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What people are saying about


An Anthropology of Nothing in Particular


This is a beautifully written piece of work – it deals with the kind of existential concerns that anthropology normally deals with so badly by approaching them through thickets of deep theory that all too often become the focus of attention rather than the questions of being that such theory is allegedly intended to illuminate. Instead, the author takes the direct route of explaining in clear and simple – yet never simplistic – terms, why an endless quest for meaning may carry downsides and blindsides if relentlessly pursued.


Keir Martin, author of The Death of the Big Men and the Rise of the Big Shots


It is a rare pleasure to read about nothing in particular with the constant notion of wanting to read more about nothing! The chapters of this book meander around nothing, leading the reader back and forth between observations of a place in its non-existence and detailed being, references to and analysis of nothingness versus nothing and the importance of a counterpart of nothing in everything. Like with its contents the author transforms language into a form of questions and in between – is it poetry? Is it theory? – contesting blind spots in a kaleidoscopic manner. A text one reads so fast just to start over again when through in order to not have gotten lost on any of the details. Katharina Stadler, conceptual artist and independent scholar


Frederiksen’s book is a well-written and very interesting anthropological experiment. Not only does it address meaninglessness and the challenge it poses to the venerated tradition of looking for meaning and structure behind all kinds of everyday phenomena and personal life stories, Frederiksen also searches for a style of representation (or perhaps rather presentation) that resonates with his object of study. I really appreciate the way he takes his informants literally, not only in the sense of taking them seriously. Boldly and with success, he employs literary means in order to describe how nothing in particular takes place among them.


Anne Line Dalsgaard, author of Matters of Life and Longing
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PREFACE




Something missing is missing


Terrence W. Deacon, Incomplete Nature





BLINDSPOT


In short, this is an exploration of what goes missing when one looks for meaning. And although this in many ways is not a book that is as such obsessed with clarification, an initial one might be in place. Namely, the interrelation of nihilism, nothingness and meaninglessness that forms my point of departure. There are many definitions of what nihilism is or can be, and a vast literature exploring different angles and conceptualizations of the notion.1 Although he neither coined the term nor was alone in depicting it, it is likely to be the work of Friedrich Nietzsche that first comes to mind when hearing about nihilism. The specter of nihilism for Nietzsche had risen through a decline of values, an enervation of the will. Nietzsche’s solution was to accelerate this condition through an active or radical nihilism, as opposed to a passive form of nihilism, in order to create new values.2 As read by Deleuze, passive nihilism may be seen as “a world without values”, whereas its opposite radical nihilism is a situation of “values without a world”.3


On a descriptive level, this book departs from characters most closely resembling the former, with sentiments often aligning with the character Pechorin in the Lermontov novel A Hero of Our Time; one that is likely to have inspired Nietszche in his writings on nihilism.4 The novel presents context and situations full of action but where, for those partaking in this reality, nothing is perceived as happening. In the words of Bulent Diken, “a constellation in which nothing is held absolute and everything is subjected to critique”.5 In the pages to come, we are thus not dealing with the kind of political activism that for instance surrounded the Russian nihilist movements of the 1860s6, but rather with displays of nihilist sentiments. For that reason, I therefore follow Simon Critchley, via Nietzsche and Samuel Beckett, in seeing nihilism here as a crisis of meaning and distrust in endpoints.7


There have been claims that meaninglessness has become epidemic in the contemporary world, one perceived consequence of this being that people increasingly turn against both society and political establishments with little concern for the content (or lack of content) that might follow. As such, despite the fact that encounters with meaninglessness, nihilism and nothingness are often seen as troubling there is reason not to be blind towards the presence and actual consequences of meaninglessness, and to turn away from seeing these phenomena or notions only as troubling but also as factual realities. The “hedonistic nihilism” noted by Mark Fisher in Capitalist Realism is revealing in this context: a world where imagining political alternatives becomes increasingly difficult and action therefore comes to seem pointless.8 In many ways, the present book departs from this type of situation and seeks to depict from within. As such, it is a book that gravitates towards nothing. It does not do so through a standard linear narrative (that would betray its contents) but through interwoven snapshots, scenes and fabulations.


Stanley Rosen has argued that nihilism is primarily a theoretical and only secondarily a practical or cultural phenomen.9 The question is then, how we may approach instances in which nihilism, nothingness and meaninglessness do in fact exist as components of social life. Social sciences are typically centered on conveying some form of coherence and meaningfulness10 and as a consequence, nothingness and pointlessness may easily come to stand forth as a challenge. Hence, a form of radical nihilism will perhaps make itself present now and again, mainly in the shape of invitations to consider radical alternatives on the level of theory, analysis and writing, paraphrasing respectively Ghassan Hage and Joao Biehl either as forms of radical imagination or as alternative figures of thought.11 Lisa Stevenson, in Life Beside Itself, has called for seeing what cannot be clearly understood as a legitimate ethnographic object, and for being attentive to moments when facts falter in the shadows of discursive certainties. Her method of doing so is aiming at an imagistic rather than a discursive way of knowing, one that is suggestive rather than fully decoded.12 A principle similar to what Michael Taussig terms the imaginative logic of discovery.13 In the following pages, some is fiction and some is not, and I do not pinpoint which is what. Some of the fictitious parts of the book were conceived (or imagined) by me, but most are the product of conversations with some of the people who appear in the book, forms of collaborative imagination. Moreover, the different sections jump between points in time and make no mention of specific geographical locations. As such, this is both an anthropological monograph and a piece of experimental ethnographic fiction14, one that blends ethnographic fieldwork, observations and writings with various literary devices. Using this approach is not because the ethnographic material cannot say enough in and of itself, but because literature, film, imagination and fiction were part and parcel of the field.


“The world is all too easily stuffed with meaning”, writes Simon Critchley.15 From herein, I hope that will not be the case.16





OUDENOPHOBIA




Nobody likes nothing.


I certainly wish with all my heart


that it did not exist. But wishing is not enough.


We live in the real world, where nothing does exist.


We cannot just ‘disinvent’ it.


Stanley Donwood, Slowly Downward – A Collection of Miserable Stories





PIECES OF GLASS


Some years later we meet again. This time it’s in an underground bar in the center of the city, popular among various alternative sub-groups at this time. It’s located in a partly demolished residential building, occupying what used to be the downstairs apartment. The day before the bar had held a theme night under the title Forever Alone Party – Love warms you up but Vodka is cheaper. Soaked-and-dry-again flyers from the event are scattered around the premises. It was Oz who suggested the bar; they’ve been coming here for some time and currently it’s one of the only places they can go to. We sit in a tiny room, in what is likely to have been the bathroom, on pillows strewn out on the floor, gathering around a stump from a tree that serves as a table. Two bottles of vodka are placed on the stump along with some small glasses, an ashtray and a shared pile of cigarette boxes. We sit and drink and smoke for a few hours. Post-punk is playing; people come and go; some sit with us for a while before leaving again; others just look inside and turn around.


At some point after midnight a young man, let’s call him Morrie, joins us and sits down next to another young man, Hakuna, who is a friend of Oz. They cuddle up together while the rest of us continue drinking and small talking. After a while Oz kindly but firmly asks Morrie to leave, so that we can have the room to ourselves, which Morrie does. However, 10 minutes later Morrie returns with a bottle of vodka in his hand. He goes straight to Oz, stands in front of him and says: “If you ever tell me to leave again I will smash this bottle into your face”. Oz looks at Morrie with a disinterested expression and coldly utters: “Leave”. As a consequence, Morrie smashes the unopened bottle into Oz’s face, vodka and splinters of glass flying in all directions, and Oz falling to the floor. He quickly gets up, though, and throws himself at Morrie, hitting and kicking him as violently as he can, and, given the small size of the room, he also hits the rest of us. An indistinct amount of time goes by, but after a while we manage to separate Oz and Morrie, Hakuna and Mushu (another friend) escorting Morrie out of the room while Queenie (a friend of Oz and I) assist me in trying to calm down Oz. He sits back on his pillow on the floor, bleeding from several wounds in his face and on his neck. We do our best to remove the pieces of glass that have slid inside his blouse and we note that a piece of glass has gotten stuck in the side of his neck. He pulls it out, leaving an open flesh wound, small but still producing a significant amount of blood. Queenie and I try to convince Hakuna and Mushu, who soon return, as well as the staff in the bar, that they should call an ambulance as Oz is bleeding quite a lot from what we feel is a relatively unfortunate place. They all refuse, however, stating that “it’s nothing”, or “it doesn’t matter”.


Even Oz is determined that there is no problem. “It doesn’t matter, REALLY. It’s nothing”, he says whenever a voice of concern is raised. It takes us around 2 hours to convince him to get in a taxi with us and go to a hospital. There’s one in a suburb some miles from where we are, but distance doesn’t matter and the taxi-driver doesn’t care.


As we arrive, Oz is escorted into a doctor’s room by some nurses while Queenie and I stay put in the waiting room. It’s large and empty and freezing cold. We interchangeably walk around in circles and sit on the benches along the walls. We’ve promised Oz not to talk to the guard outside, or anyone from the staff. And if they approach us we are to state that what had happened was simply an unfortunate accident, no one else was involved, no need to call the police, nothing had happened. The vending machine is broken.


After a good while Oz comes back out with five stitches in his neck. He rushes us outside and insists that we go to Queenie’s apartment and continue drinking, which we do. There’s nothing cognac can’t fix.


The following evening we’re at the bar once more. “It was nothing”, Oz says, and touches the stiches on his neck while Hakuna attempts to put the table on fire.


SUNDAY NEUROSIS


I sometimes feel uneasy on Sundays, particularly in the afternoon. It’s a sensation that is difficult to describe, but it could perhaps be likened to a vague sense of melancholia; the loss of a weekend that is coming to an end, and another Monday morning looming on the horizon. It’s not that I don’t like my job or am averse to the notion of working, not at all; it’s just that I really liked the weekend. So during some Sunday afternoons I come to experience this peculiar numbness where I’m not able to just enjoy the hours that are in fact still left of the weekend. I know that it’s dumb and that it would make much more sense to just shake it off and enjoy the present. But for one reason or another I sometimes don’t. The last days of a long holiday can feel like that as well, or the days leading up to a trip abroad, such as going to see Oz, where I’m often going alone and leaving my family behind. On some level I actually often look forward to what is coming; seeing colleagues again when going to work, or landing in another country where I have something to do, and I know that I will be coming back to my family again or that there will be another weekend or holiday in the near future. But most of the time I seem to end up prematurely mourning that which is coming to an end.


Sunday neurosis is a notion thought to have been coined by the neurologist and psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, who used his personal experience of being in a concentration camp to develop theories about the human search for meaning. Sunday neurosis refers to the anxiety that some people may come to experience when the work-week is over; the sense of existential emptiness that may emerge through the realization that this week, also, did not lead anywhere or amount to anything. The sensation may result in a state of boredom, cynicism, or apathy and lead people to question whether their lives have a point or not. Frankl referred to this condition as an “existential vacuum”; a crisis of meaninglessness.1


My own uneasy Sunday mood is not completely similar to the sensation described by Frankl, and the background for it obviously very much different, but it is somehow related in terms of the loss of meaning at hand; I have a problem letting go of meaning. It might be an occupational hazard; my line of work consists of conveying meaning to others, of providing understanding through text or through presentations. At least, that’s how I’ve often conceived of it myself. Having read Frankl, and others similarly arguing for the centrality of the notion of meaning, I’d also assumed that this was what people in general strive for, that the search for meaning is a general human condition. Until I met Oz and his friends.


BEWARE, NOTHING!


In Janne Teller’s children’s novel Nothing the young boy Pierre Anthon one day stands up in the middle of class and announces: “Nothing matters. I’ve known that for a long time. So nothing’s worth doing. I just realized that.” After this, he leaves the classroom, goes outside, and climbs up into a plum tree. His classmates are stunned by this and almost immediately they collectively come to feel a strong urge to show Pierre Anthon that he should climb down from the plum tree, and to show him that there is meaning in life. That it is something rather than nothing that matters. They therefore decide to pile together a series of items that are particularly meaningful to themselves in order to illustrate what meaning is. They place this pile of meaning in front of the plum tree in order to make Pierre Anthon change his mind. But he doesn’t, and ultimately the classmates’ struggle for meaning ends in violence among themselves.2 In literary circles Teller’s book is applauded and it is subsequently translated into a number of languages. But it also creates uproars. Several Norwegian schools ban the book. Some French bookstores refuse to sell it. Parents in Germany refuse to allow their children to read it.3


Oudenophobia is the fear of nothingness. It is the fear that may suddenly engulf a person when she or he comes to think of death, and the possible void that follows. Or when thinking about the emptiness of outer space; that, on the one hand, before the coming into existence of the universe there was nothing and, on the other, that the universe is continually expanding into what also appears to be nothing. These are dizzying questions: ones having kept many children awake at night, myself as a young boy included. Some of them are touched upon in the story of Pierre Anthon sitting in the plum tree, and oudenophobia is perhaps what led some people and groups to protest against children reading the novel.


In another novel, The Trial Begins, the Russian writer and Soviet-dissident Andrei Sinyavsky depicts how the main character, Yury Karlinsky, begins to have trouble falling asleep. The reason for this is that he is tormented by the thought of one day having to die, a thought that enters his mind especially when he is lying on his back. It is not because his life is in any immediate danger and he knows that if he lived his life more carefully, for instance by quitting smoking, he might very well prolong his life by several decades. Yet still, the thought of having to die, of turning into non-existence while the rest of the world goes on in full vitality, is unbearable to him. That there, upon his death, for him will be eternally nothing. He curses the Soviet authorities for having supplanted faith and individual immorality with Communism, and for having thus deprived him from a soothing measure of self-deception. He abruptly sits up in bed and, despite knowing it to be deadly, lights a cigarette. He feels life returning to him upon each drag, “He was smoking, dead men don’t smoke”.4


We know descriptions of Nothing from both literature and mythology. While in Teller and Karlinsky’s novels, nothingness and meaninglessness are existential phenomena that the main characters ponder over, there are other varieties in which nothing is more of a physical being. In Michael Ende’s classic fantasy novel The Neverending Story, the villain is the formless entity called “The Nothing” which spreads through and devours the land.5 In Scandinavian mythology the creature Nidhug eats away at the roots of the Tree of Life, threatening to turn the world into Nothing. Yet, contrary to these other textual representations, in Teller’s novel nothing, nothingness and meaninglessness are not necessarily bad things. It is the search for meaning itself, the keen insistence on meaning, the desperate clinging on to something that is the root cause of problems. In the midst of violence and existential threat, it is meaning standing forth as the problem.


But nothing and nothingness are not just figures of novels and myths. As this book seeks to illustrate, they at times play a very central part in everyday social life, in various guises and incidents, as does meaninglessness. And they do not necessarily do so in a purely negative sense. But why is it that nothing has come to be seen as a figure creating fear? What consequences does this fear have on the ways in which we perceive of and analyze the world around us? And what might be lost in the insistence on meaning and the negation of nothingness? It’s interesting why so many people fear nothing. But perhaps even more interesting is why some people don’t.
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