I examine common questions about evil and suffering that can present obstacles to the destination.


      While our inquiry will reach to the deepest layer of reality, I aim to make this book as readable as I can. Thus, I seek to replace all technical jargon with commonsense definitions in ordinary language. I never rest an argument on scholarly authority. Instead, I use the instruments of reason and common experience to serve you in your quest.


      In my effort to maximize the value of this bridge, I follow three construction rules:


      Rule 1. Make it inclusive: use materials—reason and experience—that are accessible to a wide audience, so you can check each piece.


      Rule 2. No guessing: build each part on principles that you can see to be true.


      Rule 3. Aim to serve: make a bridge that you can make your own—to analyze, reorganize, and build upon further.


      Enjoy the journey.
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      Seeds of Doubt


      From as early as I can remember, I have felt drawn to question things. When I was in second grade, I recall imagining that my classmates were fictional characters invented by aliens. I wondered how I could know for sure my friends were real, like me. Some nights I would lie in bed thinking about my questions. How can numbers go on forever? What happens if I travel back in time and stop myself from travelling back in time?


      In my late teens, however, someone else’s questions led me to questions I had never considered before. It started in a biology class. The questions that turned my mind were not about biological evolution. Rather, I met someone who didn’t believe in any ultimate purpose. For the first time, I began to question the origin of everything.


      As I talked with my non-believing friend, it became evident to me that he was sincere in his questions. He didn’t appear to be trying to hide from a cosmic authority. In fact, he said he wished he could believe in a benevolent being who governs the world. His only problem, he said, was that he didn’t have a sufficient reason to believe. He seemed nice and thoughtful.


      I tried out a few arguments. In one argument, I asked him about the cause of the Big Bang. I proposed that there would need to be something that caused the first events. He seemed relaxed and curious as he listened to my argument. He then replied with questions. None of my arguments answered his root concerns.


      After those initial conversations, a troubling question entered my mind: “Why wouldn’t a perfectly loving being make its existence more obvious to my classmate?” Until then, I felt secure in the basic framework I knew from childhood. It made sense to me that meaning and purpose filled the universe. This “purpose-filled” understanding of things colored the background of my mind like a blue sky.


      Yet my conversations with my friend caused that background to darken. More questions came like a flood. I wondered why news of the “right” religion is restricted to certain cultures and times. I wondered how it can be fair for someone to be condemned for having wrong beliefs. I wondered why pain and death pervade the animal kingdom. I wondered why so many babies, who have done no wrong, die without having any chance to pass the “tests” of life.


      My questions led to doubts. My doubts led to more questions.


      I walked home from school feeling heavy. When I arrived home, I had no energy. I walked into my room and plopped onto my bed. I felt worried. I was worried that everything is ultimately meaningless.


      Then, as I lay on my bed, I got an idea. I could ask for a sign. The idea sparked action. I whispered, “If you move my ceiling fan, I’ll know you are there.” I waited to see if the divine power I had believed in would respond.


      Nothing happened.


      My heart sank. I instinctively began to pray, “Please be real.”


      I stopped myself as I considered the irony of my prayer. No one can decide whether to be real. My prayer made no sense. I wanted someone to be real, but I was finding it impossible and dishonest to continue to believe that this someone was actually there.


      As I continued to ponder my questions, I discovered a science documentary on the origin of the universe. I was curious to find out what the scientists had to say. Maybe they had an answer to my concern.


      These scientists reminded me of my friend from school. They were thoughtful and curious. They were also skeptical of an ultimate purpose. They were especially skeptical of beliefs without evidence. One eminent scientist, Stephen Hawking, described the origin of the universe like the bottom surface of a sphere. “There is nothing beyond the universe,” he said.1


      After that documentary, I pondered an image in my mind. I imagined a balloon that represented the universe. I first imagined that the balloon contained everything that exists. I then considered an alternative: I imagined that something beyond the balloon produced it. Both pictures seemed possible. Maybe the universe is self-contained. That would be simpler than the alternative. But maybe it isn’t self-contained. How could I know which picture of reality is correct? I saw no way.


      Like my friend from school, I began to see that I lacked an adequate reason to believe in something greater beyond the universe. My belief in a cosmic purpose began to recede away. My blue sky became gray.


      Although I didn’t like the gray, I noticed that I could not simply choose the color of the sky. I could no more decide to keep my prior beliefs than I could decide to keep an ocean wave from rolling away. Reality is what it is. I couldn’t just make it what I wanted it to be.


      Everything began to look colorless—a meaningless blur. I felt alone.


      I wanted to sleep, but instead I lay in bed as I imagined my death. My thoughts of nothingness plucked a chord in my heart. I tried again to imagine it. I imagined dying. Once dead, I would be completely gone, without any awareness. I would not even be aware of having no awareness. I would simply be absent forever. I would then remain absent. Never again would I regain any awareness of anything, not ever.


      I wanted to fall asleep and then wake up with everything different. But the same austere reality greeted me in the morning. There was no sign of purpose. Just shapes upon shapes. I had to face reality as it is, not as I hoped it would be. There was no going back.


    


    

    

      The Value of Truth-Seeking


      Many people live by inspiring ideas, like that your life matters, or that everything works out for the good. But how could I believe these things? My friend from biology class didn’t. I contemplated the difference between hope and truth. The hopeful ideas began to seem too good to be true.


      I pictured masses of people who did not seek truth. These masses followed a leader. They believed what the leader told them to believe. The masses didn’t seek truth for themselves. Instead, they sought other things: security, purpose, significance, love. They were not even willing to be wrong. Rather than face reality, they built a wall of protection around their leader. Meanwhile, their leader built a wall of protection around their beliefs.


      I saw a few strange ones dance away from the masses. They would express curiosity to discover truth—whatever the truth might be. They didn’t seem particularly focused on defending prior convictions. Instead, they were explorers. Rather than find security under the blankets of doctrine, they found pleasure in seeing more than they had. They were truth-seekers.


      I began to see the contrast between seeking truths and seeking treasures. The truth is not always a treasure. The path to truth is not the same as the path to treasures. I can seek a treasure in vain because the treasure might not even exist. I considered the stakes: either my life will ultimately end in nothing, or there is more to life beyond the shifting of shapes. The second option felt like a treasure. But the first felt like it could be the sober truth.


      As I felt this tension between truth and treasure, I saw—more like felt—something that would change the course of my life. I felt the value of truth. A thought echoed within the center of my heart: “Truth is what you want.”


      Slivers of courage began to emerge within me. I could now appreciate the questions my friend from biology class asked. I understood the source of his curiosity. I understood the bravery it took him to question foundational things. He had within him the value for truth. That same value emerged within me.


      When I saw the value of truth, I also realized that seeking truth is the best way to get truth. If you want truth, aim for it. You are more likely to hit a target if you aim to hit the target than if you don’t aim at it. If you want truth, seek truth.


      Perhaps it is too obvious to mention that seeking truth is a first step to getting truth. Yet I noticed within me a pull to aim for other things. For example, at times I felt drawn to aim to keep previous beliefs. Even in graduate school, where the value of truth is highly advertised, I sometimes felt pressure to seek cleverness and independent thinking.


      Though painful, the sharp conflict within me helped me see the treasure of truth itself. I wanted to believe in ultimate purpose. In fact, I recall feeling worried that I could be in big trouble for having the wrong beliefs about purpose. However, it was obvious to me that these motivations for belief did not aim at truth: to aim for comforting beliefs is not to aim for true beliefs.


      As I pondered these things, I came to a decision. In a moment, I declared to the center of my being, “I will be a seeker of truth.” I decided to follow reason and evidence wherever they might lead me. I became committed to doing my best to seek out the truths about everything that interested me.


      My newfound awareness of the value of truth gave me a sense of freedom and responsibility. I felt free to question everything. I felt responsible to question everything. I realized the light of reason might lead me to a discomforting vision of reality. So be it. Truth would be my reward.


      Around that time, I wrote a short story about a person on a boat. I described his adventures. This explorer decided to go out as far as he could to discover unknown lands. He would come back to offer reports. But he would not stay long. As he would go out again, some people would follow him a certain distance. Most of them did not travel far from the familiar. While many of his friends paused on local ports, the explorer moved out into thick fog. He had to keep going to fulfill his purpose: to see more than he had. He was an explorer.


    


    

    

      To the Explorers


      This book is for explorers. If you can relate to my story of doubt and curiosity, I think you will especially appreciate the journey ahead.


      Whatever your precise view, you are committed to facing reality as it actually is. You are committed to growing in your understanding of things. You care about testing your beliefs against the real world. You would rather stick out among the crowd than to follow others off a cliff. You want to align with reality, not to defend what others say you should believe.


      It takes courage to follow evidence into unknown places. Perhaps people who claim to have truth have misjudged you. They have misunderstood your intentions. Perhaps you have felt the irony as those who claim to have truth fail to answer the questions that drive your search. They have labelled you “unsafe” and exiled you to the wilderness. This treatment is often the cost of being an explorer.


      My desire is to offer something that will be of genuine value to you. Instead of playing a game of intellectual chess, my purpose in this book is to present, for your careful consideration, a set of steps I took in my own pursuit of a greater understanding of the foundation of existence.


    


    

    

      In Pursuit of Treasure


      My interest in truth led me to books. I first discovered books in my dad’s library. Some of them were about worldviews—theories of everything. I was intrigued to discover systematic approaches to my questions. In one particular book, I discovered an argument about causes and effects.2 I had heard of similar arguments before, but I had never before seen such a careful articulation.


      Later, I went to a university library and checked out a stack of books. This stack included books by philosophers who argued that the world has no ultimate purpose. I read many such books with extreme interest. As I read, I took notes and reformulated the many arguments into my own words. I studied the arguments and their many forms from many angles. I also began developing my own arguments as a way to explore various implications further.


      My studies led me to clues. Each clue inspired further investigation. My commitment to truth remained central.


      In the course of my investigation, I began to see some things I had previously thought were impossible to see. My original vision of the world was too limited. My research helped me see that the world is far greater and more complex than I had imagined. I began to feel thankful that my childhood vision of reality was shattered, for it was too simple.


      Much later, it occurred to me that it takes courage not only to face cold truth, but it also takes courage to look for a treasure before you know whether the treasure is real. The risk is disappointment.


      This book is about the search for a treasure. Many treasures are not obvious, but we can find them without leaping into the dark. In this book, I will attempt to construct a bridge of reason that can help truth-seekers explore a pathway to a valuable discovery.


      You will be the judge. My goal is to bring you encouragement about the big picture of your life through the unalterable rules of reason. I invite you to put the bridge to the test. Without a rational basis for our steps, we walk blindly.


      Reason will give us light.
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I will seek to build a bridge of reason that leads, step by step, to a special treasure. My building materials are planks of rational thought. I collected many of these materials from books and articles I read during my time of doubt and discovery (and beyond).1 I have refined them and made them my own. This bridge is a modern design built with time-tested materials.

I do not wish to coerce anyone to cross my bridge unwillingly. Instead, I build this bridge to create an opportunity for explorers to explore. I invite you, then, to test each step carefully. Try to find holes in the bridge. Try to break it. Test its strength for yourself. You are the owner of this journey.


The Schematics

Before I present the first step onto the bridge, it will help to have a picture of the basic design. I begin with the schematics. My construction tools are rules of logic. For example, I will use the law of non-contradiction: nothing is both true and not true. The rules of logic constitute the core of reason and underwrite all mathematics and science. I will use logic, then, to underwrite the basic structure of my bridge.

With rules of logic in hand, I will first hammer down steps that provide the floor of the bridge. These steps are certain propositions about reality. I will begin by pinning down several propositions about reality as a whole. In particular, I will show that nothing serves as an outside cause or outside explanation of reality as a whole. In this sense, reality—taken as a whole—is self-sufficient. I will then systematically draw out the implications of self-sufficiency. Each implication is a step along the bridge toward a greater understanding of an ultimate foundation of reality. Toward the end of my construction, I will install an archway of lights to highlight a most basic and special feature of this foundation. The completed bridge leads to a grand theory, perhaps the grandest conceivable theory, about ultimate reality.

After the bridge is complete, I will test its integrity by examining obstacles to the grand theory. These obstacles are negative features within the world. The negative features inspire lurking questions about how the foundation could fit with the effects we see. My task will be to provide some tools to help us separate the clear from the unclear. If successful, we will have an open path to a great treasure revealed by reason.




The First Step

Let us begin constructing the bridge. To get started, we need something. More specifically, we need the premise that there is something.

Suppose, instead, there were nothing. In that case, you would not be reading this book. For if there were nothing, then there would be no you. Furthermore, the entire enterprise of seeking after truth would be completely pointless—for there would be no truth. There wouldn’t even be any books.

Yet you are reading this book. Therefore, there is not merely nothing.

You might wonder whether everything could be a mere dream or an illusion. Still, even if everything is a dream, the dream itself exists. If everything is an illusion, the experience of your illusion exists. Besides, there is you—the one to whom things seem a certain way. You cannot begin to be deceived if there is no one to be deceived. If you doubt that anything exists, then doubt exists. Doubt is something. Therefore, something exists.

When I say something exists, I do not mean anything technical. Ordinary examples illustrate the meaning. Rocks exists. People exist. Atoms exist. Your thoughts exist. This book exists. And so on.

If you press me for a definition, I will say this: “X exists” = “There is such a thing as X.”2 For example, there is such a thing as this coffee mug next to me. It exists.

The above definition exchanges the term exists for the phrase “there is such a thing as.” You might wonder: What does that phrase mean? If you press me for a further definition, I will say this: “There is such a thing as X” = “X is a member of some category.” For example, my coffee mug is a member of the category “mug,” among other categories. In general, a thing exists if it is a member of at least some category.

I make no claim about which categories have members. Maybe there are no mugs. Perhaps, instead, I see a hologram of a mug. Then “hologram” is a category, and this mug-like image is a member.

We could keep going on with further definitions. You could now ask what I mean by “member of a category.” Of the writing of definitions, there is no end. Yet definition must stop somewhere.

I trust I have said enough to convey the basic idea. The idea is that existing things include all things, whatever their nature. I make no claim about which things in particular exist. All we need is something, whatever it might be.

The observation that something exists may seem trivial. However, it has profound implications, as we shall see.




The Blob of Everything

We will begin to see a puzzling implication of existence as we zoom out to consider all of existence. To prepare us for the puzzle, I will next hammer down three basic principles about reality as a whole. These principles compose our next step. I will use the instrument of reason. Once this step is in place, we will be ready to see a startling puzzle about existence.

To help us think about reality in total, we can think of all that exists as a big blob. This blob includes all particles, all people, all planets, and everything else. It even includes abstract ideas, like numbers, if there are any. As long as something exists (step one), then there is all of it. We can then define “blob of everything” as referring to all that exists.

I make no assumptions at the outset about which sorts of things the blob of everything includes. If there are numbers, unicorns, or invisible flying spaghetti monsters (for more on this last example, see venganza.org), then the blob of everything includes them. I leave open how big it is, how old it is, what it is composed of, and so on. I say here just that the blob of everything, by definition, includes all that exists, whatever exists.


Going Deeper


Some philosophers have proposed that no single thing includes all things. Instead, the universe is a plurality of many small things.3 The small things do not compose a single Big Thing. Rather, our universe is just many things arranged in a certain way. Just as a flock of birds is not a single thing, so too our universe is not a single thing. The term universe refers to things.

Fortunately, we don’t need to pick a fight with these philosophers. Maybe they are right. Then we could say the “totality” is nothing more than many individual things. In that case, “the blob of everything” refers to the plurality of all things rather than to a single Big Thing. While this distinction between many things vs. one Big Thing is interesting, it makes no difference to the construction of my bridge. Whether the blob of everything is singular or plural, the blob of everything includes all reality.





We are ready to hammer down our first principle about reality as a whole:

Principle 1. No existing thing is outside (i.e., not included among) the blob of everything.

This principle is deducible from our definition. The blob of everything, by definition, includes all existing things. Therefore, whatever is not included in the blob of everything does not exist.

From this first principle, we can deduce a second principle:

Principle 2. Nothing outside the blob of everything caused the blob of everything to exist.

This principle is deducible from the first. We can display the deduction as follows:


	1. The blob of everything includes all that exists (by definition).


	2. Therefore, no existing thing is outside the blob of everything (Principle 1).


	3. Therefore, no existing cause is outside the blob of everything.


	4. Therefore, no existing cause outside the blob of everything caused the blob of everything to exist (Principle 2).




In short, nothing is outside the blob of everything, and therefore nothing outside the blob caused the blob.

This result has the power to remove at least one significant theory of everything. I have heard it proposed that Something—or Someone—is the transcendent cause of everything. But that cannot be true. Principle 2 contradicts a strict interpretation of the proposal. For if Something transcends all things, then this Something is not among the existing things. In that case, there is a Something that is not something—and we have a contradiction.

To avoid the contradiction, we should distinguish between something that transcends all and something that transcends all else. Nothing can transcend all. Nothing is beyond all. Therefore, nothing outside existence caused existence. This result is significant, and I will seek to tease out its implications.


Going Deeper


How does time play in? Could an earlier state of the universe cause the current blob of everything? If so, then Principle 2 is false: something “outside” the current blob of everything is its cause. I must clarify, then, that the blob of everything does not merely include all of current reality. It includes all things at all times. For example, suppose a spatial-temporal universe exists. Then the blob of everything includes every temporal slice in the spatial-temporal universe. When I say that the blob of everything has no outside cause, I mean that there is never anything, or any things, beyond the blob of everything (time inclusive).

This result is independent of theories of time. On some theories, the past is not real, while on others, the past is as real as the present. If the past is not real, then the past cannot be a real cause of all reality. If, on the other hand, the past is real, then all reality includes the past. Either way, nothing real is outside all reality.





The third and final principle is like the second:

Principle 3. Nothing outside the blob of everything explains why or how the blob of everything exists.

Just as nothing outside the blob of everything caused the blob of everything to exist, so too nothing outside the blob of everything could serve as its ultimate explanation. Unlike a house that stands on the earth, existence in total stands on nothing. Nothing “under” or “beyond” the blob of everything provides a foundation or explanation for the existence of the blob of everything.

Again, to be very clear, nothing is beyond the blob of everything. Hence, nothing beyond the blob of everything could provide an explanation of its existence. Nothing outside existence explains existence.

We are now an inch away from something extremely strange. Before we look closer at the strangeness of existence, I want to say a few things about the tool of reason we are using.




The Power of Reason

You might worry that grand questions about ultimate realty are too grand for anyone to answer. Just as a grasshopper cannot fathom the nature of a tree, we cannot hope to fathom the nature of ultimate reality. This worry invites intellectual humility.

While humility will serve us, I want to draw attention to some special and rarely recognized powers of reason. The initial principles about the blob of everything illustrate that reason has at least some power to reveal some far-reaching things. Reason is a light that shines far beyond our local planet. Perhaps you have no idea what exists beyond the Andromeda galaxy. Yet, reason reveals something: with reason in hand, you can “see” that there are no square circles floating in deep space.

Logic is like a telescope that lets you see something about everything, everywhere. For example, you can see that no contradictions exist on any planet. No matter how far you travel, you will never find a place where something is both true and not true. You might find a green alien. But you will never find a green alien that is simultaneously not green at all. From earth, then, you can see that all regions of space are free from square circles, forceless forces, and colorless green aliens.

Reason has another special power. Reason not only has the power to reveal something about everything, it also has the power to reveal some things crystal clearly. Consider, for example, the hypothesis that no square circles exist on Jupiter. You can see the truth of this hypothesis clearly by the light of reason. You do not need to check the soil on Jupiter or trust anyone’s report. Rather, the light of reason gives you a way to see with crystal clarity that Jupiter’s soil has no square circles buried underneath. There is no chance of that.

I am not saying we cannot make mistakes in reasoning. Obviously we can. Mistakes are common. We can misuse reason. With reason in hand, we risk “rationalizing” falsehoods.

In my experience, the key to minimizing error is intellectual humility. When we misuse reason, some part of us knows things aren’t perfectly clear. The problem is not with reason per se but with how we use it. Instead of using reason to “rationalize” a worldview, we can use reason to aim for truth.

We can also minimize error by combining reason with other evidences. For example, with reason, we can test a theory’s logical consistency and then draw out implications. We can go on to test the implications by making further observations. In this way, we can combine reason with experience to make our path to truth more secure.

As we continue on our journey, I will seek to use reason to separate the clear from the unclear. Some things are unclear. For example, empirical science sometimes exposes paradoxes, like when light behaves as a wave and as a particle, or when quantum particles appear to lack a definitive location. It may be unclear how to make sense of these observations. But even while some things are unclear, other things can be clear by the light of reason.

The unclear sometimes gets in the way of the clear. For example, when scientific experiments indicate that space curves or that light behaves like a wave and a particle, these results can inspire doubts about the reliability of reason itself. How can we trust our reason if it contradicts our observations?

However, we can separate observations that are paradoxical from observations that contradict reason. It may be paradoxical how space could curve, but it is not contradictory. A paradox is something we do not see how to put together, whereas a contradiction is something we do see cannot go together.

While the results of science can indeed challenge our intuitions, true science cannot contradict true logic. Logic is foundational to science itself. Without logic, you could never distinguish a theory T from not T. Similarly, you could never distinguish evidence for T from evidence for not T. Without logic, you could never be sure that any true theory is not also false. The distinction between true and false collapses without logic. Without logic, science has no power. With logic, we have a foundation for seeing many things.

In general, the more you use a tool, the better you get at using it. The more you use a musical instrument, for example, the better you get at playing that instrument. The more you use your ears to listen, the more sounds you notice. The more you use the tool of reason, the more you can see with it.

Logic can help us see some things clearly. We can see, for example, that a square is not a circle. If we say at the outset that reason cannot reveal anything about ultimate reality, then we have already said something about ultimate reality—i.e., that it is unknowable by reason. How could we know that? While it is right to be humble, the hypothesis that reason cannot shine light on grand truths is itself a grand hypothesis.

When I first began working with reason, I vastly underestimated its powers. I did not realize it could bring light to so many things. I did not understand the nature of reason. That understanding came later, as I will share in chapter ten, “Foundation of Reason.”

As I continue to build the bridge, I will use reason, then, to seek clear lines. I will test coherence and investigate predictions. I will consider relevant observations that will help us test whether the predictions match actual reality. My aim is to use reason to secure a path to truth.




A Strange Puzzle About Existence

We have begun our journey by hammering down some basic principles about reality. On one level, these principles may seem trivial. After all, who can deny that something exists, or that nothing is outside everything?

However, let us not mistake the clear for the trivial. Reason makes it clear that nothing exists beyond all that exists. This result is far from trivial, however. It implies that the blob of everything has the following strange feature: the blob of everything has no outside explanation or outside cause of its existence.

This feature is strange because the things we observe in ordinary experience have outside explanations and causes. The chair I am sitting on, for example, did not just snap into existence from nowhere. Something produced it.

Even complex systems, like computers, solar systems, and galaxies, emerge from prior states of reality. Indeed, every chunk of reality—big or small—appears to depend upon other things. If you can think of exceptions, surely they are not part of our everyday experience. Exceptions are odd, unusual, and strange.

Yet the blob of everything is an exception.

Something is deeply puzzling here. How can something exist without any outside cause or explanation? Things we normally experience in life have an explanation beyond themselves. Again, my chair exists. Prior causal factors explain its existence. The explanation of my chair is not wholly within my chair. The agents that produced the chair are not part of the chair. Those agents transcend the chair. All objects we experience are like this: they have an explanation for their existence, and that explanation transcends their existence. How, then, can reality in total lack an outside explanation?

Now one might initially think the answer is simply this: the totality lacks an outside explanation precisely because it is the totality. After all, it is not possible that a totality has an outside explanation. It has no explanation beyond itself simply because it cannot have an explanation beyond itself.

This answer, however, leaves open a more basic question about how any totality can exist without an outside explanation. How is it possible for a reality of any size or shape to exist without any outside explanation?

Think about it this way. Suppose the blob of everything includes some basic elements, like particles, that exist without an outside cause or explanation. These elements are then special things unlike all other things we experience. How can there be things like that? What makes them able to be different from everything else?

Or suppose instead that the blob of everything includes only things that have an outside explanation, things like chairs, planets, and galaxies. But then it is puzzling how the things that have an outside explanation could add up to something that does not. How is that even possible?

To see the puzzle from another direction, consider a small blob of Play-Doh. This blob has a dependent nature: its existence depends on prior causes, such as a factory that produced it. Now imagine subtracting everything else from existence besides this Play-Doh. Then the Play-Doh exists alone. It now occupies all of reality. But that contradicts the nature of the Play-Doh. The Play-Doh has a dependent nature, and we didn’t imagine any change to its nature. The problem is that the Play-Doh is the wrong sort of thing to occupy all of reality. It is the wrong sort of thing to be able to exist without an outside explanation. But then, what could?

While we can imagine a blob of Play-Doh occupying all of reality, this imagination doesn’t reveal how this blob could exist. How can any blob of any size (finite or infinite) exist without an outside explanation? To answer this question, we will need to look deeper.




Summary

This chapter introduces the bridge of reason. To take the first step onto the bridge, see that something exists. It can be anything: you, your thoughts, or your doubts. If you agree that something exists, then you have taken the first step onto the bridge.

The next step is to see a puzzle. The puzzle is about existence in total. By reason, we can see that nothing exists outside all of existence. It follows, by reason, that our total reality has no cause or explanation outside it. This result is puzzling: how can any reality—of any size—lack an outside cause or outside explanation?
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In the previous chapter, we stumbled upon a strange puzzle. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a solution to that puzzle.

Consider the puzzle again. We observe, by reason, that the reality as a whole—the blob of everything—includes everything. Therefore, nothing exists beyond the total blob, and nothing beyond the blob of everything could have caused or explained its existence. In this sense, our reality is “self-sufficient” (i.e., it has no outside cause or explanation). That is strange. How can anything—of any size, shape, or number—be self-sufficient?

At this point, we need to start building supports for our bridge of reason. I will install three support beams that provide a foundation for solving the puzzle of existence. These beams will also provide a foundation for our entire pathway to come.

Here, briefly, is the schematic of the solution I will develop: the world includes a foundation—a ground layer. The foundation of existence is like the foundation of a bridge. Just as a bridge cannot stand without a foundation, similarly, reality as a whole cannot “stand” in existence without some foundation that stands on its own.

The foundational layer, in other words, provides the ultimate basis for the existence of everything else. The foundation of things enables there to be things as opposed to there being nothing at all. Call this account of existence “the Foundation Theory.”

The Foundation Theory requires development. How does a foundation itself exist? If we say that reality is “self-sufficient” in virtue of having a self-sufficient foundation, we have pushed back the mystery. How does a foundation manage to be self-sufficient? What explains the foundation? If nothing, how is that possible?

These questions are among the most fundamental and powerful questions anyone can ask. By thinking carefully about them, we will gain resources for our journey. By putting light on the foundation of things, we also put light on everything else. As Harvard philosopher Robert Nozick puts it, “To see how, in principle, a whole realm could fundamentally be explained greatly increases our understanding of the realm.”1 By increasing our understanding of the foundation of everything, we can increase our understanding of everything.

Let us have a closer look at the foundation, then. Let us see what we can see.


First Beam: Independence

The whole of reality is self-sufficient (with nothing outside to cause or explain its existence). How? If self-sufficiency is a locked door, the key to unlock it is this: independence. Here is what I mean: in order for any realm of any size to be self-sufficient, that realm must contain some independent layer or component. I will explain how this principle works and why I think it is true using three layers of thought.

Layer 1: Root of self-sufficiency. The first thought is about the remarkable difference between a self-sufficient realm and a dependent realm. The blob of everything has no outside cause or outside explanation, since it includes everything. Your sock drawer, by contrast, is not like that: something beyond the drawer made the drawer and your socks inside.

What accounts for this difference between self-sufficient realms and a realm that is not self-sufficient? What makes the difference between the explained and the unexplained, the caused and the uncaused, the dependent and the independent? What is the root of self-sufficiency?

Here is the beginning of an answer: we can account for the difference between your socks (which have an outside explanation) and the blob of everything (which has no outside explanation) in terms of independence. The blob of everything includes something that has an independent nature. This independent nature is the engine of existence that enables the totality to exist.

Your socks, by contrast, only exist because something produced them. They have a dependent nature. For this reason, your socks cannot be the foundation of all existence.

Let us look more closely at the difference between dependence and independence. Logic divides all conceivable realities into two categories: (1) dependent upon another, and (2) not dependent upon another. The first—dependent upon another—includes anything (like socks) that depends upon some reality beyond itself. In the second category, we have independent things: things that do not depend upon anything beyond themselves.


Going Deeper

What about self-dependence? I include self-dependence under independence. What matters for our purposes is that the foundation does not depend on something beyond itself. Whether the foundation depends on itself or fails to depend on anything is debatable yet irrelevant. For the sake of focus, then, I will treat self-dependence and non-dependence under a single umbrella, which I’ll call independence. An independent thing does not depend upon anything beyond itself.




We are now in position to dig to the root of self-sufficiency. The root is independence. From independence flows two types of self-sufficient things. One way to be self-sufficient is to be an independent thing (or collective). The other way to be self-sufficient is to include something that has an independent nature.

To illustrate, imagine that some basic, independent elements are themselves self-sufficient. These elements have an independent nature, which means they exist without any outside cause or explanation. They do not inherit their self-sufficiency from anything. They are simply self-sufficient in themselves. These self-sufficient elements, then, provide the ultimate foundation for everything else.

The blob of everything then inherits its self-sufficiency from these basic elements. The elements also explain why the blob of everything lacks an outside explanation. The blob of everything lacks an outside explanation because it has an independent foundation that lacks an outside explanation by its nature.

We now have a deeper solution to our puzzle. The puzzle was about how there could be a self-sufficient world—a world with no outside cause or outside explanation. We have a key: independence.

The picture is this. The independent foundation is self-sufficient in a basic way; it has an independent nature. With the foundation in place, the whole world, with everything in it, inherits its self-sufficiency from its foundation. In other words, the self-sufficiency of the world flows from the independence of the foundation.

We can translate this picture into an argument for the existence of an independent layer—that is, a foundation—of reality:


	1. A realm cannot be self-sufficient without any independent layer (because independence is the root of self-sufficiency).


	2. The blob of everything is a self-sufficient realm (because there is nothing beyond everything).


	3. Therefore, the blob of everything has an independent foundation.




I have only begun to put the pieces in place. We will next consider why purely dependent layers cannot by themselves add up to an independent realm.

Layer 2: Construction. We can gain a deeper insight into how (not) to build a blob of everything by using a principle of construction. The principle is this: purely dependent things by themselves cannot construct a self-sufficient totality. That’s because constructing a self-sufficient totality from purely dependent (non–self-sufficient) materials commits a construction error. Let me explain.

I begin with a more general observation: while certain constructions are possible, others are impossible. To illustrate a possible construction, imagine you have some white marble blocks. You put these blocks together to construct a floor. Then this floor, which consists entirely of white marble blocks, will itself be white and marble. We see here that constructing a white floor out of white tiles is possible. But now consider an impossible construction: you can’t construct a non-white floor from purely white tiles. To construct a non-white floor from white tiles commits a construction error. It’s not possible.

We can understand the construction error in terms of part-to-whole inheritance, where the wholes in question exist because their parts have certain positions or properties. In the case of the marble floor, the floor inherits some properties from its parts. From white tiles, you get a white floor. There are other properties like this. For example, if every tile of the floor has mass, then so does the whole floor. Similarly, if the parts are shiny like glass, so is the whole. In all these cases, the whole inherits the respective property from its parts. Let us call such properties “whole-inherited.”

We can see that whole-inherited properties place constraints on construction. For example, since whiteness is whole-inherited, a floor constructed from purely white tiles cannot be purple. To construct a purple floor from purely white tiles contradicts the whole-inheritance of whiteness. Therefore, the nature of whiteness constrains the possibilities regarding what you can construct with white tiles.

Notice that the number of tiles is not relevant to whole-inheritance. Whether the floor is made of one tile or infinitely many makes no difference. Even a floor with infinitely many white tiles is still white. The constraint on construction comes from the nature of the tiles, not their number.

The constraints on construction points us again to the need for a foundation. Without a foundation, every layer of reality is dependent. Yet dependent layers—of any size and number—are insufficient for constructing an independent blob of everything. Just as white tiles yield a white floor, dependent parts yield a dependent whole.

Examples illustrate the principle. Suppose you have two tiles. Each tile has a dependent nature: these tiles do not exist on their own. Now suppose you put those tiles together to form a small floor. Then this floor is also dependent. From dependent parts, you form a dependent floor. In particular, the causes of the tiles, together with your work to put the tiles together, provide the basis for the resulting floor. The floor, then, is also dependent, just like the tiles that compose it.

In general, adding dependent things together results in a dependent total. Increasing the number of things makes no difference. We will not transform a floor into a non-dependent, self-sufficient totality just by adding more and more dependent tiles together.

Increasing the age also makes no difference. Imagine a floor has existed for a year. This floor is not thereby independent. A floor composed of dependent tiles is a dependent floor for as long as it exists. Even if a floor exists for infinitely many years, the floor depends on its tiles for as long as they exist. To form a non-dependent (self-sufficient) floor from purely dependent tiles, of any age, commits a construction error.

Let us give this principle about dependence a name:

Dependence Principle: purely dependent things form dependent totals.

This principle—that purely dependent things form dependent totals—not only matches experience, it also matches reason. It is like the principle that a floor composed of purely white tiles is a white floor. By understanding the concepts in this principle, you can sense, via reason, a connection between purely white tiles and the whiteness of the total floor. In the same way, I propose for your consideration that you can sense a connection between purely dependent tiles and the dependence of a total floor. Just as white tiles compose a white floor, dependent tiles compose a dependent floor.

Let us take a step back to see where we are. Here is the picture. The blob of everything exists. Yet it has no outside cause or outside explanation. How is that? The foundation explains how. A foundation supplies an independent nature at the floor of reality. Without an independent nature, by contrast, we have the construction problem. For then everything has a purely dependent nature, yet dependence is an insufficient basis for a blob that is not dependent. To avoid the construction error, then, we need a non-dependent foundation.2

Layer 3: Inheritance (extra). I want to go deeper, if I can. I will offer you something I have not seen in any book or article on this subject. This third layer includes an idea I have about whole-inheritance (as I will explain). If the idea is right, it can help us see an even deeper reason why dependent things cannot be the ultimate building blocks of our world. (If you are ready to look into the nature of an independent foundation, feel free to skip ahead.)

To get started, consider again some examples of “whole-inherited” properties: whiteness, mass, and glassiness. Each of these properties is “diffusive.” Here is what I mean. A diffusive property spans arbitrary subsections. For example, a marble block is marble throughout its subsections. That is why if you break a marble tile into pieces, each piece will also be marble. The marble “diffuses” throughout the marble tile. Whiteness is the same way. It spans a white surface: every section of a white piece of paper is also white. The same goes for mass: arbitrary sections of a massive tile also have mass. Sections of a glassy floor are also glassy. And so on.

Consider, by contrast, properties that are not diffusive. Take triangularity. A triangular tile is not triangular in arbitrary subsections. If you shatter a triangular tile, there is a good chance none of the pieces will be precisely triangular. That is because triangularity does not diffuse down into arbitrary subsections. Non-diffusive properties do not span arbitrary subsections, whereas diffusive properties do.

Two clarifications are in order. First, a diffusive property diffuses in things of any size or shape. For example, marble diffuses in a large castle or a small chess piece. By contrast, being smaller than Earth doesn’t diffuse into anything bigger than Earth. So it doesn’t count as diffusive. A diffusive property, to be precise, includes no region-restricting information, like a quantity or comparison. We could say diffusive properties—like marble, whiteness, glass, and so on—are purely qualitative, not quantitative.
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