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First, a little background: as is well known, the history of Anglo-American thought took a decidedly analytical turn in the first years of the 20th century. Our philosophy departments today remain inexcusably biased toward Russellian ontology—an ontology which has snuck under the door as the seemingly inevitable assumption of our logic. At the present moment, the generally accepted view is that, to use Quine’s phrase, “everything exists.” Of course, this collective forgetting of our philosophical inheritance leaves vast regions of possible thought more-or-less unexplored. Despite the handicap of waging a Pyrrhic struggle against the majority, there are those who, in the not too distant past, held to a more catholic notion of being. I refer, of course, to the work of Austrian philosopher Alexius Meinong,—a man who subscribed firmly to the view that everything most certainly does not exist and that, in fact, philosophy should jettison its bias towards the real, that it should engage valorously in a systematic investigation of that which is non-existent, incomplete, and fictional;—for indeed, such unknown territory possesses the most dire need of cartography.


So much for an introduction. My story, in fact, starts in-transit to London, 1934. At the time, I was studying law, or rather literature, for my law books yet remained in Vienna, a city from which I had fled some months previously—they languish there, no doubt, in my tenant’s forgotten wardrobe. With the trains following one after the other, I had not had the chance to devour anything but novels. Thus it was that I was seized by a real and genuine shock; I realized that on the very same train as I sat an acquaintance of mine—or rather, a friend of a friend—the novelist Stefan Zweig, a man whose company in the years to follow would be sorely missed and whose posthumous reputation deserves only to increase. At that time, in early March, I regret to say that I was hardly aware of him, having seen him only at various distant gatherings in the city, although that day, if only by necessity, he had caught my eye, burdened as he was by a considerable package. I approached him with some trepidation, to help him carry his load, my mind rapidly paging through all such books I had not read and might be expected to. Of course, however, he greeted me quite warmly; and, to my delight, recounted to me a story: that of an old bookseller with a rigorous store of memory, who lived in a Viennese café, acting as an obscure, bewhiskered card-catalogue. Not only that, but Zweig had just obtained, with the help of the café’s aging waitress, the collection of books—a regular lumber-room—which this old mentor of Zweig’s had abandoned, in despair, by the side room of the café some years before. It was with this weight that Zweig was burdened, one which he bore admirably, but with the distant eyes of someone who has witnessed, in his time, a great secret, or rather a great mystery. 

At the end of our journey, Zweig clasped my hand and, adjusting his mustache, proposed that a volume be chosen at random for me, as a token of friendship, or, rather, as an oracle perhaps of things to come. As the reader has no doubt surmised, the volume which Zweig transferred to me that day was Meinong’s Theory of Objects, a book which disappeared into my coat pocket and did not emerge—so firmly had I stuffed it in there, so rapidly did events cause this particular coat to vanish from my coat-tree—until some years later, when, hearing of Zweig’s suicide, the thought of our exchange returned to me; dusting off my old Austrian jacket, I discovered Meinong’s text staring me in the face like a talisman, a baleful eye, or an inexplicable source of light in a cavern. 

I was living in Oxford then—holding a junior chair in Mathematics—looking constantly over the shoulders of literature students as they passed around copies of Beckett or Céline (depending on the progress of nihilism—which one is worse in that regard I cannot say), and spent much of my time in the library, pouring ineffectually over Valéry’s letters, various nonsense; I was at a loss for new ideas; absolutely adrift. It was as if all my occupations—as reader, as professor, as stroller, as recondite participant at beery, candlelight discussions—had been pressing me on towards the same thoughts, the identical conclusions; as if each new path was really a spiral, or rather a number of spirals, spinning together towards the same point, lying against each other, alternating, like layers of strudel. I was after something new. Something true, perhaps, but anything surprising would do. 

Wittgenstein had just passed away; Russell was pressing the Tractatus on anyone who dared enter his office. I will never forget my time in the library, sitting adjacent to the window so that, in the silence of the books, I could hear dimly the rush of wind outside, a cold low moan that seemed not to originate outside, but rather, like a paradox, inside the walls of the Bodleian itself, as if there were an unknown stairwell or passage, a chamber whose doorway had hitherto lain uncrossed, whose voice was whispering to me through many layers of stonework. Perhaps I was only imagining it, but I distinctly recall the soft breath of air against my face, so tender and minute, like the puff that accompanies the closing of a packet in an archive. I had just collapsed into a skeletal armchair, largely insensitive to my surroundings, and it was with this breeze bringing moisture to my eyes that I read the end of Wittgenstein’s preface to the Tractatus, On the other hand the truth of the thoughts that are here communicated seems to be unassailable and definitive. I therefore believe myself to have found, on all essential points, the final solution to the problems. And if I am not mistaken in this belief, then the second thing in which the value of this work consists is that it shows how little is achieved when these problems are solved. Thus the greatest philosopher of our times. So you can imagine what dull, seething, desperate curiosity with which I, not too long afterwards, approached Meinong’s short volume, not expecting, but hoping.


Snow had settled around us. It distributed itself at thresholds, against the walls of sheds; thereafter, rain came down and molded the snow into a more malleable form, which reshaped itself, turning inward into puddles. I cannot recall if I discovered or invented the following location: I was walking, for I had a habit of walking; it was perhaps twilight; it was dark, I was under a bridge; water ran; from deep below me, I could hear water draining. There, surrounded by the bridge’s supports, which seemed incommensurable to the bridge’s weight, I had my first thought. Meinong had taught me, more-or-less: Make a list. I formed a void in my head, as if clearing a space in an instant, smooth and dark. A list of all the objects which exist. They descended through the void from somewhere above me, glittering downwards, towards the void where the last finite object would twirl. Each object is associated with a corresponding set of properties. Like a fine watch-chain, a dotted line, as thin as piano wire, connected each object with a loose circle, whose circumference wavered slightly like an under-sea plant. Within the circle, hovered patches of gem-like brightness, whose inspection revealed to be pure sense-perceptions. Each was a swirling mass of lights, an infinite number of properties culled from the world, all the cool-ness, the inky-ness, the slender-ness, the smooth-ness, all such attributes of a pen. I rose up and down this skyscraper of objects, as if on skates. These are all the objects which exist and their properties; now continue the list of sets on the right. Form all possible sets of properties, finite and infinite. For each new set of properties, there is an object associated with that set which has only those properties. From my left rose a gold mountain; to my right, lassoed into an amoeba-like bag, a shining puddle of pure gold-ness, bumping insistently in a wide space against a towering, distant well of mountain-ness. Here were all the non-existent objects, the incomplete objects, the objects fictional or half-formed: the object defined only by the properties blue and round; the object defined by only the properties tree-like and square; the object defined by only the properties of having exactly three points; of being both round and square; of being tear-streaked and red-faced; of having been lost and wandering; of being male, lithe, blonde, and nothing else, the lithe-ness curling around a ghostly armature of masculinity, a shower of blonde-ness inhering near the head, diffusing downward. Here were the ideal objects, the ill-defined objects, the objects of assumption. The objects which are, but do not exist.


I emerged from underneath the bridge; I continued to walk down the grayish-blue path; I bent down, at times, to scribble some notes on a small card on the back of which I had written several call-numbers, books which I meant to investigate later. Lights hung down the street; the illumination was sweet; the light struck my eyes like candy. The cold wind lifted my scarf; the slush crunched under my feet. I closed my eyes, tried to envision again the world of Meinong’s book, my hand still clasped around it, warm inside my pocket, revealing or, rather, opening up in my head. I felt as if I were walking amidst the untamed menagerie of non-existent objects, their forms rising around me like leafy-ness and imposing-ness, dark-ness and elephant-ness. Meinong, I later learned, had suffered from inherited semi-blindness. I squinted against the swift wind; around me towered an object of house-ness and porch-ness; of steeple-ness, white-washed-ness and shrub-ness; of flurry-ness, warm-ness, distant-voices-ness, inviting-ness; of faraway-ness, of mailbox-ness, of lady-ness, of staggering-ness, of wearing-shoes-ness, of red-lips-ness, of large-eyes-ness, of pale-face-ness, of birth-mark-ness, of gasping-ness, of close-ness, of tripping-ness. I caught her before she fell, having slipped on the ice. 


Thank you, she said. I straightened her up, my hand on her arm, thick with sleeve. She smiled at me; I, of course, smiled back; she entered the pub; I walked on. 

I lifted a bough and began to tour the field of all possible instantiations of woman at the pub. The various she’s were arranged in a line, in a row of increasing number of properties. Female-ness; female-ness, legs-ness; female-ness, legs-ness, legs-and-arms-ness; female-ness, legs-and-arms-ness, arms-ness… Every possible iteration of her, each scrambled and half-developed, rotated slowly in the deserted field, barely crushing the soft grass beneath her. At the very end of the infinite line was she herself, the complete object corresponding to the infinity of properties that she held close within her; I could see her in the distance, like a star behind the clouds; or, like the moon behind the clouds, clouds illuminated only by the moon behind them. Every one of her was bound to a chain which shot forth into the ground below. I found the impossible hers, the object with she-ness and he-ness and obese-ness; I found the she with face-ness and gaping-hole-ness; the she that was a glistening female figure, composed of what seemed like the curves of hard-boiled eggs, shaped and formed around a sculpture. Chains, I now saw, leapt outwards, clanging, seeking, and fastening on to objects well-distributed around me. Each object was bound to the world by its properties; each impossibility was grounded in the possible. 

At last I reached the complete her. She crouched there, hand on her knee, daring me to look back at the finite number of steps I had taken, at the jungle which was thinning out. I looked back; the menagerie was concealed behind an ever growing cloud of chains, binding even the non-existent objects to the world whose properties defined them. With what seriousness I tried to penetrate that cloud! I was twenty-seven; I was walking across an ice-patch. What was I looking for, in charting Meinong’s jungle? Nothing inside the jungle at all; I wanted out. Consider a non-existent object with a non-existent property, a property so far removed from any existence-bound property as to be inconceivable, a property not of this world, a property absolutely outside of the finitude of existence. I sought that property, or rather, those properties, for I could not say how many there were. 

I sat down on a bench; I pressed my cold hands against Zweig’s book; I closed my eyes. I felt the wind on my lips; I entered the jungle; ruined objects rose up around me. I was walking, and although I wished to continue, I kept having to turn back. The world fell away from me as I sat on the bench; I got up, went home, fell asleep. Meinong’s volume returned to its pocket. Day dawned on Oxford in 1942. 

Today, I am not much wiser. I tell this story to you so that you understand my search. I have no more answers, but there are those far cleverer than I.

