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Disclaimers


This book contains jokes that some readers may find offensive(ly bad).


Whilst the names of people in the dialogues featured coincide with names of family and friends, correlation is not (always) causation. The characters and situations in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to reality is accidental.


Many people were subjected to reading draft chapters of this book, for which I am very grateful. I would also like to thank (and therefore will thank) my partner Scott Walker, the initial commissioning editor Kiera Jamison, and my agent Ben Clark. I was supported in the early stages of writing this book by my invaluable research assistant Riona Roy. She lived to tell the tale, and these tales wouldn’t have been told if it weren’t for her. Thank you all!


No animals were harmed during the intensive eating-and-drinking-based research for this book. Many thanks to the providers for the sustenance. However, the environment has been harmed by the printing of this book – so please recycle or regift if unwanted. If you would like an electronic copy of parts of the book, please write a better review than the ones below.


Reviews


‘A mistresspiece’ – the media


‘I don’t understand’ – family


‘Defamation!’ – friends


‘An abominable take on philosophical dialogue’ – Socrates


‘Only comparably comparative’ – the global philosopher


‘Don’t quit your day job’ – professional comedians


‘Quit your day job’ – professional academics


‘Please stop’ – my inner voice


‘What’s for dinner?’ – my outer voice
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Introduction


Appetisers


The ‘What’


This is a philosophy book. But this is no ordinary philosophy book. This is a fun, foody philosophy book. Unlike other food books, there will be no health-based recommendations, no recipes, and no diets. And unlike typical philosophy books, this one may succeed in being both accessible and intentionally amusing (but you can be the judge of that).


As a philosopher, I invite you to join me at the philosophers’ table, and to think differently about food. Food can be a catalyst for thought, planting seeds of ideas that nourish the mind. Using different food items from a variety of cuisines, this book demonstrates classic abstract puzzles and paradoxes in a contemporary and concrete way that is sure to make the brain and stomach grumble.


The book explores many issues from various philosophical traditions, broadly falling within the themes of metaphysics (on the nature of being and reality), epistemology (on truth and knowledge acquisition), value theory (on ethical and aesthetic judgements), and logic (on formal reasoning and mathematical concepts). For example: the existence of doughnut holes, the phenomenal taste of durian fruit, the infinitely divisible pizza, the potatoey constitution of chips, the identity of peas in a pod, the amount of rice in a biryani, the paralysing choice of ice-creams, and more.


This nutritional food for thought is light enough to whet the appetite of the complete novice, yet also substantive enough to satisfy the keen philosopher hungry for a refreshing take on traditional themes. So, whoever you are, I hope you enjoy it.


The ‘Why’


Philosophising is a privilege. Yet we all do it – we all think, reflect, critique, create, argue, hypothesise, and dream. We may not have been taught to do it (or how to do it), and many efforts to bring it into an educational framework differ considerably from one another. A lot has been written about what philosophy is, without much consensus, yet the very process of attempting to define it is itself a philosophical activity. This all-encompassing and somewhat slippery understanding of philosophising makes it extremely malleable, something we can all engage in, albeit in different ways and about different things. Philosophising, then, in its most basic and general form, is just a part of being human.


If we all philosophise, how did Philosophy (with a capital ‘P’, as per the commodified subject) come to be so elitist and esoteric, so out of reach and so out of touch? How did it become the purview of select old white men to objectify and stratify our world? Philosophy, and thereby philosophers, have a lot to answer for. This book is, in part, a part of my answer, to bring philosophy back down from the ivory towers of academia, for the public to reclaim the terrain of human thought. In inspiring more people to think, this book finds its ‘why’.


As such, this book aims to bring philosophy to a wider audience than it usually targets. It also aims to touch on philosophies from a more diverse range of traditions and demographics than are often represented. Nevertheless, the book is not perfect in meeting these lofty ambitions. My writing is inescapably influenced by my own specific experiences, heritage, social positioning, and educational training, yet I hope that there is something interesting in the book for whoever you, the reader, may be. So, whilst I do not speak for all of those whose philosophies and cuisines I describe (and whilst there will be many that I have not described), I offer them as tasters on a menu that ought to be more diverse, inclusive, and accessible.


The ‘How’


I attempt to bring philosophy down to earth by bringing it back to the body. And I attempt to make it fun by bringing food to that body. Now, of course, relationships to food vary – for some it is a source of physical and/or mental illness. This book is not equipped to help with that. But nevertheless, the body’s acquaintance with food is as close to a universal experience as I could think of, and one which is lighter and more fun than other general aspects of being embodied! I asked myself how I could make philosophy relatable to as many people as possible and waited for a ‘eureka’ moment – an apple fell into rather than onto my head and I realised that apples, along with other fruits, vegetables, and foods, might well do the trick.


By using food examples in this book, philosophical theories are given some tangibility. Being able to picture something – something we can see, smell, touch, and taste (because hearing is not the most common engagement with food) – helps us give meaning to abstract ideas which otherwise might float free of any relevance or practical application. This method is not only important for grasping what a theory is saying but can help us grasp what a theory is doing. Whilst the book is not overtly political, making the connection between the physical and the mental in these ways motivates an engagement with critical reasoning that is bound up with lived experience. This book won’t save the world, but if we think better (and philosophise more effectively) then perhaps we will be better furnished to save the world. I therefore hope this book not only provides new perspectives on food but new perspectives on philosophy, which might in turn develop skills to put to the task of creating positive change. Otherwise, at the very least, I hope it provides a laugh – there are puns galore and lyrical references to keep things light and easy.


When you are ready, in the pages that follow, I will take you on a romp through a feast of deliciously vexing philosophical quandaries, served up in eighteen digestible chapters of bite-size vignettes as listed in the menu. Each chapter stands alone – so feel free to pick and choose, dipping in and out of whichever topic takes your fancy. Each chapter comes with its own recommended eating to get you in the zone, with an introduction to and conclusion of the philosophical issues that are explored. The main ‘meat’ of each chapter presents a food-based scenario with some dialogue between characters to illustrate the dialectic of and positions within the debate being explored. If you want to delve into any of the ideas further, then for each chapter I have provided recommended resources (including encyclopaedia entries, academic papers, magazine articles, books, podcasts, and videos) in the epilogue ‘Room for More?’ section at the end of the book. So, without further ado – are you ready?


Bon appétit!




CHAPTER 1


Doughnut Holes


On the reality of holes, their (im)materiality, and the presence of absence.




Recommended eating: Doughnuts, bagels, Polos, Bunt cake, calamari, and onion rings.





Intro


This chapter is about holes – not wholes, like the entirety of a thing, but holes, as in gaps or perforations in things. We will ask whether holes are actually things in and of themselves, rather than just being a way of describing or naming what is not really there. If holes do exist, as things, then what sorts of things are they? What are they made out of? The options we will explore are within the categories of being material (tangible, physical) or immaterial (abstract, nonconcrete) entities. Those who only believe that material things exist are named ‘materialists’, so when presented with a hole their options are to either say that the hole is a material thing or that the hole does not exist and can be explained away. But aren’t holes the absence of material, and does this entail the presence of immaterial? It is to these metaphysical issues that we shall now turn, brought to life by the hole of a doughnut (or, for the hole denier, the perforated shape of a doughnut). Setting the scene is my grandpa, David Finn, to whom I am indebted for my curiosity into holes…
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Grandpa used to make me jelly with a large hole dug into it. He said, rather confusingly, that the best bit of the jelly was the hole. At the time, I did not realise how profound and deeply philosophical my grandpa’s claim was. In fact, I often could not even engage with the topic due to the distraction caused by my urgent desire to eat that wobbly, tasteless, and utterly satisfying hollowed blob. Nevertheless, Grandpa’s words did eventually sink in, and sometimes I found myself at the fold-out table around 3.30pm asking questions like:




‘Do I actually eat the hole?’


‘What does the hole taste like?’


‘Where does the hole go in my belly?’


‘Does the hole fill a hole?’


‘Is a bigger hole better than a smaller hole?’


‘Is the hole really the best bit?!’





I suppose the hole was indeed the best bit for my grandpa (if not for me), as he was the one who dug it out and benefitted from eating the removed jelly, and so the bigger the better for him.


Unlike Grandpa, there are some who dislike holes. They freak out at the idea of the world containing immaterial objects, which purportedly holes would be examples of. More accurately, they think holes do not exist. Take my friend Ayesha, for example. Ayesha is a materialist, that is, someone who rejects the existence of anything immaterial. Now, Ayesha does enjoy material things and actual materials, you know, like fabrics and garments, especially super fashionable ones. But this is not what I mean when I use the word ‘materialist’ here. In a philosophical sense, material entities are physical things like tables and chairs. Immaterial entities are all the things that are left out of the material category, potentially including abstract objects (say, numbers and concepts). The immaterial entities are the outcasts – the misfits – that are not included in a materialist understanding of the world. Like Madonna, then, Ayesha is a material girl living in a material world, where all the things that exist are material.


‘Why such hostility towards the immaterial?’, I hear you cry. Well, the materialist denial of immaterial entities is meant to be ‘ontologically parsimonious’, so the saying goes – basically, we should be parsimonious (sparing) with our ontology (what exists), and take as few things to exist as possible. As anyone who rations more than hoards will tell you, ‘less is more’. The fewer types of entities we take to exist, the better, apparently. It’s like the materialist is decluttering the catalogue of the world’s objects, where the group of immaterial things are the ones to get rid of. But why rid specifically of the immaterial? What is so bad about them? I suppose the materialist would at that point appeal to the natural sciences, and (mis)represent it as stating that everything can be reduced down to and analysed in terms of its physical makeup. Anything that cannot be so reduced and analysed would then fall outside of scientific theorising, and the materialist doesn’t want to postulate the existence of things that are left out for fear of not being invited to the science party. So, if holes are token examples of the type of entity that doesn’t meet the entry requirements, then too bad for the existence of holes. They will not go to the ball.


But here is the issue: it seems to be indisputable that there are holes. For example, there are keyholes, black holes, sinkholes, and arseholes; and there are holes in things such as jelly, mousse, bagels, and doughnuts. We come into the world through holes, and when we die many of us will be put into specially dug holes. But what are these holes and what are they made of? Are they actually things themselves, or are they just where things are not? And if holes are things (rather than the absence of a thing), are they material things or immaterial things? For those with a materialist disposition, holes cannot be immaterial if they are taken to exist!


To help us investigate this issue, let us quickly dissect the anatomy of the hole. Imagine a doughnut – the classic kind that is round with a hole in the middle, rather than the jam-filled kind (which personally I think are more aesthetically pleasing yet are less philosophically interesting). The dough of the doughnut is an example of what is called the ‘host’ of the hole – the stuff that surrounds the hole. Now imagine you put your finger through the hole in the doughnut and wear the doughnut like a ring (as you do ...). Your finger is then an example of what is called a ‘guest’ in the hole – the stuff that is inside the hole. As such, holes are said to typically have hosts and guests, namely whatever is around the hole and in the hole, respectively, and respectfully, if you will (though I know the euphemisms and innuendos are rife and irresistible).


Now consider the doughnut in an early stage of its creation in a factory, about to get the hole cut out of the dough. What do we call the part of the dough that gets removed to create the hole? Should it be called a guest-in-residence about to be evicted, like some unfortunate sod who gets voted out of a reality-TV show, or the toy that gets miraculously grabbed by the claw and ejected out of the arcade machine? These surplus parts of the dough have been branded by food merchandisers and marketed as the actual hole of the doughnut. Yet surely, they are not that, as the hole is created by their removal, rather than being identified with the stuff that gets removed. (And apart from anything else, I am a bit dubious that this is in fact how holes in doughnuts get made.) But if we do not take the removed dough to be the hole, then what do we take the hole to be? What is a hole?! To help answer these questions, let us consider a glorious row that Ayesha and I had one summer ...


Picture the scene: It was a day with average weather – perfect for a doughnut. Ayesha and I entered the nearest establishment that offered such delicacies. She asked me which type of doughnut I would get. I eagerly responded that I wanted one with a hole. Much to my dismay, Ayesha adamantly replied that I could not have such a thing, as they did not exist. Perplexingly, I could see that there were plenty of holed doughnuts available, and so I felt like my preferences had been unfairly dismissed. After my initial rage at having been denied what I wanted, I recognised the materialist undercurrent of her remark. Ayesha was not denying me my choice of doughnut, rather she was denying that the doughnut (or anything, for that matter) had a hole. I was also frustrated by Ayesha’s reluctance to recognise the hole and her failure to attribute it the place in ontology that it deserves. I said as much to her, but we needed to place our doughnut order as the staff were starting to give us weird looks. Eventually we went up to the counter, and I gravitated towards a long-haired guy with a nametag ‘Scott: he/him’. I gave him a sign, he looked at me knowingly, we exchanged a flirtatious glance. Ayesha interrupted the moment, pointed at me, and made the order: a singularly perforated doughnut, and a jammy one. I was too busy staring at the long-haired guy to notice her strange order – he looked so familiar, and handsome ...


But wait, WTF? A singularly perforated doughnut?! Yes – that didn’t get past you, did it! What a ridiculous name for such a delicious thing. I rejected the absurd nomenclature and demanded that Ayesha refer to the hole and call it as such. She refused. Her reasons were that out of principle she would simply not name what was not real. She had no problem with the doughnut itself, that was real, but the hole was not real and was rather just a shorthand way of saying that the doughnut has a certain perforated shape by having a single perforation through the middle. Since there were no holes, there were no doughnuts with holes, and that is why she ordered a perforated doughnut for me.


I politely asked Ayesha if she needed to go to Specsavers because I could quite clearly see a doughnut with a hole. I also pointed out that we name many things that are not real – fictional characters, practical simplifications, past or future objects, to ‘name’ but a few. So, what was with the language of perforation?


For someone, like Ayesha, who doesn’t believe in holes, they try to make do using the language of things being ‘perforated’ (which is to say, they are of a certain shape, like having been pierced), rather than using the language of things having holes (because this language refers to the holes as things in themselves). By avoiding the language of holes via perforations, the intention is to prevent commitment to the existence of holes, and instead only to be committed to the existence of the things that are perforated. Clearly, this long-handed language of perforations doesn’t have quite the same ring to it as the language of holes, but apparently the meaning is nevertheless preserved. So, when Ayesha ordered a singularly perforated doughnut, she referred to the doughnut and not also to a hole, and described that specific doughnut as having a certain perforated shape. The doughnut was thus described as holey shaped, rather than having an actual hole in it. Convinced? I wasn’t.


As much as I appreciated Ayesha referring only to the doughnut and not also to the hole, thereby saving me from spending money on what really ought to have been free in the case of ordering holes as well as doughnuts, I was nevertheless sceptical about the success of this paraphrase approach. Could everything we want to say about holes really be reinterpreted and systematically paraphrased into talk about perforated host objects? And would the eliminability of the word ‘hole’ in our language really provide us with evidence regarding the nonexistence of holes? Furthermore, we do not think that by refraining from talking about something it ceases to exist – just imagine it! I couldn’t simply stop referring to evil and hope that my prevention of naming it would serve to eliminate it from the world. Between Ayesha and I, with respect to this paraphrasing, it seemed like we had changed the subject, as I thought we were concerned with what exists, not what we were committed to saying exists by our choice of words. Reality was the more pressing issue, not language! I didn’t care what language committed us to – I cared about what really exists!


Back to the scene in the doughnut shop, where Ayesha had failed to notice that Scott had disappeared and there was thus no member of staff to take our order. I considered that I must have stared Scott out and was distressed by his absence, and annoyed at Ayesha’s part in that. A heavy silence fell upon us, as we turned our thoughts to the language-reality relationship (a thorny relationship indeed, entangled in a power battle that has lasted centuries. For more on that, go to Chapter 11 on ‘Orange Oranges’). Turning my attention back outwards, gesturing towards all the holes I saw around me, I broke the silence and proclaimed emphatically:






	Suki

	‘Look at this one! What a beauty! Or that one, that’s a biggun! Gosh, is that one or two? Is that even a hole? Wait a minute, what is that?!’







My point was – holes undeniably exist, or else what was I referring to in all of those cases?


In response to each example that I took the time to point out to Ayesha, she sharply averted her gaze and exasperatedly cried, ‘Not a thing! Not a thing!’ I pressed for what Ayesha thought I was pointing at, to which she responded:






	Ayesha

	‘Only a thing that is perforated! The perforation itself is not a thing! Holes are not things! Perforations are disturbances of a thing! If there was an extra thing there – a hole – what would it be made of? It couldn’t be immaterial, that’s for sure!’







I know what you’re thinking – ‘perforations are disturbances’ – speak for yourself! Mine certainly isn’t! Anyway, I had a sneaky suspicion that Ayesha was beating around the bush (to avoid the hole) and couldn’t quite bring herself around to admitting that if she conceded that holes existed then they must exist as material things, in order to be consistent with her materialist nature. After all, in her own words, they ‘couldn’t be immaterial, that’s for sure’. But is that so? Conversely, intuitively it seems more plausible to go for the immaterial option. To motivate that, think about the material things in the world – they can be measured, weighed, touched; they have mass, texture, colour. Remembering the confusion I felt with my grandpa – if the hole is the best bit of the jelly (or in this case, doughnut), shouldn’t it have a taste, at least? So, yes, we perceive holes, and yes, they can be measured in some sense, but not in the same ways as other physical objects can be. What accounts for this difference? Well, maybe, just maybe, it is because holes are not physical objects after all – maybe they are not material. Maybe they are … dun dun duuunnnn … immaterial beings! Ayesha was having none of that, though:






	Ayesha

	‘There are no immaterial things, Suki, I’m telling you. Look around you! What can you verify? Only the material. What do we have proof of? Only the material. Everything that exists is material, in virtue of existing in a material world. The absence of material does not give you the presence of immaterial. The removal of a material entity does not magically result in the introduction of an immaterial entity. There is only more or less material. So, if there are holes – and that is a very big ‘if’ – then they must be material. Otherwise, as absences of the material, they won’t exist at all.’







I smelt a waft of question-begging in the air (not to be confused with question-raising – to beg the question is to presuppose the conclusion of your argument within your argument, whereas to raise the question is just to say that the issue is being pressed). I chose to ignore the waft, like I would with a supposedly unintentional fart.


But taking the materialist on their own (material) grounds, let us say for the sake of argument that holes exist – we then have the task of identifying which material things holes are. Let’s run through some options:




(1) The guest?





No, for similar reasons as to why the removed dough that ‘creates’ the hole is not the hole itself. Maybe the air particles ‘inside’ the hole are a better shout, but what then would we say about the case of the perfect vacuum, which has nothing in it? Is that not a hole? Is that not a quintessential hole? Worse still, by defining the hole as the guest, then the hole would be both a guest in the doughnut and a guest in itself – what is in the hole cannot be the hole! Moving on.




(2) The host?





No, because then what is the hole in? Surely not itself. We must keep some distinction between the hole and what the hole is in to avoid the complete carnage of paradox that we nearly slipped into when equating the hole with the guest.




(3) The lining?





The lining of what? The hole? A hole cannot line itself. Paradox looms again.




(4) The host lining?





Well, that is more plausible than the entire host, but how thick is the lining for the hole? We have already disregarded the option of the entire host to line the hole, so where within the host does the lining start and end? There are so many candidate linings – 1mm thick of dough, 2mm thick of dough, etc. – and it seems there is no reason to choose one over another, leaving it an arbitrary matter as to which lining we define and identify the hole with. And if we did not pick one of the linings, leaving a multitude of linings, then there would be a multitude of holes, one per each lining, all somewhere within the one doughnut. This seems like far too many holes in one place! It also leads to further oddities. For example, we do not think that we eat the hole of a doughnut when we eat the host lining of dough, do we? In ruling out material options, we are left with holes being immaterial (rubbing up against Ayesha’s materialism) or holes not existing (rubbing up against my love for holes).


The essence of the aforementioned fart whose scent was previously ignored returned and I pondered on the wisdom that it carried. I reflected on Ayesha’s dictum: ‘The absence of material does not give you the presence of immaterial.’ But then what grounds the distinction between holes being immaterial entities and holes being a mere name for the absence of material? Is there even a difference between existing in an immaterial way and not existing in a material way (or not existing at all)? Since I am lost for a substantial account of the immaterial, I am thereby bereft of an argument for the existence of holes as non-material entities in themselves. Ugh.


Having exhausted multiple options as to the nature and reality of holes, it was time to leave the doughnut shop (and thereby time for us to draw this scenario to a close). Before we exited the shop, we located that lovely long-haired guy and purchased some holed doughnuts to embark on a more empirical investigation on the matter (or absence of matter). Scott smiled at me and wrote his phone number on the receipt, which I memorised in an instant as if I already knew it. Déjà vu. Had I been there before? Go to Chapter 18 to find out! Munching away on the doughnut, I concluded that, at least, it was food for thought.
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Outro


What have we learnt from this exploration of the doughnut hole? Well, we have established that they are not as innocuous as they first may seem! Dig a little deeper into the hole, the less clear it is. Is it even there at all? This is the first question that we are confronted with – namely, whether holes exist. If we answer that they do not, we then face the challenge of explaining what we thought we were talking about and perceiving when we refer to holes, changing our language in order to correct its misleading naming of these nonexistent things. On the other hand, if we answer that holes do exist, we are tasked with identifying what sorts of things these existent holes are. According to the (perhaps false) dichotomy, we could identify holes as material, or immaterial. If material, which material object? Otherwise, an account of what immaterial objects are and how they fit into our reality is required. So, things aren’t so simple for the doughnut hole. What do you think? Do holes pose a threat to materialism, or does materialism pose a threat to holes? There is an option that we didn’t fully explore here, and that is with respect to the nature of nonexistent things – if that tickles your fancy, make your way to the next chapter on ‘Nonexistent Noodles’!




CHAPTER 2


Nonexistent Noodles


On essence and existence, nonbeing, fictional artifacts, and what there is not.




Recommended eating: Krabby Patty, Chef’s chocolate salty balls, Doraemon’s dora cake.





Intro


This chapter is about nonexistent things. But since those things do not exist, then there is no existent thing that this chapter is about. So, what actually is there for this chapter to be about? Yet this chapter does have many words on the page, words that have meaning, words that attempt to convey those meanings by referring to things. But what could those words refer to, if the things they describe are nonexistent? And in what sense are they nonexistent if they at least exist enough for us to read about them and think about them? Are all things existent, in order to be any sort of thing at all? With these questions in mind, we will venture into the being of nonbeing, and the existence of nonexistents, in order to analyse what there is and what there is not. To do so, we will use examples of fictional foods and empty fridges, via a babysitting scene, since children are often more adept at make-believe than adults…
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Like many teens, I funded my escapades through babysitting. Pros – cash in hand, free rein of someone else’s much nicer home, access to someone else’s much fuller fridge, and the opportunity to watch hours of TV channels I didn’t otherwise have access to on someone else’s much comfier sofa. Cons – looking after a child whose life is suddenly your responsibility. But really, as Dr Pepper would ask, what’s the worst that could happen? In this story, I ask you to imagine this one time when Aurora had bribed me to look after little Fionn with a promise of noodles waiting for me in the fridge. These noodles were something of a local legend, bringing all the boys to the yard, and rumour had it that Aurora did not give the recipe to anyone in order to preserve an age-old family secret of a very special ingredient. However, the promise of noodles, as well as the fridge, were empty.


So, to the scene of the crime. Fionn was plonked in front of the TV, eyes glued to the screen – he wasn’t going anywhere. I had taken myself over to the fridge, excited to finally try these famous noodles. But the blood drained from my face as I stared into the hollow gleaming fridge. Much like a mirror image of Fionn, we were gormless in the light of the rectangular glow. But Fionn was satisfied gormless, whereas I was confused, horrified gormless. This wasn’t the deal! I was meant to be satisfied gormless, sitting with Fionn at the TV eating my way through the entirety of the fridge. Feeling massively entitled and hard done by, I rang Aurora to complain about the lack of noodles. To my absolute dismay, Aurora’s response was that I was looking for the wrong type of noodles (namely, existent noodles), and that what she had promised me were nonexistent noodles. She assured me that whilst there were no existent noodles in the fridge, there were indeed nonexistent noodles in there somewhere. How obscure, to say that there are noodles in the fridge, but that they do not exist! I wondered if this was something of a contradiction. How could nonexistent noodles exist in the fridge? Cutting through my disappointment and confusion, Aurora just told me to tend to Fionn, and then to my stomach later. I did as I was told. I slumped down next to Fionn, who was still satisfied gormless. Coincidentally (or conveniently, for the purposes of this chapter), he was watching Kung Fu Panda, where the panda has their own special noodle dish with a secret ingredient where the secret ingredient doesn’t exist! Sound familiar?


I looked at the noodles on the screen longingly. Fionn had a penchant for games of make believe, and was much better at engrossing himself in the fiction of it all than I was. But I tried to play along, and followed Fionn’s lead of what was authorised in this game of pretense. Apparently, whatever the author says goes, and we just needed to understand the fictional characters and their food as being artifacts of the author’s creation. Accordingly, Fionn, keen to interact with me and the film, waved his little hands about and pretended to pass me a bowl of noodles from the screen. He mimicked slurping from his pretend bowl, saying, ‘Mmmmmm, yummy!’, to which I impatiently thought ‘no it is not, there is nothing to taste!’ Maybe that saltiness from me against the lack of saltiness in the non-flavour of the non-food was just an expression of my hanger – fictional food didn’t fill up my very non-fictional belly. But I tried to catch on, and the following exchange occurred…






	Suki

	‘Mmmmm. Tasty! Are there leaves in this?’






	Fionn

	‘No, silly, only noodles! Panda not eat leaves!’






	Suki

	‘Okay, but in real life pandas do eat leaves…’






	Fionn

	‘Panda not eat leaves! Panda eat noodles!’






	Suki

	‘Who made the noodles?’






	Fionn

	‘Panda…’






	Suki

	‘Who made Panda?’






	Fionn

	‘Panda’s parents.’






	Suki

	‘Wrong. It was DreamWorks.’






	Fionn

	‘DreamWorks made Panda? So, Panda is really real?’






	Suki

	‘No, I’m sorry, Fionn, Panda does not exist.’






	Fionn

	‘So what did DreamWorks make?’







Good point, Fionn. I was outsmarted by a kid. How could Panda not exist and still be something created by DreamWorks? To establish the difference, we can distinguish what is true internal to the fiction and what is true external to the fiction. So, in one sense (internal to the fiction), Panda was real, and in another (external to the fiction), Panda was not. What DreamWorks made was something that is real in a fictional sense but not real otherwise. So, in one sense (internal to the fiction), pandas eat noodles, and in another sense (external to the fiction), pandas eat leaves. I tried to explain as much to Fionn, that it was only in the movie that noodles are tasty for Panda – it is false to say that pandas eat noodles, unless we are saying in the movie pandas eat noodles. But simply dividing our statements in this internal/external way does not account for all the things that we might want to say about Panda. For example, there are some things about Panda that are true outside the movie, like how Panda makes Fionn feel good. That is not true in the story, as DreamWorks did not write Fionn into the fiction (though I am sure he would have loved that). As such, there is no one-size-fits-all way of treating our talk of fictional things – we cannot just make a blanket statement that all talk of DreamWorks Panda is only true internal to the fiction. Some things about Panda are true outside of that fiction, too – like Panda making Fionn feel good, or, as Fionn pointed out, that Panda was made by DreamWorks.


Fionn got a bit upset that I inadvertently stepped outside of the pretense and spoke from the real-world perspective. Shifting between the two wasn’t working, and so whilst pretense was effective in describing things happening inside the fictional world, it was not effective in describing the fictional world from outside of it. We were engaged in pretense when slurping nonexistent noodles from nonexistent bowls. But we were not engaged in pretense when we considered the role of DreamWorks in creating Panda. To appease Fionn, I had to stay put in the fiction, and not break that veil of pretense again. But watching a panda on the screen eating noodles was off-putting. So, I changed the channel to find cartoons.


Channel number 202?! I couldn’t believe how many there were to choose from, much more than the four I had back in my day where the image was highly pixelated in muted colour that came beaming from the cuboid box on a table. I flicked through the children’s section, watching a few seconds of each channel until moving onto the next. We went through so many cartoons with food, and upon Fionn’s demand we pretended to eat whatever came up on the screen. We ended up having a feast (albeit a nonexistent one). There was a Krabby Patty, Doraemon’s dora cake, Scooby snacks, Garfield’s lasagne, and the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles’ pizza. I skipped over the channel when we got to Chef’s chocolate salty balls… Thankfully, all this play-pretend was tiring Fionn out and it was time to put him to bed. Obediently, he took all his fictional sweets and treats to the bedroom, and I didn’t hear another peep. Finally. I took myself back to the fridge for another look.


There was still nothing in it. Well, if by ‘nothing’ I meant no thing, and then restricted ‘thing’ to existent food, so as to avoid Aurora’s rebuttal that there was actually something in the fridge – namely, nonexistent noodles… So, to clarify, then, what I meant was there was no-existent-food-thing. Nonexistent noodles didn’t cut the existent mustard. To satisfy my appetite (for food, boys, and otherwise), I called my friends Yoav and Simon who came over to my rescue in a hot shot, with loads of supplies upon my request. I sneakily let them in, glancing the street up and down to see if anyone had spotted us looking suspicious. The coast was clear. And sustenance was near.


As soon as they got in, I greeted them with a rant on Aurora’s hardly generous (or disingenuous) offer of noodles. They concurred that Aurora had taken advantage of an apparent ambiguity in the phrase ‘noodles in the fridge’ between the existent noodles and the nonexistent noodles. But Simon said that there were not any nonexistent noodles to offer me, and rather there was nothing (by which he really meant no thing of any kind) at all to offer me from the fridge. Rather than there being a whole host of nonexistent things in the fridge, Simon said there wasn’t anything in the fridge. He argued we should be careful not to jump from the absence of something to the presence of its absence. This sparked a curious investigation into whether there really were two types of things – the existent and the nonexistent – where the absence of one creates the presence of the other. And to get to that distinction, we needed to go through another distinction first – that of essence and existence.


So, things have essences, as in, what they are like, which is purportedly separate from whether those things exist or not. However, you may ask, isn’t being existent or nonexistent part of something’s essence, by being part of what it is like? Well, apparently not. The point is that what something is, is different from that it is existing. So at least conceptually, hypothetically, we can separate essence from existence. What about not just conceptually, but more literally, and not just hypothetically, but actually – are there things that we can describe the essence of even if they don’t exist? Well, Fionn had previously tried to palm some of those onto me – you know, fictional foods such as Panda’s noodles that don’t actually exist, yet still had some essence by which we could describe what they were like (or what they were pretending to be like). But how can we ascribe an essence to something that doesn’t exist? It must exist in some way in order to have an essence, otherwise what is it that has the essence?


One answer to this is to ascribe the essence to the nonexistent thing, so that there is still some thing (albeit not an existent thing) that has the essence. With fictional things, for example, the author of the fiction gives the nonexistent thing an essence, by giving it features and describing it in some way. And we are all authors to some extent by creating and bringing out from our imaginations things that we give an essence to. Fionn (and I suppose Aurora) did so with the noodles in order to convince me, and now it was Yoav’s turn to do so with the so-called perfect milkshake in order to convince Simon.


Yoav asked us to imagine the most amazing chocolate milkshake, made out of blending all of the chocolate bars in Aurora’s cupboard. If we were to just empty all of the stash into a blender with some milk – perfection. Now, that perfect milkshake doesn’t exist (yet), as the chocolate bars and milk are not yet blended. But that nonexistent milkshake still has an essence, specifically the one Yoav described, or authored, if you like, which allowed you to have an idea of the perfect milkshake to tap into its essence without existence.


But Simon was having none of it, because according to him what Yoav authored or created was an idea, a very existent idea, and thereby not a nonexistent thing. What’s the difference between the existent idea of a nonexistent thing, and just the nonexistent thing itself? Well, it’s not like there was literally nothing for us to grasp the essence of, and so if we are grasping the essence of something then that something is the idea which existed in our minds. After all, if the perfect milkshake really did not exist, then it would not even have a counterpart idea in our imaginations. Also, the perfect milkshake Yoav described was made out of very real existent things – the chocolate stash and long-life milk in the cupboard – so we can trace back the origins of the idea to the existent world. As such, there is not much left to consider that is not existent in any way at all.


Could Yoav have instead chosen to create the milkshake out of nonexistent things instead, so that it couldn’t be traced back to things in reality? Simon thought not, arguing that it is impossible to imagine a colour that does not exist, or a shape that does not exist, or a flavour or smell or texture that does not exist. All figments of our imagination must apparently come from some rearrangement of existent things that we have encountered before, even if they are no longer present (such as the chocolate stash that by this point I had munched my way through before such a perfect milkshake could even begin to be made). What essences then could be imagined that did not derive from existence? And does this mean that nonexistent things have to be considered as (existent) ideas? No, as Yoav argued, ‘not over my nonexistent dead body!’


In response to Simon, Yoav held that the mind is precious, and has limited resources and space, which cannot be the dumping ground for all of the apparently existent ideas of nonexistent things. The perfect milkshake itself does not exist as an idea in the head. Rather, it just does not exist. We didn’t make it, but we can describe it, and so is better understood as a nonexistent thing and not an existent idea.


To justify this argument, we can appeal to the differences between the idea of the perfect milkshake and what the perfect milkshake is. If that perfect milkshake were to exist, then it would be a real physical tasty thing, but ideas are not real physical tasty things. Ideas cannot be eaten, but milkshakes can (or are they drunk? Never mind). What the milkshake itself is, is nonexistent, but that milkshake may well have been existent, if we were to have made it (but we didn’t). And it also turns out that the milkshake idea is existent, but that idea may well have been nonexistent, if we weren’t to have started imagining that idea (but we did). Furthermore, ideas are, by their very nature, about something, and so the idea of the perfect milkshake is about the perfect milkshake. And when we talk of the perfect milkshake, we describe that very thing, not the idea of it. So, the point is, we cannot and ought not equate the idea of something with the thing itself.


The problem with this line of reasoning, though, as Simon pointed out, is this: if the idea of the perfect milkshake is about the perfect milkshake, but the perfect milkshake doesn’t exist, then what exactly is that idea about? Our talk of the perfect milkshake, and our idea of the perfect milkshake, would not be referring to anything.


Hold on a minute – let us be precise here. Not referring to anything? Or not referring to any existent thing? It might not be that we fail to refer to anything at all, but rather that what we successfully refer to is a nonexistent thing – a thing that does not exist. There is no need to postulate some sort of weird existent entity in the mind, like an idea, or some sort of weird abstract entity from a fiction, like an artifact of the author’s creation. Yet aren’t nonexistent things also a bit weird?! Well, maybe. But they are nevertheless in the majority – there are more things that don’t exist than things that do! Not according to Simon, who rebutted every example Yoav gave:






	Yoav

	‘Consider things from the past, like dinosaurs.’






	Simon

	‘But they are still kinda here, in the form of fossils, right?’
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