
 
 
 
 When philosophising a cup of tea helps. As I move it towards me it appears 
bigger. As I tilt it, the rim appears to change shape from an ellipse to a circle. This 
seems common sense, but in terms of perception it is the exact opposite of what is 
actually the case. Because the cup is seen changing in size and shape the perceptual 
apparatus interprets this as movement. For reasons of evolutionary psychology, the 
perceiver preferentially conserves certain features of the world (eg size and shape) at 
the expense of others (eg position in space). 

 This gives a world of permanent objects. Indeed, we perceive ourselves as 
such an object, albeit a more complex one. This living object actively maintains itself 
through homeostatic mechanisms that conserve key variables such as temperature, 
blood pressure, water balance by internal processes and external ones – such as 
drinking tea. 

The tea on my tongue is made from the crushed leaves of plants.  Through 
photosynthesis plants are the primary producers of the Biosphere. In ecology the 
biomass of the planet is a constant set by the rate at which the primary producers can 
assimilate utilizable solar radiation. Any increase in one species is therefore at the 
expense of a decrease in another. This is what is known as a zero sum game. It is a 
general principle that if any aspect of the environment is a zero sum game then this is 
a cause of stress to any self-perpetuating being (hence the need for tea). 

Individual consciousness is linked to brain activity, which is another, zero sum 
game. Each activity we associate ourselves with, whether it be tea drinking or 
philosophising, can be shown to involve an activation of one region of the brain at the 
expense of others. Of course the rest of the brain isn’t switched off, it’s still ticking 
over in the background – it is more a question of shift in emphasis. In between 
involvement in one activity and another is a moment of global brain consciousness 
where everything we have ever learnt and all implicit knowledge we are born with is 
available. But this expanded brain consciousness can only be formulated by a 
constricted doing-consciousness with the wider knowing as background. 

The cup is now empty. But the tea hasn’t really disappeared – it is in my 
mouth. The total amount of liquid in the universe has been conserved. The Universe 
itself seems to act to conserve certain variables such as momentum, electric charge 
etc. In physics these are formulated as conservation laws. 

Sometimes these laws appear to be broken. For example, in chemistry the 
amount of matter before and after a reaction is the same, total overall mass is 
conserved. However, as Einstein predicted, under certain conditions mass can be 
annihilated as in a nuclear explosion. This is possible because the law of conservation 
of mass is a special case of a bigger law of conservation of energy (mass itself being a 
type of energy). 



We perceive the world as objects that persist in size and shape. That is because 
as animals our normal consciousness is adapted to survival over scales of time and 
space where other changes are not relevant. However, since we have memory we 
know that the hungry lion we are distancing ourselves from once really was smaller 
when it was younger. Things are not always as they seem, but sometimes they are and 
it takes a wise man to know the difference 

In physiology, when an animal is not being chased by a lion respiration and 
heart rate are maintained around a set point, but during exercise they increase. Both 
are a means to an end – what is being conserved is the level of carbon di oxide in the 
blood. 

In economics the monetary system is maintained as a zero sum game by 
prosecuting forgers who try to add their own money to the system and making it 
illegal to reduce the amount of money by defacing or destroying coinage. However, in 
inflation the total amount of money circulating in the economy increases since what is 
being conserved is some notional idea of relative value as between wages and the 
price of tea for example. 

In perception we are sometimes forced to accept changes in our worldview in 
order to preserve the consistency of our identity at a bigger level. This can be painful 
but provides an opportunity to improve the match between our virtual reality and the 
conditions of our existence 

Like a chess player sacrificing pawns, there is a hierarchy whereby 
constancies at a lower level are sacrificed to preserve a higher level. The science 
fiction writer Isaac Asimov used this principle in his famous 3 Laws of Robotics. He 
envisioned robots programmed to preserve themselves (the 3rd Law) so long as self-
preservation did not contradict the 2nd Law (to obey human commands). This in turn 
was subordinate to the prime law of preservation of human life. We of course are at 
the top. 

 We fondly assume that kindly Nature is preserving our integrity, but this is 
doubtful even in terms of our own physiology. We may drink tea because the body 
needs water, but psychologists no longer believe that drive-reduction to preserve 
homeostatic balance is a sufficient explanation of human behaviour. 

 Sex is risky but most of us do it. What strategy is this serving, since it is 
obviously not our individual preservation. Like Asimov’s robots those self-
preservation mechanisms we do have are a means to a greater end.  Some have 
assumed like Aristotle that it is a striving for permanence in the perpetuation of the 
species. Some modern thinkers such as Richard Dawkins think it is individual genes 
that are conserved (or not) through natural selection. This is probably true at the 
tactical level, but even genes are not immortal since they are subject to mutation 
(since this is how they are supposed to have arisen in the first place). What then 
persists – the self replicating DNA itself whose permutations contain in potential all 
possible genes, survival of the genes coding for the fittest tactics being part of the 
overall strategy of Life? 

Is the entire Universe striving to conserve some ultimate variable, all our 
apparent goals and life itself being tactical manoeuvres in some higher strategy? This 
is reminiscent of religious theories of divine providence or the stoics’ best of all 
possible worlds. Aristotle saw all individual goals as subserving the ultimate goal –a 
state of rest from which no further change is possible. Aristotle equated this ultimate 
ordering of the universe with God. In our present godless universe, the ultimate state 
is like a cold cup of tea - an orderlies one of random unrest – the heat death of the 
universe to which all apparent localised decreases in entropy contribute in the 



accounts of the nihilistic non-zero sum. According to Parmenides the state of rest 
already is and all change is illusory. The problem with final/finite goals is that once 
people decide what they are any tactics whatsoever can be rationalized in pursuit of 
the great strategy – the ultimate end justifies any means. 

However, conservation of variables need not necessarily preclude change or 
imply the attainment of a final goal. In an organism homeostatic processes enable 
further growth and evolution. Another analogy, this time mathematical, is numerical 
series. In a geometric series successive numbers conserve the same ratio throughout 
the series. For example 3,6,12…where the ratio is ½ throughout.  

In an additive series where each number is the sum of the two preceding 
numbers the ratios change. In the Lucas Series the first two numbers 1 and 3 generate 
4 which recombines with 3 to give 7. The ratio of the first two numbers is 1/3 (an 
approximation to п) then ¾, then 4/7.  Although each ratio is different they 
approximate more and more to a particular ratio Φ – the golden mean. 1/3 is much 
greater than Φ, ¾ much smaller, 4/7 closer but still greater than Φ and so on. The 
same is true for any additive series including the better-known fibonacci series: 
0,1,1,2,3,5,8,13,21… 

 
 
 
 
The same process can be represented geometrically by showing successive 

ratios as sides of rectangles, which approximate progressively more towards the 
golden rectangle. At the heart of this diagram is a shape formed from two intersecting 
arcs called the vesica piscis – it is the same shape formed by the rim of my tea cup a 
second ago, before I started drinking.  



.  
 
The process represented by the fibbonacci series can be said to have a goal Φ, 

but this does not make the process finite. Each number is a tactic for approaching Φ, 
yet each ratio is unique and the series infinite. 

The fibbonacci series is ubiquitous in Nature, but it seems unlikely that the 
entire universe is literally conserving Φ. But both scientists and mystics agree with 
Pythagoras that the ultimate reality is best described numerically. So if anything is 
conserved in a universal zero sum game numbers or numerical relationships seem the 
best candidates for describing it. It may even be that it is numbers themselves that are 
conserved since all changes are rearrangement of numbers like letters in a divine 
alphabet. 

The most basic numbers we can comprehend are arguably prime numbers. A 
prime number can be defined as one that is divisible by no other integral factors 
except itself and one. There is an infinite series of whole numbers with no fool proof 
way of deciding which will be prime except by going through the long process of 
actually trying to divide them by all the previous ones. However, a useful rule of 
thumb is the formula 6x +  1  Any prime number higher that three can be generated by 
multiplying another number by six and adding or taking away one. For example 6 x 5 
= 30. 30 – 1 = 29. 30 + 1 = 31. Both are primes. 

Non-primes can be generated by multiplying together other numbers. In 
practical terms, this is why we count using number bases such as the decimal that are 
non-prime. Precisely for this reason the overall structure of the universe is 
traditionally represented by a non-prime number (where primes are symbolically 
significant they are treated as non primes plus one, the one representing the totality or 
the centre). Prime numbers represent the atomic constituents of the universe, which 
multiplied together, generate the non-prime totality. Thus 60 was very significant to  
the Babylonians since it is divisible by the first four prime numbers. 12 is a significant 
symbolic set (and 13 uncanny) in many cultures for similar reasons. Ten is the 
product of two of the simplest primes and the sum of the first four numbers. Six is 
extremely significant, since not only is it the product of the first three primes, but the 
sum of them as well (a ‘perfect’ number). Religious people see the universe as the 
expression of the tetragrammaton - the four-letter name of god, in whose image we 
are made. Their most vociferous current opponent Professor Dawkins sees us as made 
of DNA – a genetic code of - four letters. The simplest non-prime that can be 
comprehended by the intellect is 4. It is usually seen as two sets of two. Two is the 
simplest prime (apart from one). 



Or is it? The answer is staring me in the face – as I start to swallow, the rim of 
my teacup forms a circle – an imperfect mirror of the divine whose circumference is 
nowhere and centre everywhere. It is also the mathematical symbol for zero. 
 If we define a prime as any number that cannot be generated from other 
numbers then zero is a prime!. To return to our earlier formula for generating possible 
primes 6x +  1  applied to zero gives plus one or minus one the simplest possible 
primes (apart from 0 itself). Zero is therefore the source of all possible primes. This 
also makes the point that zero is not the absence of number. The absence of 1 is –1, 
another prime (this is perhaps the reason for our own existence, since to preserve the 
universal zero sum there must be observers with the freedom to choose to believe in 
things that have absolutely no existence). For every positive integer we can generate, 
there is a corresponding negative one – thus zero is conserved whilst allowing nothing 
to happen – hence something. 
  The formula 6x +  1 applied to zero is self-referential since zero is only the 
source of primes if it has already created the non-prime 6. This is the mystery of the 
Sabbath where the ultimate prime defines itself. 
 By definition, primes when multiplied together give a non-prime. When zero, 
the first prime is multiplied by any other prime it gives zero. Zero is therefore a non-
prime. As mentioned previously, non-primes are traditionally used to represent the 
universal totality. Zero is therefore the totality of the universe, as well as its basic 
constituent. The Universe is a zero sum game in both the conventional sense and 
literally in that all changes amount to nothing – which is what is in my cup. 
 As the sceptical philosopher Gorgias once said: “Nothing exists, and if it did, 
no one could know it, and if they knew it, they could not communicate it.”. I have 
attempted to speak of it, and wiser men and women than I affirm that it can be known 
and that knowing is not a negation of existence but a strategy for the removal of stress 
arising from the endless subsidiary zero sum games of the universe. 
 
 


