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Skolem’s paradox (named after the logician Thoralf
Skolem) essentially points out that logic is relative: it
depends on where you sit. More specifically, it is a
paradox in set theory. It states that set theory has a
countable model, which nevertheless contains un-
countable sets. Formal set theory implies that there
exists a set which is infinite, but no function exists
which will map this set one-to-one onto the natural
numbers: it is uncountable. Hence any model of set
theory mirrors this “uncountable” set. But, according
to the well-known Lowenheim-Skolem theorem, set
theory has a model with only a countable number of
objects in it. How can this be? The answer often given
is “it depends on where you put the emphasis:” Do
you emphasize the metamathematical countability or
the formalized uncountability?

So now we turn to contradictory popular songs.
Whether they are contradictory or not depends on
where you put the emphasis. With some mental ef-
fort they might even be consistent. In these love songs
we are supposed to imagine hopeful lovers: clearly,
the emphasis is on “yes” rather than “no.”

1. LET’S CALL THE WHOLE THING OFF
In this song the lovers are debating whether or not to
call off their relationship (or a planned rendezvous).
It seems that they disagree on the pronunciation of
words such as “oyster,” “pajamas,” ”either” and such
(I would like to add “quark”). The debate continues
until the last two lines, which are “so let’s call the call-
ing off off’ and “let’s call the whole thing off.” These
last two lines contradict each other, and I for one do

not know whether it was called off or not.

2. BEGIN THE BEGUINE
According to the literature the Beguine was said by
Cole Porter to be a romantic dance among certain na-
tives, but he denied it later. Apparently the issue is
whether or not to begin this memorable love dance or
song. In one line you hear, “So don’t let them begin
the Beguine!...Let the love that was once a fire remain
an ember,” to be soon followed by “Oh yes, let them
begin the Beguine, make them play!” This contradic-
tory behavior can be understood by allowing for the
emotional state of the singer. It seems to me that the
emphasis is on the “yes” here, rather than the “no.”
Artie Shaw circumvented having to make the deci-
sion by producing a strictly instrumental version of
the song (which is presently in top place on a popular
radio station).

3. I’M IN THE MOOD FOR LOVE
The song begins with the words, “I’m in the mood for
love.” The singer then proceeds to explain why he or
she is in the mood for love. This goes on until you
hear the words “If it should rain, well let it; but for
tonight forget it; I’m in the mood for love.” This last
sentence doesn’t seem to make sense to a sensitive
listener who is startled by “forget it” only to hear again
“I’m in the mood for love.” Louis Prima and Keely
Smith avoid this paradox by substituting the phrase
“if it should rain, well let it; but for tonight well let it;
I’m in the mood for love.”

It is interesting to speculate how a Turing machine
would decide these “decision problems.”
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