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Abstract With the help of the natural history of “zero,” and the use of “zero” as 
a starting point, one may consider two types of metaphysics. On the one hand, the 
epistemological metaphysics, based on the perceptual/rational dichotomy, is 
related to the zero as a vacancy between numbers. On the other hand, the genetic 
metaphysics, based on the dichotomy of source-evolution (or origin and derivate), 
has much to do with the zero as a number between negative and positive numbers. 
In this respect, zero represents the horizon of metaphysics: we can forever 
approach it, but we cannot ultimately arrive at it. Though serving as the point of 
convergence and divergence for all relationships, zero has no definable content 
of its own. Such is the essence of zero, and of metaphysics as well.
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摘要 借助于“零”的自然发展史,并以“零”作为切入点，可以思考两种意义上

的形而上学问题：一种是基于感性、理性两分之基础上的认识论形而上学，它与

作为数字间空位的零相关；另一种是基于本原、生衍两分之基础上的发生论形而

上学，它与在正负数之间的零相关。就此而论，零代表了形而上学的领域：我们

可以无限靠近，却永远无法达到它。零是所有关系的聚合点，也是所有关系的发

出点，但它本身却不具有任何可规定的内容。这是零的本质，也是所有形而上学

的本质。

关键词 哲学，零，形而上学，存在，无，空
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1

In recent years, the world has seen books upon books published on various 
histories, of which I have read very few. Just name a kind of history, and you will 
find books on it, from mirrors to psychosis, from cocaine to venereal diseases. 
This is not surprising, for ours is a time particularly strong in its historical 
consciousness. People, being bored of searching for constants in life, have begun 
to favor and fancy drifting processes. Ours is an age constantly on the way.

When we say a person has a sense of history, we usually refer to the person 
who is inclined to consider a particular event against its background rather than 
focus on the event alone. However, this “current historical consciousness” in the 
final analysis is an attitude that views the activity of perceiving and evaluating as 
more important than what is perceived and evaluated. For example, when talking 
about truth or goodness, no one pays attention to the inquiry into what “truth” or 
“goodness” is, but they are only interested in all kinds of perceptions and 
evaluations of truth or goodness in history. Our interest in examining structures 
has been replaced by an interest in historical inquiry in the post-modern age.

Robert Kaplan’s The Nothing That Is: A Natural History of Zero could be 
viewed in this category. Its Chinese version only bears the original subtitle “A 
natural history of zero” while leaving out “The nothing that is”, which may cause 
some difficulty in translation. Does it mean youdewu 有的无 (the existing nothing) 
or wudeyou 无的有 (the existence of the nothing)? The Chinese version may owe 
the absence of “the nothing that is” in its title either to its untranslatability or to 
the Zeitgeist that holds sway over the current historical consciousness.

2

Nevertheless, I am still fond of the book, because what is discussed there threads 
together random thoughts I have had. With “zero” as a thematic incision point, 
we can meditate on metaphysical philosophical problems. A philosopher could 
talk about metaphysics as much as a mathematician about “zero.”

However, let us just suppose, what would it be like if there was no zero in this 
world?

Not so terrible, it seems. There is no record of zero in the ancient history of 
China. Most likely, zero was brought to China by Buddhists and travelers from 
India. The ancient Chinese would say wushi 五十 (five-ten or five tens) or liubai 
六百 (six-hundred or six hundreds) to denote 50 or 600, the same as the Greek 
used “murias” to denote 10,000, and the Roman used X to signify 10. There 
seemed to be no problem. According to Kaplan, zero came to the West around the 
10 century CE, and had not existed there before then (Kaplan 2005, p.  14). 
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Although the Greeks had been the first to bring forward the notion of mathematics, 
their mathematicians—even those as great as Archimedes, able to think of 
numbers as large as 1063—still had not invented a symbol for zero. Moreover, in 
their geometry, which was extremely well-known to Socrates, Plato and 
Pythagoras, there was neither zero nor the need for zero. 

Thus, zero seems to be something dispensable rather than a defining feature of 
culture, though every cultured person has it at his disposal.

Nonetheless, we still need to make a distinction between the invention of the 
symbol for zero and the conception of the idea of zero. While it is true that neither 
China nor the West invented the symbol for zero, there are still some differences 
between the two; for instance, the idea of zero did occur to the Chinese relatively 
late in their history, but was never conceived in Greece or in the West.

3

It is said that the symbol of zero was first invented by the Sumerians, as a stopgap 
when dealing with unsolvable problems, present off and on without being 
recognized as important. Later, as Kaplan relates, zero had been ridiculed in 
Greece and abandoned there for good; it lived easily and comfortably in India; in 
the presence of Westerners, it suffered an identity crisis, and ultimately appeared 
around Newton and began to inhabit our age (Kaplan 2005, p.  14). 

It seems that the emergence of the symbol for zero was an accident. It had 
roamed all over the world, and would have disappeared if nobody had paid 
attention to it. Nonetheless, its final survival accounts for something inevitable, 
by which I mean the necessity of the idea of zero. 

Different from the symbol of zero, the idea of zero appeared in more than one 
culture. We may think above all of the sunya (空, empty) in Indian Buddhism, 
which is a term meaning an entity’s unsubstantiality or illusory things. Of course 
one may also think of wu 无 (nothing) of Laozi, which is an idea that is equivalent 
to the “nothing” in the title of Kaplan’s book, and so on.

Historically speaking, it was the Indians that for the first time (in 876  CE) 
made full use of the symbol of zero, a hollow circle. The symbol possibly came 
from some Greek astronomical texts, but this does not matter, since the Greeks 
did not know how to cherish it. With this in view, Oswald Spengler deemed that 
Indian philosophy and religion were fit for the invention of zero. The Indians 
invented such a symbol to signify that zero, like the drive for achieving Nirvana, 
is innate in every human being (Kaplan 2005, p.  55).

As for China, ling 零 (zero) in Chinese does not seem to be a loan word, but 
most likely is an indigenous term. Kaplan, though knowledgeable, struggles 
clumsily as he tries to give an account of “zero” in China. He concentrates on the 
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pronunciation of ling, which is semantically related to another word, luo 落 (fall 
or decline). However, as a noun in ancient China, ling mainly denotes “the 
oddment of a number” and “the vacancy between numbers,” and the latter of the 
two did not appear until the Ming Dynasty in usages such as “three million ling 
thirty thousand taels.” Nonetheless, as seen from Kaplan’s discourse, there are 
still people who speculatively attribute the invention of zero to the Chinese, as 
the wu 无 (nothing) of Laozi is in all probability the initial origin of the idea of 
zero. 

4

Until now we have obviously encountered several different references to zero, 
which, interwoven together, prevent us from going further if they are not first 
defined.

First comes zero as the vacancy between numbers. This may be the common 
characteristic of all the original zeros: they came after real objects, used to 
indicate places where nothing exists. The symbols of zero in Greece, India, and 
ancient China all initially had this meaning. Aristotle gave the definition, 
“Vacancy is a space where no object happens to exist” (Kaplan 2005, p.  79). In 
fact, in such a space, there is not only no object, but in fact nothing at all, including 
numbers. For example, the two zeros in the number 500 indicate the lack of 
numbers in the places for ones and tens.

Strikingly different from this is another symbol for zero which is closely related 
to the idea of zero, namely the zero as nothing. For example, why did Laozi say 
“being comes out of nothing” 有生于无 instead of “nothing is the lack of being?” 
无是有的阙如 Why do we always feel something wrong when sunya is translated 
into English words like “void” or “empty?” Because the zero as wu or sunya is 
not identical to the zero as a substitute for the absent; in other words, the zero 
between positives and negatives is not entirely identical to the zero as the vacancy 
between numbers. 

It is much more difficult to understand the zero in the former sense than in the 
latter.

5

At first sight, the zero in the former sense seems to be wu, while that in the latter 
sense to be sunya. Actually, this is not so.

The Indian sunya (emptiness) is also opposite to “being.” The usual saying 
“Rupa is sunya” 色即是空 (matter is empty) implies that the phenomenal world, 
though abundant in its variance, is in the final analysis nothing other than the 
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result of the assembling and dispersing of hetu-pratyaya (因缘), and hence an 
illusion. This is the negative aspect of sunya; yet it still has a positive aspect, 
implying the emptiness and clearness of the karma 理体 (law), which denotes 
“mind” in this case—a mind without any stain or anxiety. The so-called “all 
phenomena are mind-only” (万法唯识, mind only, vijnapti-matrata) refers just to 
this second sense of sunya.

Francois Jullien defines metaphysics as the perceptual/rational dichotomy of 
the world (2002, p.  163), which is in harmony with Martin Heidegger’s regarding 
the sinnlich-uebersinnlich (sensual and supersensual) dichotomy of the world as 
“the foundation of metaphysics in the West” (1990, p.  101). According to this 
definition, there would be metaphysics in Buddhism, that is, metaphysics as the 
doctrine of sunya: a negation of the sensual world (rupa) and an affirmation of 
the rational world (karma). Jullien’s denial of the existence of metaphysics in 
ancient China demands more discussion later.

This sunya has something in common with the “nothingness” in Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s Being and Nothingness. When Buddhism was first introduced to China, 
sunya was translated as Laozi’s wu, and there is some understandable reason 
for this rendering. Besides the fact that wu in Chinese has the connotation of 
“emptiness” as well, sunya and wu obviously share an intrinsic affinity: that is, 
they are both negative, and both emphasize the difference of their own modes of 
being from that of reality. Compared to the existence of reality, both are 
“emptiness” instead of “substance,” “nothing” instead of “being.” Nonetheless, 
neither of them is “emptiness” or “nothing” in the true sense of the word.

However, as our understanding goes deeper, we discover that there is a radical 
difference between the sunya in Buddhism and wu in Daoism. The key point here 
involves the understanding of karma (law), and can be unfolded by way of an 
inspection of Heidegger’s thoughts on metaphysics.

6

At the beginning of his Einfuehrung in die Metaphysik (The Introduction to 
Metaphysic), Martin Heidegger, as a modern metaphysician, raises the question, 
“Warum ist ueberhaupt etwas und nicht vielmehr Nichts?” (“Why is there 
something rather than nothing?”) (1958, p.  1). He takes this as the question of 
primary importance in philosophy, embarking on a rough and winding road which 
is marked with milestones from the differentiation between sein (being) and 
seinendes (beings), to the differentiation between nichts (nothing) and seiendes 
(beings), to the differentiation between leere (empty) and seinendes (beings). 

In his Sein und Zeit (Being and Time), Heidegger raises the problem of 
ontological diversity by distinguishing sein (being) from seinendes (beings). 
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However, he would realize that people’s confusion about his work was caused by 
his ambiguous usage of sein. He admits that his earlier thinking was not so well 
developed, and thus unable to “nennen, was er sucht;” name the thing he was still 
looking for (1990, p.  110). 

After 1929, Heidegger began to avoid using the word sein, since “applying the 
notion of existing falls short in enumerating all that is existent” (1958, p.  203). 
He then turned around to employ nichts (nothing) to name the thing he was 
looking for.1 

However, Heidegger soon discovered that his intention was misunderstood 
once again, and his use of nichts was understood, at least in Europe, as a kind of 
nihilism. Under such circumstances, he finally attempted to use leere (empty) to 
signify what he had expressed in sein and nichts, that is, das Wesende, “Die Leer 
ist dann dasselbe wie das Nichts, jenes Wesende naemlich, das wir als das Andere 
zu allem An-und Abwesenden zu denken versuchen” (Heidegger 1990, p.  108) 
(“Leere and nichts are the same thing, that is, das Wesende that we try to consider 
as different from all the things present or not present.”). 

The presented or the present/absent are on one side, and das Wesende on the 
other. It is the opposition of the two sides that makes Western metaphysics 
possible. Later, Heidegger also used the notion of sinnlich (sensual) and 
nichtsinnlich (not sensual, or uebersinnlich [supersensual]) to define this 
opposition.

Heidegger used to sigh over the fact that his thought was misunderstood much 
more in Europe than in Asia. The emergence of such a situation quite possibly 
has something to do with the lack of the comprehension and consideration of 
“nothing” and “empty” in Greek and Western thought. Ever since Parmenides 
made remarks such as “[it] is and [it] is impossible for [it] not to be …” (Kirk 
1983, p.  245), the Westerners have viewed meditation on “nothing” as identical 
with the promotion of “nonsense” or “nihilism.”

This may be the reason why “zero” was ridiculed in Greece while esteemed in 
India.

7

At this point, the problem already seems to have been fully discussed. But the 
expert readers will demur: hold on! If “nothing” and “emptiness” are understood 
in the rational sense, then they are not totally absent among the Greeks, since 
Plato made a distinction between the world of appearance and the world of ideas, 
and such a two-fold division of the world bears a resemblance to Jullien’s 
perceptual-rational division and Heidegger’s differentiation between sinnlich and 

1 Later on he also used “Seyn” or a crossed “Sein”, ect.
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uebersinnlich, or between phenomenon and essence. Such a division expressed 
in the modern digital world’s binary system would be like this: 1 represents the 
former “being,” and 0 the latter “nothing.” All the things in this world could be 
constituted by these two symbols.

From this point of view, how could we say that the Greeks or Westerners have 
no idea of “nothing,” “empty,” or “zero?” To answer this question, we should 
first acknowledge that what the word “metaphysics” refers to is more than 
the perceptual-rational dichotomy. This also involves our understanding of 
Chapter 1 of Daodejing 道德经 by Laozi, “Wu (nothing) is the name of the origin 
of the world; you (being) is the name of the source of all things” 无，名天地

之始；有，名万物之母. If, following Ren Jiyu’s opinion, we are to understand the 
division between you (being) and wu (nothing) in terms of categories in Western 
philosophy such as “particularity and generality” or “phenomenon and essence” 
(Ren 1959, p.  22), Jullien’s opinion that China lacks metaphysics will meet with 
a powerful refutation. However, such an explanation does not hold when applied 
to Chapter 41 of Daodejing, where it reads, “For though all things under heaven 
are the products of you (being), you (being) itself comes out of wu (not-being)” 
天下万物生于有，有生于无. We would not take it as implying that all things 
under heaven originate from particularity or phenomena, while particularity or 
phenomena in turn originate from generality or essence, would we?

Obviously, the expression “originating from” refers to a process of generating 
and becoming, not a static mode of relationship. This could also be illuminated 
by the relationship between zero and other numbers: what can be marked with 1 
or any other number could either be an object or an assembly of things, or an idea 
or a number. In this sense none of them has anything to do with zero. The only 
possible relationship they may have with zero lies in that they all initially originate 
from zero, owing their very being to zero. Zero is neither positive nor negative, 
but resides between the two poles constituting the center of all things. However, 
zero is empty, and from it all metaphysical things unfold themselves. 

Here our reflection could be aided with an explanation of “freedom” made by 
Heidegger. He sums up three conceptions of freedom when explaining Schelling’s 
account of freedom:

1. Freedom as the self-reliant capacity, the unrequired foundation of the very 
first in a course of events (Freiheit als das einer Begruendung unbeduerftige 
Selbstanfangen einer Reihe von Vorgaengen, das Von-sich-aus-koennen); 
2. Freedom as a state of being exempt from something; i.e., when we say that 
the patient is free from fever, or that this is tax free (Freiheit als Freisein von 
etwas; wenn wir sagen: der Kranke ist fieberfrei, oder dies ist steuerfrei); 
3. Freedom as a state of being towards something, the voluntary commitment 
to something (Freiheit als Freisein zu etwas, das Sichselbstbinden an etwas) 
(1988, p.  144).
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We can employ these conceptions of freedom to summarize the meaning of 
the metaphysical zero we have thus far discussed: with the second conception 
put aside (though it is able to illuminate the zero in a static sense), the first 
and third ones just expose zero in the genetic sense, which is also the genuine 
meaning of the metaphysical zero. It seems that Heidegger himself had also 
noticed the relationship between these two conceptions and the genuine idea of 
freedom, “Dieser letztgenannte Begriff der Freiheit leitet ueber zum Verstaendnis 
des ‚eigentlichen’ Freiheitsbegriffs (unter Einbau von 1).” (“the last mentioned 
concept leads to the understanding of the ‘genuine’ idea of freedom (under the 
installation of the first conception)” (Heidegger 1988, p.  143). 

If we look further, then we can finally say that the concepts such as Laozi’s 
“ziran” 自然 (nature), Yogacara Buddhist “svabhava” (self-nature)2, Kant and 
Schelling’s “Freiheit” (freedom)3, and Heidegger’s “Ereignis” (event) more or 
less all point to zero in a generic sense.

8

This is metaphysics in another sense. Such a metaphysics is not the epistemological 
metaphysics based on the perceptual-rational dichotomy, but the genetic 
metaphysics based on the source-evolution (or origin and derivate) dichotomy. 
The former relates to nouns, and the latter to verbs. It is the former epistemological 
metaphysics rather than the latter genetic metaphysics that is absent among the 
Chinese in ancient times.

We could also make a summary from the viewpoint of Husserl. Though he 
insisted on not discussing metaphysical problems, when he required that the 
reality of all worldly things be regarded as something dubious and transcendent, 
to be parenthesized and remain only in the inner consciousness seeking a grasp 
of its essential constitution, Husserl was already engaged in metaphysics in 
the former sense. When he pondered on the state of unconsciousness before a 
consciousness-act (noesis) occurs, he was also involved in metaphysics in the 
latter sense. 

The latter is key and deserves our full attention here: Husserl signified 
unconsciousness as the zero of consciousness vigor, but his view of zero differs 
from my explanation of zero in this paper, as he deemed that the zero in this 

2 “自性有两义，一无始，二无因。” (Svabhava has two meanings: one is without beginning, and 
the other is without causation). See CBETA, Vol. 31, No. 1616, 0862a24.
3 The notion of freiheit with Kant is quite in harmony with the notion of nothing or zero. 
At least, two of his defi nitions of Nichts could be used on freiheit smoothly: 1) it is a 
notion without object; 2) it is a notion about the lack of object (See Kant 1993, A 290–291/
A 347–348).



Zero and metaphysics: Thoughts about being and nothingness 555

sense is not equal to absolute nothingness. For instance, something that I am 
not aware of and that I am thus unconscious of in this sense, that is, without 
any consciousness vigor, it could still remain forever in the background of my 
thinking, constantly and subtly impacting my conscious activity, and, at any 
moment, being called up into consciousness by an association. In this sense, 
although unconsciousness is the zero of consciousness vigor, it is not absolute 
nichts (nothing).

Thus, via Husserl, four basic phases from unconsciousness to consciousness 
can be distinguished: (1) nichts (nothing); (2) null ([zero] leer [empty]), unbewußt 
(unconscious); (3) die affektive Kraft ([the affective power] bzw. die Aktregung 
[or the act-motion]) and (4) die Anschaulichkeit ([intuitiveness] bzw. Bewusstein 
von etwas [or consciousness of something]) (Husserl 1966, p.  167). 

Now, it seems that we have taken one more step towards the horizon of the 
eternally unattainable metaphysics of zero. 

Zero represents the domain of metaphysics: we can infinitely approach closer 
and closer, but can never in the end reach it. Though serving as at once the point 
of convergence and the point of divergence for all relationships, zero has no 
definable content of its own. Such is the essence of zero, and that of metaphysics 
as well.

It is empty (it exists in the mode of emptiness), but it is (it exists); it is nothing 
(it exists as nothing), but it is (it exists).

9

When Nietzsche and Wittgenstein tried to abolish metaphysics, they perhaps 
should have thought for a moment if they could get rid of this zero, a metaphysical 
oddity that is nothing and yet still is.

Surely, an opinionated reader may still insist that even if zero cannot be 
abolished, there are no “zerology” specialists at all. The “study of zero” is no 
more than a side issue for mathematicians. Similarly, though metaphysics itself 
cannot be abolished either, the existence of metaphysicians is therefore also not 
necessary. Indeed, the Spanish thinker José Ortega y Gasset used to serve as 
“professor of metaphysics” at Madrid University. Such a title sounds awfully 
strange to our ears. However, the Danish phenomenologist D. Zahavi is still 
proving the unavoidability of metaphysics and has defined seven types of 
metaphysics, of which one is “as an answer to the old question of why there is 
something rather than nothing” (Zahavi 2003, p.  163).

Is metaphysics still something indispensable like air, as Kant puts it? In viewing 
its many aspects, the answer should be affirmative. As for the necessity of 
metaphysicians, all one can do for the time being is to wait and see.
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