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PREFACE

HE work of William James has largely been a defense of

that type of philosophy which now goes by the name of
“pragmatism.” It is of the essence of pragmatism not to waste
any time in defining abstract philosophical notions and, least of
all, the notion of philosophy in general. Yet, in his well-known
essay on Philosophy and Its Critics, James has felt it necessary
at least once “to tarry a moment over the matter of definition.”
To this happy seruple we are indebted for a highly suggestive page,
which I beg to reproduce in full, because its deepest significanee
lies perhaps less in what he says than in his peculiar way of saying
it:

Limited by the omission of the special sciences, the name of
Philosophy has come more and more to denote ideas of universal
scope exclusively. The principles of explanation that underlie all
things without exception, the elements common to gods and men
and animals and stones, the first whence and the last whither of the
whole cosmic procession, the conditions of all knowing, and the
most general rules of human action—these furnish the problems
commonly deemed philosophic par excellence, and the philosopher
is a man who finds the most to say about them. Philosophy
is defined in the usual Scholastic textbooks as ‘the knowledge
of things in general by their ultimate causes, so far as natural
reason can attain to such knowledge.” This means that explan-
ation of the universe at large, not description of its details, is
what philosophy must aim at; and so it happens that a view of
anything is termed philosophic just in proportion as it is broad
and connected with other views, and as it uses principles not
proximate, or intermediate, but ultimate and all-embracing,
to justify itself. Any very sweeping view of the world is a
philosophy in this sense, even though it may be a vague one.
It is a Weltanschauung and intellectualized attitude towards
‘life. Professor Dewey well describes the constitution of all the
philosophies that actually exist, when he says that philosophy
expresses a certain attitude, purpose, and temper of conjoined
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intellect and will, rather than a discipline whose boundaries
can be really marked off.:

These remarkable lines are more than a mere statement of
James’ own views concerning the definition of philosophy in
general. They actually re-enact the whole history of that definition
from the time of the Greeks up to our own day. At the very
beginning, James still seems to maintain the classical notion of
metaphysics conceived as a wisdom, that is, as a knowledge
of things in general by their ultimate causes. But it immediately
appears that the causes he has in mind are neither things nor
beings. As James conceives them, such causes are more or less
ultimate according as they are more or less “general,” so that
philosophy becomes to him what has been termed by another
philosopher as “the specialty of generalities.”” Thus transformed
from the science of what is first in things into the science of what
is most universal in thought, metaphysics presently undergoes
a second metamorphosis, in that the intrinsic generality of its
principles becomes itself broadness in scope. Now broadness
is not quite the same as generality. The principles may be equally
general without being equally valid, but if “a view of anything is
termed philosophic just in proportion as it is broad,” any broad
view of things is as philosophic as any other equally broad one.
In other words, generality was still related to things, whereas
broadness is an attribute of the mind. But we must finally resort
to it, be it only to account for the well-known fact that views of
reality can be, though equally ‘‘sweeping,” yet mutually con-
flicting ones. The generality of cognitions ultimately hangs on
the aptness of a particular knowledge to be generalized, but the
broadness in outlook is a mere attitude of the knowing subject
towards reality. It is a matter of both intellect and will. In
short, quot capita, tot sensus: there are as many philosophies as
there are philosophers.

This situation has already prevailed for so long a time that it
now appears as a perfectly normal and satisfactory one. There
are countries where no professor of any science could hold his job
for a month if he started teaching that he does not know what is
true about the very science he is supposed to teach, but where a
man finds it hard to be appointed as a professor of philosophy
if he professes to believe in the truth of the philosophy he teaches.
The only dogmatic tenet still held as valid in such philosophical
circles is that, if a philosopher feels reasonably sure of being

! William James, Some Problems of Philosophy (New York, 1911), pp. 4-6.

viii



PREFACE

right, then it is a sure thing that he is wrong, because it is of the
very essence of philosophical knowledge merely to express ‘““a certain
attitude, purpose and temper of conjoined intellect and will.”
The man whose will uses every effort to let his own intellect see things
just as they are, is then bound to appear as a self-satisfied fellow,
a living insult to those who don’t happen to see reality as he does.
He is a man to steer clear of; in short, he is a fanatic.

It is, alas, only too true that dogmatic philosophers are liable
to become fanatics, but they have at least an excuse, which is that
they do believe in the truth of what they teach. Yet their excuse
also accuses them. Precisely because they believe in philosophical
truth, they don’t know it. Hence their sometimes blind opposition
to what they hold to be false, as if fundamental philosophical
oppositions necessarily happened between truth and error, instead
of being between partial truths and the whole truth.[ One can
disagree with both Spinoza and Hegel, but understanding is a
prerequisite to more than verbal disagreeing, and, once they are
understood, they stand in no need of being refuted. For indeed
it is one and the same thing to understand them in their fullness
and to know them in their intrinsic limitations. The only will
that should be found at the origin of philosophy should be the
will to know, and this i3 why nothing is more important for a
philosopher than the choice he makes of his own philosophical
principles. The principle of principles is that a philosopher
should always put first in his mind what is actually first in reality.
What is first in reality need not be what is the most easily accessible
to human understanding; it is that whose presence or absence
entails the presence or absence of all the rest in reality.

The present book is not an attempt to show what comes first
in reality, for all philosophers know it inasmuch as they are,
not philosophers, but men.. Our only problem will be to know how
it is that what men so infallibly know gua men, they so often
overlook gua philosophers. In order to solve such a problem, a
good deal of historical material shall have to be taken into account.
Yet this is not a book in the history of philosophy; it is a philoso-
phical book, and a dogmatically philosophical one at that. The
thesis it maintains is both so impersonal and so unpopular that
its author cannot be suspected of fighting a personal battle. He
simply wishes to state the truth which he himselfs feels duty
bound to accept. Yet, he wishes at least to state it, and to state
it as true.

This is why, as a history, this book would be entirely wrong.
The choice of the philosophers singled out for special consideration,

ix



BEING AND SOME PHILOSOPHERS

the selection of the theses to be discussed within their own particular
philosophies, the intentional disregarding of all unnecessary
display of historical erudition, everything in it is bound to appear
as historical arbitrariness; and this is just what it is, since each
and every line of this book is philosophic, if not in its form, at
least in its purpose. Its author may well have committed historical
mistakes; he has not committed the deadly one of mistaking
philosophy for history. (For the only task of history is to under-
stand and to make understood, whereas philosophy must choose;
'and applying to history for reasons to make a choice is no longer
history, it is philosophy.| Exactly, it is that kind of philosophy
which consists neither in thinking about thought nor in directly
knowing reality, but in knowing the relation of thought to reality.
Tt asks history what that relation has been in order to ascertain
what it should be. Wholly free with respect to time, it is no more
interested in the past as such than it is in the future. Unless such
a philosophy be greatly mistaken, which is by no means impossible,
its object has neither past nor future, for it s, that is, it is being,
and the truth about it cannot be proved, it can only be seen—or
overlooked. Such a dogmatism is singularly devoid of all meta-
physical fanaticism either in fact or in intention only. It is and it
can be nothing else than an invitation to look and see. And I
frankly confess that it is an awkward and clumsy one, full of
twists and turns, with nothing of that triumphant easiness which
should characterize a direct statement of truth. Supposing it
does it at all, this book can achieve its end only in a roundabout
way, and here at least its author fully agrees with both William
James and John Dewey—not indeed that there is such a thing
as a personal truth, but that any approach to truth is bound to be
a personal one. A dogmatic book may also be something of a
personal confession, and this book is one. Bearing in mind possible
brethren in metaphysical misery, it is the public confession of what
has actually been a wandering quest of truth.

The matter of the present book has been taught during several
years, under different titles, in Paris, at the Collége de France.
Circumstances alone are responsible for the fact that it has found
its final form in a series of lectures given in 1946 at the Pontifical
Institute of Mediaeval Studies (Toronto). Its composition has
mainly been a work of ascetic elimination. All that was, because
merely historical, irrelevant or unnecessary to the philosophical
purpose of the book, has been completely eliminated. I have often
had to state what have been the ultimate intentions of some
philosophers rather than their very words, and I know that such
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undertaking is always fraught with considerable risk. It was my
good fortune to find in the Rev. Gerald B. Phelan, then President
of the Institute, a friend always ready to discuss and to clarify
the ultimate implications of Thomas Aquinas’ metaphysics of
being. If that part of the work is not better than it is, the fault
is mine, not his. Furthermore, there are many other things which
I would have said in this book were it not for the fact that the
President of the Pontifical Institute, Professor Anton C. Pegis,
had said them himself quite adequately, and especially in his
essay, The Dilemma of Being and Unity.: 1 also feel indebted
to him for many an enlightening conversation. No more than
Father Phelan should Professor Pegis be held responsible for my
own metaphysical ventures, but I am afraid he could not well
“decline all responsibility for their publication. He has kindly
assumed the thankless task of removing from my manuscript
blemishes which, perhaps excusable in a teacher who does not
use his own mother tongue, cannot be tolerated in print. Here
again, if this remains a book written in English by a Frenchman,
the fault is mine, not his; but good will is my excuse, and I hope
it will be kindly received by my English-speaking friends.

ETiENNE GILSON
Toronto,
December 15, 1948.

2 A, C. Pegis, “The Dilemma of Being and Unity. A Platonic Incident in
Christian Thought,” in Essays ¢n Thomism (New York, Sheed & Ward, 1942),
pp. 151-183, especially pp. 179-183.






Chapter 1
On Being and the One

FTER defining metaphysics as ‘“‘a science which investigates

being as being and the attributes which belong to this in virtue
of its own nature,”’ Aristotle had been careful to add, in order to
preclude all possible confusion between metaphysics and the
" other branches of human learning: “Now this is not the same
as any of the so-called special sciences; for none of these others
deals generally with being as being. They cut off a part of being
and investigate the attributes of this part.”t Thus, for instance,
the mathematical sciences deal with quantity, the physical sciences
with motion, and the biological sciences with life, that is to say,
with certain definite ways of being, none of which is being as
being, but only being as life, as motion, or as quantity.

By making these very simple remarks, Aristotle was doing
nothing less than granting metaphysics its charter as a distinct
science specified by a distinet object. And his determination
of it was so perfect that it contained, together with the definition
of what metaphysics had to do in order to live, a clear intimation
of what it should not do if it did not want to die. To cut off a
part of being and to investigate the attributes of this part is a
perfectly legitimate undertaking. In fact, it is to cultivate one of
the so-called positive sciences. But to invest any conceivable
part of being with the attributes of being itself, and to investigate
the attributes of the whole from the point of view of any one of
its parts, is to undertake a task whose very notion involves a
contradiction. Anybody who attempts it is bound ultimately to
fail. When he fails, he himself or his successors will probably
blame his failure on metaphysics itself; and they then will conclude
that metaphysics is a pseudo-science, which busies itself with
problems impervious to the light of human reason. For this
well-known form of metaphysical despair, skepticism is but another
name. |Skepticism is a philosophical disease which either moralism

1 Aristotle, Metaphysics, T, 1, 1003 a 21-25 in Aristotle Selections, ed, by W, D,
Ross (New York, Scribner, 1927), p. 53.
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or pseudo-mysticism can ease, but for which there is no other
cure than to come back to the science of being as being, namely,
metaphysics.

If this be true, it should not be wrong to sum up the nature and
unity of philosophical experience in the two following propositions:
first, that since being is the first principle of human knowledge,
it is a fortior: the first principle of metaphysics; next, that all the
past failures of metaphysics should be blamed, not on meta-
physics itself, but rather on repeated mistakes made by meta-
physicians concerning the first principle of human knowledge,
which is being.? If I now beg leave to use these conclusions as a
starting point for a new journey to the land of metaphysics, the
reason is not that I no longer hold them to be true; it rather is that
I have always considered them as being, although true, yet almost
fantastically paradoxical. For indeed, if being is the first principle
of human knowledge, it must be the very first object to be grasped
by the human mind; now, if it is, how are we to account for the
fact that so many philosophers have been unable to grasp it?
Nor is this all. That which comes first in the order of knowledge
must of necessity accompany all our representations; now, if
it does, how can being both be constantly present to the most
common mind, yet prove so elusive that so many very great philoso-
phers have failed to see it? If the ultimate lesson of philosophical
experience is that the human mind is blind to the very light in
which it is supposed to see both itself and all the rest, what it
teaches us is worse than a paradox, it is an absurdity.

The only way for us to avoid this depressing conclusion is
to suppose that the fault does not necessarily lie with the nature
of the human mind, and that being itself might be partly respons-
ible for the difficulty. There may well be something in its very
nature which invites philosophers to behave as though the fear
of being were the beginning of wisdom. What else could account
for the curious eagerness of metaphysicians to ascribe the primacy
and the universality of being to practically any one of its parts,
rather than to accept being as the first principle of their philosophy?

As soon as we ask ourselves this question, the fundamental
ambiguity of the notion of being begins to appear. In a first
acceptation, the word being is a noun. As such, it signifies either
a being (that is, the substance, nature, and essence of anything
existent), or being itself, a property common to all that which can
rightly be said to be. In asecond acceptation, the same word is the

3 E. Gilson, The Unity of Philosophical Experience (New York, Scribner,
1937), PP. 313, 316.
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present participle of the verb ‘““¢o be.”” As a verb, it no longer
signifies something that is, nor even existence in general, but
|rather the very act whereby any given reality actually is, or
exists. Let us call this act a ‘‘to be,”’ in contradistinction to
what is commonly called “a being.’’ It appears at once that,
at least to the mind, the relation of “to be” to “being” is not a
reciprocal one. ‘“‘Being’ is conceivable, ‘4o be”’ is not. We cannot
possibly conceive an ‘““4s” except as belonging to some thing
that is, or exists. But the reverse is not true. Being is quite
conceivable apart from actual existence; so much so that the very
first and the most universal of all the distinctions in the realm of
being is that which divides it into two classes, that of the real
and that of the possible. Now what is it to conceive a being

" as merely possible, if not to conceive it apart from actual existence?
A “possible” is a being which has not yet received, or which
has already lost, its own to be. Since being is thinkable apart
from actual existence, whereas actual existence is not thinkable
apart from being, philosophers will simply yield to one of the
fundamental facilities of the human mind by positing being minus
actual existence as the first principle of metaphysics.

Let us go farther still. It is not enough to say that being is
conceivable apart from existence; in a certain sense it must be
said that being is always conceived by us apart from existence, for
the very simple reason that existence itself cannot possibly be
conceived. The nature of this paradoxical fact has been admirably
described by Kant in the famous passage of his Critigue of Pure
Reason which deals with the so-called ontological proof of the
existence of God: ‘“Being,” Kant says, ‘‘is evidently not a real
predicate, or a concept of something that can be added to the
concept of a thing.”’s In this text, in which being obviously means
to be, Kant wants us to understand that there is no difference
whatsoever between the conceptual content of our notion of a
thing conceived as existing and the conceptual content of our
notion of identically the same thing, not conceived as existing.
Now, if the “to be’’ of a thing could be conceived apart from
that which exists, it should be represented in our mind by some
note distinct from the concept of the thing itself. Added to our
concept of any one thing, such a note would make it represent
that thing plus existence, whereas, subtracted from it, this note
would make our concept represent the same thing, minus exist-

3 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Transcendental Dialectic, Bk. II,
Ch. 3, sect. 4, in Kanl’s Selections, ed. by Theodore Meyer Greene (New York,
Scribner 1929), p. 268.
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ence. In point of fact, it is not so. There is nothing we can add
to a concept in order to make it represent its object as existing;
what happens if we add anything to it is that it represents some-
thing else. Such is the meaning of Kant’s assertion, that the
concept of the real does not contain more than the coneept of the
possible. If we mentally add a cent to the concept of a hundred
dollars, we will turn it into the concept of another sum of money,
namely, a hundred dollars and one cent; on the contrary, let us
analyze the concept of a hundred possible dollars and a hundred
real dollars: they are identically the same, namely, the concept
of a hundred dollars. In Kant’s own words: “By whatever and by
however many predicates I may think a thing (even in com-
pletely determining it) nothing is really added to it, if I add that
| the thing exists.”’4 In short, actual existence cannot be represented
by, nor in, a concept.

Let us call this remarkable character of conceptual knowledge
“existential neutrality.” The fact that our concepts are exist-
entially neutral has exercised a deep and continuous influence
on the development of the history of philosophy, and the very
commonness of the example used by Kant can help us in under-
standing why. Speculatively speaking, my concept of a hundred
real dollars does not contain one cent more than my concept of a
hundred poss1ble dollars, but existentially speaking, there are a
lot of cents in & hundred real dollars, whereas to own a million
possible dollars is still to be a penniless man. It did not take a
great philosopher to realize this, as Kant himself has been kind
enough to grant: “In my financial position, no doubt there exists
more by one hundred dollars than by their concept only,”* but
this absolutely primitive fact is pregnant with an infinity of con-
sequences which even Kant’s genius has not been able to embrace
in their totality. From the fact that existence is not includable
in our concepts, it immediately follows that, to the full extent to
which it is made up of concepts, philosophical speculation itself
is existentially neutral. It will therefore remain identically the
same whether its objects actually exist or not. The relation of a
thus understood philosophy to reality will be practically the same
as that of the mental multiplication by ten of our bank account
to the amount of cash which we can actually draw from the bank.
In short, a thus understood philosophy may perhaps be able to
tell us everything about that which reality is, but nothing at all
concerning this not unimportant detail: the actual existence, or
non-existence, of what we call reality.

¢ Ibid., p. 260. ‘Ibid.
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Let us now imagine some philosopher, quite willing to posit
being as the first principle of his own doctrine, but still hesitating
as to the exact meaning of this notion. Unless he has lost common
sense, our man will be keenly aware of the fundamental import-
ance of existence as such. If he himself did not exist, he would
not be there to ask questions about the nature of reality, and
if there were no actually existing things, he would have nothing to
ask questions about. On the other hand, this fundamental fact,
which we call existence, soon proves a rather barren topic for
philosophical speculation. It belongs in the class of those ‘it-
goes-without-saying” statements which, precisely because they
are ultimate in their own order, have to be made once but do not
need to be repeated, because they are not susceptible of any further
elucidation. Such being the case, what is our philosopher going
" to do? His natural inclination will probably be to discount exist-
ence from his own notion of being. Leaving aside the actual to
be of that which is, he will focus his attention on the nature of
existence in general as well as on the attributes of all that which
enjoys the remarkable privilege of being. If he does so, it will
remain true to say that metaphysics is the science of being as
being, but of being as a noun, not as a verb. Now, to leave a
certain fact out because it cannot be represented by a concept is
certainly not an a priors absurdity. It certainly looks like a waste
of time to speculate about an object which is clearly recognized
as inconceivable. Again, there is at least a chance that what is
mentally inconceivable may be, at the same time, ontologically
sterile. Now if “to be”’ means nothing more than “to be there,”
philosophers are wholly justified in taking existence for granted
at the very beginning of their inquiries, and in never mentioning
it again in the course of their investigations. Yet, this is taking
a chance, for, after all, being itself might happen not to be exist-
entially neutral. In other words, it is quite possible that actual
existence may be an active force and an efficient cause of observ-
able effects in those things of which we say that they are. If such
were the case, all philosophies based upon an existenceless notion
of being would be courting disaster, and eventually meet it. It
would not take more than two or three disastrous experiments
of that kind to convince philosophers that it does not pay to posit
being as the first principle of metaphysical knowledge. Hence
their repeated attempts to replace it by any one of its many
possible surrogates, at the risk of multiplying philosophical failures,
so to speak, ad infinitum.
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We have now, I think, succeeded in identifying the new task
which lies ahead of us. It will be to experiment on the following
theme: what happens to the notion of being when actual existence
is removed from its comprehension? I say to ‘‘experiment,”
because, widely accepted as it is, the conviction that sensible
phenomena alone are resistant enough to be experimented upon
is nonetheless an illusion. Abstract ideas have a resistance and,
so to speak, a solidity of their own. The slightest alteration in
their comprehension never fails to bring about a corresponding
alteration in the whole series of their consequences. Now, in
virtue of its very nature, the notion of being is one of those funda-
mental data which philosophers have envisaged from all ‘con-
ceivable points of view and scrutinized from all possible angles.
Here, as everywhere else, the Greeks have come first, and one of
the very first things they have done has precisely been to carry
up to its absolutely ultimate consequences an existentially neutral
conception of being.

When the early Greek thinkers initiated philosophical specu-
lation, the very first question they asked themselves was: What
stuff is reality made of? Taken in itself, this question was strikingly
indicative of the most fundamental need of the human mind. To
understand something is for us to conceive it as identical in
nature with something else that we already know. To know the
nature of reality at large is therefore for us to understand that
each and every one of the innumerable things which make up the
universe is, at bottom, identical in nature with each and every
other thing. Prompted by this unshakable conviction, unshakable
because rooted in the very essence of human understanding, the
early Greek thinkers successively attempted to reduce nature in
general to water, then to air, then to fire, until one of them at
last hit upon the right answer to the question, by saying that the
primary stuff which reality is made of is being.

The answer was obviously cerrect, for it is not at once evident
that, in the last analysis, air and fire are nothing else than water,
or that, conversely, water itself is nothing else than either air or
fire; but it cannot be doubted that, whatever else they may be,
water, air and fire have in common at least this property, that
they are. Each of them is a being, and, since the same can be said
of everything else, we cannot avoid the conclusion that being
is the only property certainly shared in common by all that which
is. Being, then, is the fundamental and ultimate element of reality.

When he made this discovery, Parmenides of Llea at once
carried metaphysical speculation to what was always to remain
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one of its ultimate limits; but, at the same time, he entangled
himself in what still is for us one of the worst metaphysical difficul-
ties. It had been possible for Parmenides’ predecessors to identify
nature with water, fire or air, without going to the trouble of
defining the meaning of these terms. If I say that everything is
water, everybody will understand what I mean, but if I say that
everything is being, I can safely expect to be asked: what is being?
For indeed we all know many beings, but what being itself is, or
what it is to be, is an extremely obscure and intricate question.
Parmenides could hardly avoid telling us what sort of reality
being itself is. In point of fact, he was bold enough to raise the
problem and clear-sighted enough to give it an answer which
still deserves to hold our attention.

Such as we find it described in the first part of Parmenides’
philosophical poem, being appears as endowed with all the at-
" tributes akin to the notion of identity. First of all, it is of the
very essence of being that all that which shares in it is, whereas
that which does not share in it, is not. Now if all that which is,
is being, being is both unique and universal. For the same reason,
a cause of its existence is inconceivable. In order to cause it, its
cause would have first to be, which means that, since being is the
only conceivable cause of being, it has no cause. Consequently,
being has no beginning. Moreover, since any conceivable cause
of its destruction would also have to be before destroying it,
being can have no end. In other words, it is eternal. One cannot
say of it that it once was, or that it will later be, but only that
it is. Thus established in a perpetual present, being has no history
because it is essentially foreign to change. Any modification in its
structure would imply that something which was not is becoming,
or beginning to be, which is an impossibility. Besides, being has
no structure. It is not subject to division, since there is no place,
within being itself, where it could possibly not exist. Let us
therefore conceive it as absolutely full, and, if we find it easier to
imagine its nature, let us picture it to our fancy like “the mass
of a rounded sphere, equally distant from the centre at every
point,” wherein being is everywhere contiguous to, and equal
with, being, immovable, necessary, eternally lying in the same
condition and abiding in the same place. Such is the true nature
of that which is; for being alone is, and there is no other alternative,
for any conceivable reality, than either to be that which being itself
actually is, or else not to be at all.

¢ For an English translation of Parmenides’ philosophical poem, see Milton
C. Nahm, Selections from Early Greck Philosophy, 2nd ed. (New York, Crofts, 1941),
pp. 113-117.
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Today it is hard for us to read this philosophical poem, written
between 500 and 450 B.C., otherwise than as a curious specimen
of mental archeology, and, in fact, this is exactly what its plastic
imagery is. But let us go beyond the poetic fiction of this rounded
sphere of being, “perfected on every side,” and “in the hold of great
chains, without beginning or end;”’ let us try to reach, beyond
these images, the rational exigencies of which the poet philosopher
was trying to give us a concrete feeling, and old Parmenides
will appear to us as he once appeared to Plato: ‘“a man to be
respected and at the same time feared.”” There is in his thought
something of the adamantine quality of his own notion of being.
As early as the fifth century, B.C., Parmenides carried meta-
physics, that is, our human science of the nature of being, up to
one of its ultimate limits, and we will see that Plato himself
has never been able to get out of this metaphysical dead end street.
If we allow ourselves to be tricked into his own position on the
problem of being, it is no longer Parmenides himself we are up
against, but rather an unshakable law of the human mind.

What lies at the bottom of Parmenides’ doctrine is this funda-
mental truth, that, however we look at reality, we fail to discover
in it anything more important than its very existence. Hence
his often-repeated statement that “being is,” whereas “it is impos-
sible that non-being be;”’ in other words, “either being exists or
it does not exist,” which means that, for reality, no intermediate
condition is conceivable between existence and non-existence.
In Parmenides’ own words, “it is necessary that being either is
absolutely or is not,” and, since nobody would ever dream of
maintaining that being is not, there is but one single path left open
to philosophical speculation, ‘‘namely, that being is.”’s

So far, so good. The real difficulty begins when we try to inter-
pret this very formula: being is. What makes Parmenides’ position
a permanently conclusive experiment in metaphysics is that it
shows us what happens to reality when the proposition, being is,
is held as a tautological one. For indeed it is evident that only
that which is, is, or exists, but it is not at once evident that only
that which answers Parmenides’ description of being is, or exists.
Because Parmenides has based his whole doctrine upon the evident
assumption that being is, he still remains for us what he already
was for Plato, a man to be respected; but because he has unre-
servedly equated existence with being, he still inspires us with
as much fear as reverence. At first sight, it looks quite natural to

7 Plato, Theaetetus, 183 E.
8 Nahm, Selections from Early Greck Philosophy, pp. 115-116.
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consider that to be a being is to exist and that, conversely, to
exist is to be a being. Yet, if we grant Parmenides this seemingly
necessary position, he will ruthlessly drag us through a series of
such devastating consequences that very little will remain of
what we usually call reality.

If to be a being and to exist are one and the same thing, it
becomes imperative for us to exclude from actual existence what-
ever does not exhibit the genuine characters of being. Now being
is one, but the world of sense we are living in appears to us as
many. There is in it a variety of elements, each of which is identical
with itself, but not identical with the others. Moreover, these
elements are not only different; some of them are opposite: light
and darkness, for instance; yet they seem to co-exist in the same
world, so that, if we ascribe being to the world of sense, we shall
have to say that being is neither one, nor homogeneous, nor
simple, which we know to be impossible. Again, particular things
are ceaselessly appearing and disappearing; we see them beginning
to be, then progressively changing, decaying and coming to an
end: plurality, diversity, mutability, caducity—so many char-
acteristics that cannot be reconciled with our previous description
of being. ' Now, if only that which deserves the title of being is,
or exists, the world of sense as a whole must be said not to be.
A strange yet unavoidable consequence with which, even today,
each and every metaphysician still finds himself confronted. If
reality is that which is, then there is nothing real but being only,
and, since we have no experience of anything which we may
consider as absolutely one, ingenerable and indestructible, wholly
homogeneous, continuous and free from change, it follows of
necessity that true reality is a pure object of the mind. Actual
reality thus becomes the exclusive privilege of that object of
thought to which alone our understanding can ascribe the at-
tributes of being. All the rest, namely, this infinitely varied
world of change, including ourselves who are living in it, cannot
be said to be: it is but an appearance, a mere illusion.

Thus, as early as the fifth century before Christ, and without
being in the least conscious of it, Parmenides was not only creating
the science of being as being, but reaching at once one of those
few philosophical positions that can rightly be-called pure, in that
they mark the absolute limits which, along certain lines of thought,
are accessible to the human mind. If we call existence the definite
mode of being which belongs to the world of change such as it is
given in sensible experience—and it should not be forgotten that we
have no experience of any other type of reality—it then becomes
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obvious that there is a considerable difference between to be and
to exist. That which exists is not, just as that which is does
not exist. From the very beginning of the history of Western
thought, it thus appears that, if being truly is, nothing should
exist. In other words, there is nothing in being as such to account
for the fact of existence. If there is such a thing as existence,
either it has to be kept side by side with being, as something
wholly unrelated to it—which is what Parmenides seems to have
done—or else it will have already to pass for what modern exist-
entialism says that it is: a ‘“disease’ of being.

Plato remains, on this point, the heir and continuator of
Parmenides, or, rather, of what had been his fundamental intuition.
Assuredly, nothing could be more different from the materialism
of Parmenides than Plato’s idealism; but, since all that can be
said concerning being as being remains identically the same
whether being be conceived as material or not, the fact that
Parmenides’ being was material whereas Plato’s being was to be
immaterial, could not prevent it from obeying the same meta-
physical necessities and, so to speak, from yielding to the same
law. In point of fact, gua beings, they are bound to be the same
being.

What Plato is seeking when dealing with this problem, is
what he himself has repeatedly called the “évrws év.” This expres-
sion is usually rendered in English by ‘really real,” which is
undoubtedly correct; and yet, when it is thus translated, the Greek
loses a good deal of its original energy. For, indeed, the “real”
is less being itself than the thing (res) which a certain being is, but,
since we cannot say the “beingly being,” we must accept ‘‘reality”
as a practical equivalent for “being.” However we may choose
to translate it, the immediate meaning of Plato’s formula is clear.
His intention obviously is to point out, amongst the many objects
of knowledge that are candidates for the title of being, the only
ones which truly deserve it. What makes it hard for us not to
betray Plato’s genuine intention is that he himself, though
supremely apt at definition, seems more or less at a loss when
it comes to defining the nature of the ‘“really real,” that is, of
true being. As he never tires of repeating, really to be is to be
“its own self according to itself: abré xaf’ adré.”” The ultimate
mark of true being lies therefore in “selfhood.” Now to say this
is merely to restate that relation, mysterious yet necessary, which
Parmenides had already discovered between identity and reality.
Such a relation is one of equality. To be, for any given thing, is
first of all to be that which it is. Abstract as it may seem, such a
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formula assumes a concrete meaning as soon as we ask ourselves
what it would mean, for any one of us, to “become another one.”
Strictly speaking, the question does not make sense. I cannot
become another, for the very simple reason that, so long as I can say
I, I am not yet another, whereas, as soon as the other is there,
there appears on the scene a second I which is wholly unrelated
to me. From my own ego to another one, no transition of any sort
can possibly be conceived. When, in the Golden Ass of Apuleius,
the hero of the novel tells us how, once a man, he later became a
donkey, then a man again, it is well understood that, from the
beginning of that entertaining tale up to its end, the very same
being never ceases to exist, now under the shape of a man, now
under that of a donkey. Were it otherwise, the tale could not
even be told. All metamorphoses are conceivable, but only as
superficial alterations of something which remains identically the
same throughout the whole series of the transformations it
undergoes. It is therefore one and the same thing, for all that
which is, to be, and to be that which it is: the abolition of its
self-identity amounts to its pure and simple annihilation.

In such a doctrine, in which self-identity is the condition and
mark of reality, being necessarily appears as one, homogeneous,
simple, and immune to change. These characteristics are much
less attributes of being than various expressions of its essential
self-identity. That which is, is bound to be one, because it is
contradictory to conceive as belonging to a certain being some-
thing other than that being. Here is a lump of gold with a streak
of silver in it; its being may be that of a jewel, it cannot be that
of gold. If I want to name the beings which enter its composition,
I must name at least two, and say: this is gold and this is silver.
For indeed, gold 7s only inasmuch as it is gold. As Leibniz was
fond of saying, it is one and the same to be a thing and to be a
thing. In other words, the “really real” is free from otherness,
because what we could ascribe to it as other than what it is would
actually be ‘“another being.” For the same reason, being as such
is free from change. In a doctrine where to be is to be the same,
otherness is the very negation of being. Thus, in virtue of its
self-identity, which forbids it to change unless indeed it ceased
to be, true being is immutable in its own right.

This permanency in self-identity is the chief mark of the
“really real,” that is, of being. At the very beginning of our
inquiry, we agreed with Kant that existence is not an attribute,
but it now seems to appear that, according to Plato, being is one,
and nothing shows better how wholly indifferent to actual exist:
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ence his philosophy is. Reality is the very character which belongs
to all that is a true being. Rather, it is what makes it to be a true
being. In Plato’s philosophy, as far as I can see, being in itself
is not, but things that are real are so because they have it. There
are beings about each of which it is true to say that either it is,
or it is not, but there is no such thing as a self-subsisting being
qua being.

This common property of all that truly is constitutes what
Plato himself calls otoia, a word which can be correctly rendered
by essentia, or essence, but which points out, beyond what we
usually call the essence of the thing, the very reality of that which
truly is. In other words, the obgia points to the property which
belongs to the really real as such and makes it to be a being. Now,
we know the metaphysical cause of that property: it lies in that
very self-identity which, according to Plato, both constitutes
being and justifies its attribution. In short, there is no difference
whatsoever between being and self-identity. Let us recall the
well-known passage of the Phaedo in which Plato himself, grappling
with the difficulties of his own terminology, seems to be groping
through words for a satisfactory formula of this fundamental
equation: “But now let us return to those things we have been
dealing with in the previous discussion. The very essence of
being (obola abm 7ob elvar) which we have accounted for by
means of questions and answers, is it always in the same manner
and in the same way, or is it now this way now that way? Equality
itself, beauty itself, each and every itself (adré &aorov), which
being is, are they liable at times to some degree of change? Or
does each one of these things, whose form is single, remain always
itself in itself, being changeless in every way and in every respect?
They must remain always the same, Socrates, replied Cebes.”*
This text alone would suffice to justify R. Demos’ statement:
“Selfhood, self-identity, self-similarity, purity and rest are the
fundamental requisites of being such as Plato himself understood
it.”10

In Plato’s own writings, the thus-conceived “really real”
is susceptible of several different names: Ideas, for instance, or
Forms. However he may choose to call it, the really real is always
for him, in virtue of its very reality, the supremely intelligible.

% Plato, Phaedo, 78 d, in Plato Selections, ed. by R. Demos (New York, Scribner,
1927), p. 178.

10 R, Demos, The Philosophy of Plato (New York, Scribner, 1939), p. 160.
We are leaving out of this list the note of “intelligibility,” which Dr. Demos rightly
includes, and which we will presently take into consideration.
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As it will be seen later, there may be, in his doctrine, something
that still remains to be found above both reality and intelligibility,
but one thing at least is clear, and it is that, to him, the more a
thing can be said to be, the more it can be said to be knowable.
How could we possibly forget to recall, at the very moment we
are reaching what still today remains one of the most solemn
moments in the history of Western thought, the mysterious oracle
already issued by old Parmenides: “To know, and that which is
known, are one and the same thing”’? If there be such things as
pure metaphysical positions, here is one, for even as late as the
nineteenth century, Hegel himself will have to posit it as the
very basis of his own philosophical Encyclopaedia; but Plato can
help us in understanding the limits as well as the nature of its
necessity. If being and intelligibility can be strictly equated,
the reason for it is precisely that being has first been equated with
self-identity. Now, self- identity is the proper object of conceptual
knowledge. To know that there is gold in a certain place is to know
that what is to be found there is gold. If what is there is not
gold, then there 4s no gold in that place. Now, beyond this unity
of the particular thing, there is that of its species. And how can
I obtain the species, if not through reducing the apparent diversity
of individuals to the sameness and unity of their common Idea?
Last, but not least, I need to unify in order to establish intelligible
relations even between different things, a result which can be
achieved only through linking them together by a continuous
chain of identities: “I believe indeed, Sir, [Leibniz says] that the
principle of principles is, so to speak, to make a correct use of
ideas and of experiments; yet, if one looks deeper into one’s
principle, one will find that, in so far as ideas are concerned, it
is nothing else than to link together definitions by means of axioms
that are identical.”it And why is it so? It is so every time and
everywhere being happens to be defined by its self-identity. Now,
thus to define being is one of the permanent temptations of the
human mind. | To equate reality and identity is merely to make
reality be what it ought to be in order to be exhaustively intellig-
ible to human understanding.) In this sense and to this extent
it is strictly true to say that being and thought are one, since

1 Leibniz, in Opera pkilosophia, ed. by B. Erdmann, p. 311. The generality
of this thesis has been remarkably established by E. Meyerson in practically
each.and every chapter of his works. Let it suffice to recall here the title of the
best known among them: Identity and Reality. If E. Meyerson has always ref used
to draw from this fact any of its metaphysical implications, he must at least be
thanked for having conclusively proved it.
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being here finds itself reduced to a mere objectivation of what is
for conceptual thought a fundamental necessity, namely, the
principle of identity. Thought here does nothing more than to
gratify itself by mirroring its very essence in an object made to
order to suit its own needs.

Having accepted this Parmenidean standard of reality, Plato
had necessarily to face its Parmenidean consequences, the first
and most important of which naturally was: if to_be is to be the
same, what are we to do with otherness, that is to say, with the
concrete world of change ard of becoming? To this question, the
obvious answer was that, if sameness alone is, otherness is not.
As he himself once asked in a striking sentence of his Timaeus:
“Which is the being that is eternal and is never born, and which
is the being that is always being born, but never 7s?”'* No hesi-
tation is here possible. On the one hand, the genus of that whose
form is always self-identical, ingenerable and indestructible: It
is the world of what Plato has a hundred times described as
divine, immortal, intelligible, made up of forms that are indes-
tructible because they are simple and “enjoying always in the
same way their self-identity;’:* on the other hand, the genus of
sensible things, which are ceaselessly being born and ceaselessly
passing away, ‘“‘always in motion, becoming in place and again
vanishing out of place, which are apprehended by opinion and
sense.”’** Clearly enough, if the first one of these two worlds is,
the second one is not.

It would be rather foolish of us here to argue, against Plato,
that the things whose reality he thus denies are indeed for us
the very type of actual reality. This, Plato would say, is precisely
the fundamental illusion one has to get rid of if one wantstobecome
a philosopher. On the contrary, we are fully justified in asking
him what he means by saying that an Idea is. It is especially
legitimate to ask him the question in his own words, such at
least as we read them in Jowett’s daring, almost reckless, trans-
lation: “Is there any self-existent fire? and do all those things
which we call ‘sclf-existent’ exist?’'s Without taking unfair
advantage of a translation, one cannot help wondering at the
possible meaning of such propositions as: “Fire itself in itself”
is, “Beauty 1s,” “Equality 7s, or exists.”” To say that such realities

2 Plato, Timaeus, 87 d.

13 Plato, Phaedo, 8o b. Each one of these forms is endowed with a perfect
internal homogeneity (uowoeidds), and, consequently, with an essential purity
(xafapdv). It is one essence, and only one.

W Plato, Timaeus, 52, in Demos’ edition, p. 614.
18 Plato, Timaeus, 51, loc. cit., p. 613.

14



ON BEING AND THE ONE

exist is most confusing, because the only existence we can imagine
is that of sensible things. Now, if Ideas are, in what sense can they
be said o be? To write equality with a capital “E” does not help
much in solving the problem. A plastic-minded reader of Plato
may well imagine “justice itself in itself’”” in the guise of some
white-clad, immovable and impassive figure, eternally holding
a pair of scales wherein nothing is ever being weighed; but every-
body knows that this is exactly what Plato wanted us not to do.
If we are rightly to understand justice in itself, the very first con-
dition to be fulfilled is nof to imagine it. Then, once more, what
do we mean by saying that justice is?

If we are here vainly looking to Plato for an answer, the reason
probably is that we are asking him the wrong question. He has
just told us what it is for him to be, and we keep on asking him
what it is to exist. Having told us that to be is “to be the same,”
he has defined for us what was to him the very core of oloia, and
to ask furthermore if, according to him, the ‘really real” really
is, would only prove that we have not yet properly understood
his answer. A concrete example will perhaps help in realizing
the true nature of this metaphysical situation. In his remarkable
book, The Nature of Existence, McTaggart has raised this highly
interesting difficulty: “Is Mrs. Gamp real or not?’:s If we could
ask Dickens himself to give us his opinion, he would no doubt
feel puzzled. To him, both Mrs. Gamp and her dram of whiskey
probably were, as indeed they are to all his readers, incomparably
more ‘real” than hundreds of people whose actual existence we
hold as absolutely certain simply because we happen to meet them
on the street. We feel quite sure that these people exist; yet, of
how many among them could we reasonably suppose that they enjoy
the wonderful self-identity and the perfect internal homogeneity
by which Mrs. Gamp can be truly said to be? Not unlike a Platonic
Idea, Mrs. Gamp is, but she does not exist, wheras most of us,
who do actually exist, are not. Most men, as we say in our bad
moods, and always excluding ourselves, are nonentities. The
fundamental ambiguity of the word ‘“‘being’”’ is here so apparent
that it can no longer be overlooked. It may mean either that
which is, or the fact that it 7s. Of these two meanings, Plato
resolutely ignores the second one. To the question: in what sense
can it be said that a Platonic Idea is, there is but one answer: it s
in the sense that it is wholly and exclusively that which it is. Plato
gives us no other answer because he asks himself no other question.

18 G, McTaggart Ellis McTaggart, The Nature of Existence (Cambridge
University Press, 1921), Vol. I, p. 6.
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Right or wrong, it looks at first sight as though such a radical
decision were bound at least to simplify the task of the meta-
physician. Yet, on closer inspection, this happy result does not
materialize and the wonderful simplicity of Plato’s notion of being
soon appears full of many and unexpected complications.

The first recognizable characteristic of Plato’s being is that
it will always appear, throughout its various historical modifications,
as a variable quantity. The position of Parmenides had been a
very simple and an almost crude one: that which is, is, and that
which is not, is not.’? Not so with Plato, whose main speculative
effort was addressed to the problem of accounting for the fact
that certain things are, yet not quite, or, if we prefer to say it the
other way around, that they not quite are not. Instead of juxta-
posing being and non-being, that is, reality and appearance, Plato
attempted to show that, even in appearance, there was a measure
of reality. A both perfectly honest and exceedingly risky under-
taking indeed, since from that very moment the problem would
no longer be to distinguish between that which is and that which
is not, but between that which is “really real” and that which,
though real, is not really so.

The very formula of this new problem is enough to show us
how indifferent to the order of actual existence Platonism is.
In doctrines in which “to be a being’’ means “actually to be,”
or exist, it is hardly possible to think of an intermediate position
between being and non-being. As Hamlet says, ‘“to be or not
to be, that is the question.” Even without making Hamlet respons-
ible for metaphysical decisions foreign to his personal difficulties,
we can use his formula to express the fact that, in the order of
actual existence at least, a thing either is, or is not, and there
is no half-way house between these two positions. But things
go differently in the Platonic world of oleia, in which there are
“degrees of being,” or of reality, which are proportioned to the
degrees of selfhood and to the purity of essence in different beings.
This is why Plato can say of sensible things that they are, yet
not quite, without entangling himself in any hopeless contradiction.
Of course, there are huge difficulties, but one cannot say that the
doctrine does not make sense, as would be the case if for him
to be meant to exist. In the world of Plato, sensible things are by
as much as they share in the essence of what is “really real,”” that
is to say, of that which can truly be said to be; yet these same

17 J. Burnet, Early Greek Philosophy, ath ed. (London, A, and C. Black, 1930}
174; L'Aurore de la philosophie grecque (Paris, Payot, 1929), p. 201, text 8.
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sensible things are not, by as much as they are lacking in selfhood.
The presence of Platonism can be detected, throughout the whole
story of Western thought, by means of these two signs: first,
being and non-being are variable quantities, between which in-
numerable degrees of reality can be found; next, all relations of
being to non-being can and must be transposed into relations of
sameness and otherness. In short, there is no difference whatsoever
between the problem ‘‘to be or not to be” and the problem de
eodem et diverso.

Every student in philosophy is fully aware of the difficulties
that beset the Platonic doctrine of participation. Plato himself
knows them better than anybody else, and we find them all,
clearly stated, in his own dialogue, the Parmenides. Yet, the real
difficulty is not to understand how several individuais can share
in the same Idea without wrecking its unity; it is rather to under-
stand how that Idea, taken itself in itself, can enjoy the privilege
of its self-identity. How can it be self-identical without being
other, as self, than it is as identical? Let us state the same question
in different terms. It is indeed a problem to know how it is possible,
for a multiplicity of things, to share in the unity of their common
Idea, but is it not just as difficult to understand how one and
the same Idea can share in its own unity? IFor, indeed, if an Idea
is self-identical, it is one. Total, internal sameness is nothing
else than total unity. Hence it is one and the same thing to say that
an Idea is self-identical, that it is, and that it is one. But how can
it be one? Justice, for instance, is what it is to be just; equality
is what it is to be equal; fire is what it is to be fire; each of these
Ideas is just that which it is; but since, at the same time, each
of them is one, each of them is similarly sharing in another Idea,
which is unity itself in itself. If it is so, unity is, to each one of the
various Ideas, in a relation similar to that which obtains between
a given Idea and its many individuals. Let us now generalize
the problem and, instead of Ideas, let us speak of their common
character, which is to be really real or truly to be. If the Idea is
because it is one, being is because it is one. In other words, each
and every “really real” is a ‘“being that is one” or a “one that
i8.”” Now, this “one that is” appears to us as a compound of both
being and the one. It is not simple, but it is made up of two
parts, each of which is itself bound to be made of two parts, since
it is always true to say that a being is one and that, for it, to be one
is to be. It thus appears that even that simplest of all Ideas
not only is not one, but includes a virtually infinite multiplicity.
Of course, there is a way out of this maze: it is to consider the one
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itself in itself, no longer as being, but merely as one. Only, if we
do so, it then becomes true to say that the one is other than being,
consequently that the one is not and that there are no relations
between the one and being.’®* In other words, if we look at unity
for the root of being, the being of unity is no more conceivable
than the unity of being.

From Plotinus, who was to discover in it the very basis he
needed for his own metaphysics of the One, down to A. E. Taylor,
who thinks that the dialogue ‘‘is very largely of the nature of a
jeu d’esprit,’s the Parmenides has received innumerable inter-
pretations. In so far as our own problem is concerned, however,
the ultimate meaning of the dialogue is by no means obseure.
On the one hand, it is strictly impossible to conceive being without
ascribing to it some sort of unity: ‘“If the One is not, nothing is;”
on the other hand, the relation of being to the One is inconceivable:
whether you say that the One is or that it is not, and again whether
you say that being is one or that it is not one, you get entangled
in equally inextricable dialectical impossibilities. The abiding
truth which we can still learn from Plato’s Parmenides is that
to be is something else than to be one; but then, what is 1t?

Defeated on the field of unity, we still may try to succeed on
the field of sameness. Why, after all, should we say that self-
identity is unity? Yet, if we attempt to solve the same problem
by resorting to sameness, many difficulties will occur. To say that
being is identical with sameness amounts to saying that there is
absolutely no difference between the respective meanings of those
two terms.22 Now, should we accept this, being could no longer
be ascribed to any two different things. In other words, things
would then have either not to be, or not to be different. And, if
anyone replies that we are not here concerned with the relation
of beings to sameness, but with that of each “really real” being
to its own self-identity, another difficulty would arise, namely,
that otherness is actually and necessarily, if not included with
sameness, at least coupled with it. What is it indeed to be the same
as itself, if it is not to be other than all the rest? Sameness then
entails otherness, and, since sameness has been posited as identical
with being, just as otherness is identical with non-being, it is one
and the same thing to say that sameness entails otherness and
to say that being entails non-being. Consequently, the question

18 Plato, Parmenides, 143-144.

19 A, E. Taylor, The Parmenides of Plalo, translated into English with Intro-
duction and Appendices (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1934), p. 39.

20 Plato, Sophist, 255 b-c.
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no longer is, to be or not to be, but, rather, to be and not to be.
Nothing can be that which it is, without, at the same time, not
being that which it is not. Moreover, each being is the same as
itself only, whereas, it is other than all the rest. It is therefore
the same but once, whereas it is ‘“‘other’” as many times as there
are other things. Now, since to be is to be the same, and since to
be other is not to be, any given thing can be called a being but
once, against the infinite number of times when it must be said
not to be. In short, according to the number of other beings
that there are, so many times is it true to say that a given being
is not, although, in respect of its own selfhood, this one being
alone is, while all the other ones are not.2* No more than unity,
sameness alone does not suffice to account for reality.

If Plato found it hard to account for the being of any ‘“really
real’’ object, he could not but find it still harder to account for the
mutual relations of such objects. Now, there are such relations.
Even our sensible world is not made up of disconnected things;
if it is a “world,” a cosmos, it must needs enjoy an order of its
own, and, since sensible things are but images of Ideas, Ideas
themselves are bound to make up another world, the intelligible
world. All the relations that can be observed in this world of
sense must necessarily obtain in that intelligible world. Now,
it is a fact that ecch sensible thing is actually sharing in a multi-
plicity of Ideas, and that they sometimes share in Ideas that are
not only different, but opposite. I, for instance, may be taller
than one person, yet smaller than another. Consequently, I am
sharing in both tallness and smallness; but I also am mind and
body, learned and ignorant, just and unjust. There is then in each
concrete being a mixture of Ideas, but is there not a mixture of
Ideas among Ideas themselves? Is not law sharing in justice,
justice in equality, equality in quantity? Now, .if each Idea
entails a multiplicity of relations, yet is “itself in itself,”” it becomes,
useless for us to look at it in itself for the cause of its relations.|
Where are we going to find such a cause? ‘

The problem is the more difficult to solve, as the relations
which obtain between Ideas are really included within their
very essence. They are, so to speak, constitutive of their very
being: justice truly is, if not equality itself, at least an equality.]
Hence two consequences: first, that no Idea can be said to be
solely that which it is; next, that in order to account for the fact
that Ideas are what they are, we must needs posit such a principle
as will account for both their internal consistency and their mutual

% Ibid., 256, 258, 250.
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compatibility. In other words, even though Plato does not seem
to worry about the fact that Ideas are, he cannot help but worry
about the fact that each of them is that which it is. Here again, the
only way out is for him to posit, beyond being, some supreme
principle and cause of that which being actually is. He does so in
the Republic, where, after describing the order of appearance,
then the order of true reality, which is the same as that of intellig-
ibility, he says that even this “really real” is not supreme. Above
and beyond oloia there still remains an émékewa 7is oloias, that
is to say, a principle which lies beyond being. Such is the Good,
of which Plato says that it passes being in power as well as in
dignity .2 :

In the ancient schools of philosophy, 70 IIN&Twros &yafov
—Plato’s Good—was a formula proverbially used to signify
something very obscure. It had to be: how could we say what
the Good is, since, in virtue of its very supremacy, it is not?
We should therefore let that pass. What we cannot let pass
unnoticed is the fact that, in a doctrine in which it is supposed to
be the same as self-identity, true being is unable to account for
itself. The “really real” then hangs upon something that is not
real; the perfectly knowable hangs upon something that is not
knowable, and whichever name we may choose to call their
ultimate principle, be it the One or the Good, the fact remains
that being and intelligibility no longer reign supreme. After
following them as far as it can, the human mind loses their tracks,
and they seem indeed to lose themselves, in the darkness of some
supreme non-being and of some supreme unintelligibility.

Neoplatonism did not follow from Platonism by some mode of
logical deduction, nor did it follow immediately in time. Many
centuries separate Plotinus from Plato, and the spiritual needs
of these two philosophers appear to us as having been, though
akin, yet different. As has just been seen, Plato is called upon
to go beyond being in his quest for ultimate truth, but he very
seldom does it and, at any rate, he never stays there for any length
of time. One can hardly breathe in such a metaphysical strato-
sphere, where to fly above being is to fly above intelligibility.
Plato opens a door to mysticism, but he himself does not enter it.
Not so with Plotinus. Plato had been a philosopher with a deep
religious feeling; Plotinus looks rather as a theologian with deep
philosophical insight. If, as Plato sometimes said there was, there
is such a principle that is superior to being, then, Plotinus thinks,
we should by all means make it the starting point of all philosophical

2 Plato, Republic, VI, s09 b.
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inquiry. Whatever question we may ask, let us always look to
that principle for an answer. Now, there is such a principle, and,
though Plotinus likes to remind us that it is an unnamable one,
he has given it two names, which are precisely those already used
by Plato to point out, beyond that which is, the ultimate root of
being. These names are the One and the Good; but, here again,
the problem is to know what they mean.

The Good and the One are one and the same thing, with two
reservations, however: first, they are not things, and what they
designate is not a thing; next, they point to two aspects, comple-
mentary yet distinet, of what they designate, the supreme unknown
which lies beyond all names. Like that of Plato, the doctrine of
Plotinus is largely a reflection on the nature of being, and in both
cases the notion of being reaches its ultimate depth at the very
point where it becomes apparent that, taken in its very essence,
being itself hangs upon some principle that lies above or beyond
it, namely, the radical opposition to multiplicity which is co-
essential to being. Now, if being is because it is one, the ultimate
principle of being is bound to be the One. Let us give it that name,
at any rate, in so far as it ultimately causes being through giving
it unity. As Plotinus himself says: “The non-one is preserved by
the One, and it is owing to the One that it is what it is; so long as
a certain thing, which is made up of many parts, is not yet become
one, we cannot yet say of it: ¢ 4s. And, if we can say of each and
every thing what it is, it is owing to its unity as well as to its
identity.”s Now, in each one of those composite things which
owe to it both their unity and their being, this self-identity still
remains a participated unity. The One itself is entirely different:
it is not one of those unities which are more or less perfectly achieved
by some process of unification, but the origin and cause of all
participated unity and therefore of all being. The One, then,
is an immensely powerful principle, which is able to beget every-
thing, and which, in point of fact, does beget everything. Now,
if we look at it from this second point of view, which is that of its
powerfulness, the first principle can rightly be called the Good.
Thus, the first principle is both the One and the Good, as being the
cause of “that which comes after the One, namely, multiplicity.”

What is particularly striking in Plotinus’ own position is its
systematic character. Plato had here and there hinted that, in
order to understand the ultimate nature of being, we need to go
beyond being. Then he had once said that what lies beyond being
was the Good, just as he had often suggested that, if being is, then

] Plbtinus, Enn,V, 3, 15.
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the One also must needs be. Now, as compared with what Plotinus
says, Plato’s formulas appear as merely casual remarks. First of
all, the One of Plotinus is not a rational principle to which, as in
Plato’s Sophistes, we are lead by dialectical speculation; it is
beyond reality, more real than reality itself, and one still hesitates
to call it a god, because it actually is much more than a god.
Whatever we may choose to call it, the One of Plotinus is the
highest object of worship.

Let us hasten to add, however, that, strictly speaking, the One
is no object, precisely because it lies beyond being. The trans-
cendence of the One in respect of being here becomes perfectly
clear. In other words, it becomes perfectly clear that being no
longer is the first principle, either in metaphysics or in reality.
To Plotinus, being is only the second principle, above which there
is to be found a higher one, so perfect in itself that it is not. More
than that, it is precisely because the first principle is not being
that it can be the cause of being. Should the first principle be
itself being, then being would be first: it could have no cause. Thus,
in Plotinus’ own words: “It is because nothing in it is, that every-
thing comes from it; so much so that, in order that being be, the
One itself is bound not to be being, but the father of being, and
being is its first-born child.”’»

Why is it necessary to put the One above being? Plato had
already said it, but Plotinus now makes it quite clear. Each
particular being is but a particular unit, which shares in unity
itself, yet is not it. If the One were but “a certain one, it would
not be the One itself; for indeed the One itself comes before what
is but a certain one.”” And this is precisely the reason why there
really is no name for the One, not even the One. Whichever name
we may choose to give it, we are bound to speak of the One as of a
certain 7¢. Now, the One is neither an i¢, nor a ke, because the One
is not a thing, and, if there is no thing which the One be, then we
can boldly say that the One is nothing. In short, the One is
nothing, because it is much too good to be something.

What all this comes to is that the One is unthinkable. Of course,
the One is unthinkable for us, who are manifold, but Plotinus
wants us to realize something much more important, namely, that,
taken itself in itself, the One cannot become an object of thought.
The better to understand this, let us recall the first and most
elementary condition that is required for the simplest act of know-
ing. Where there is knowledge, there must be both a knowing
subject and a known thing. True enough, the knower and the

U Ibid, V, 2, 1. %Ibd., V, 3,12,
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known may happen to be one and the same, as it happens inithose
cases when a man says: “I know myself.” Yet, even then, for one
and the same thing to be both knowing and known means for it to be
no longer one, but two. Now, how could the absolutely One pos-
sibly be two? “If there is a reality that is the simplest of all
[Plotinus says], it will have no self-knowledge. Had it such
knowledge, it would be a multiple being. Consequently, it does
not think itself, nor does one think it.”’2¢ Such then is the reason
why, since knowledge and being are inseparable, the One is both
unreal and unthinkable, which precisely enables it to be the cause
of both thought and being.

In Plotinus’ philosophy, the relation of the One to thought
and to being is so important, that the meaning of the whole
doctrine hinges on its interpretation. Plotinianism has been not
seldom labeled as a ‘“‘monism,” or as a ‘“‘pantheism.”’?” In point
of fact, such problems are wholly foreign to the Plotinianism of
Plotinus himself. What we call the “pantheism” of Plotinus is
an illusion of perspective due to the interplay of two inconsistent
doctrines of being. Such an illusion arises, in the mind of his
interpreters, at the very point at which, identifying the One and the
Good of Plotinus with the Being of the Christian God, they turn
the Plotinian emanation of the multiple from the One into a
Christian emanation of beings from Being. This, I am afraid, is
an enormous mistake, for indeed we have not here to compare
a certain ontology with another ontology but, rather, a certain
ontology with, so to speak, a “monology.” Now, strictly speaking,
such a comparison is impossible, because each one of these two
points of view on reality entails exigencies of its own, which are
incompatible with those entailed by the other one./ In a meta-
physics of being, such as a Christian metaphysics, for instance,
each and every lower grade of reality owes its own being to the
fact that the first principle itself zs. In a metaphysics of the One,
however, it is a general rule that the lower grades of reality are
only because their first principle itself is not. |In order to give
something, a cause is bound to be above it, for if the superior
already had that which it causes, it could not cause it, it would
be it.2* Now, if a monism is a doctrine in which being is everywhere

2 Ibid., V, 3, 13. Cf.V, 6, 4. Let us note, however, that the One is not “un-
conscious;”” only its self-knowledge is other than, and superior to, thought (Enn.,
V, 4, 2); once more, we cannot imagine it.

27 M. de Wulf, Histoire de la philosophie médiévale, 6th ed. (1934), Vol. I, p. 109.
Cf. H. von Arnim, Die europiische Philosophie des Altertums, in Allgemeine Geschichte
der Philosophie (Leipzig, Teubner, 1913), p. 259.

B Plotinus, Enn., VI, 7, 17.
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one and the same, no philosophy is farther removed from monism
than that of Plotinus. To be sure, it would be a monism if its first
principle were being; but, since we know that its first principle is
above being, there can be no sharing by the world in the being
of a first principle which itself s not.

Such is the exact meaning of the formulas by which Plotinus
defines the problem of the origin of the world: “How did the One
bestow what itself had not?”’> And we already know the answer:
“It is because nothing is in the One that everything comes from
it. Thus, in order that being be, it is necessary that the One
itself be, not being, but that which begets being. Being, then, is
as its first-born child.”’** Let us be careful to remember this last
formula, whose later history is inseparable from that of mediaeval
metaphysics. For the moment, what we have to realize is this
all-important fact, that a radical devaluation of being is taking
place under our very eyes. From now on, wherever true and
genuine Platonism shall prevail, oteie will not come first, but only
second, in the universal order. In other words, the great chain of
being as a whole, hangs upon a cause which itself completely
transcends it. “It is manifest,” Plotinus says, ‘“that the maker
of both reality and substance is itself no reality, but is beyond
both reality and substance.”’® This is the authentic doctrine of
Plotinus, and it is the very reverse of a Christian metaphysics
of being. “Quid enim est, nisi quia tu es?’** Augustine will ask
God in his Confessions. Had he been addressing, not the Christian
God of Exodus, but the One of Plato, Augustine would have
given his question an entirely different wording; no longer: “What
is, if not because Thou art?”’ but, rather, “what is, if not because
Thou art not?”

Thus correctly to situate Plotinus’ own metaphysical position
is not merely to add one more fact to the list of other historical
facts; it is to grasp in its purity the authentic spirit of a great
philosophical tradition, as well as to reveal the intrinsic necessity
of that pure philosophical position which the metaphysics of the
One finally is. Still imperfect in the mind of Plato, whose dialectic
seems to have groped for rather than found it, the One was already
there, weighted with its own necessary implications; but now, with
Plotinus, those implications finally come out, so to speak, in
full daylight, and with such blinding evidence that most of his
historians do not seem quite able to keep them in sight.

3 Ibid., V, 3, 15. 0 Ibid., V, 2, 1.
L Touds Vs, 1. 2 St. Augustine, Confessions, XI, s, 7.

24



ON BEING AND THE ONE

When Plotinus says, for instance, that the One is everything
and yet is no thing,* it is an almost overwhelming temptation to
infer that, though it itself is no one thing, the One is the being
of all things. In a sense, siuce it is their cause, the One really is
ithe being of all things; yet their being cannot be its own being,
because the One itself has no being at all. The very stuff things
are made of is being, that is to say, an emanation from the One,
which itself is not. The gap that separates the world of Plotinus
from its principle lies there, and nowhere else, but it is an infinitely
wide one. |Other philosophies will tirelessly repeat that the noun
“ens” is derived from the verb esse, just as beings must necessarily
come from a Being, which 7s. Now, the derivation of being sug-
gested by Plotinus is an altogether different one, but it is no less
expressive of its own metaphysical outlook: “In numbers,”
Plotinus says, “the sharing in unity is what gives rise to quantity;
here, the trace of the One gives rise to reality [obola], and being
is nothing more than that trace of the One. And were we to
say that the word einai [to be] is derived from en [one], we would
no doubt tell the truth.”s Let us therefore carefully distinguish
the various philosophical orders and refrain from qualifying one
of them by terms borrowed from another one. In a doctrine in
which ens comes from esse, any essential community between
beings and their principle would necessarily entail monism, and,
if their principle be God, pantheism. Now, leaving aside the
subtle problem of knowing whether the Plotinian One is God, we can
at least safely affirm that it is not being. Consequently, in a
doctrine where einas (to be) is derived from en (one), there can be
no monism, that is, there can be no community of being between
beings and a first principle which itself has no being. Besides,
Plotinus himself says so: ‘“When it comes to the principle that
is anterior to beings, namely, the One, this principle remains in
itself.”® How then could such a principle become mixed, at
any point, with what it begets? ‘“The Principle is not the whole
of beings, but all beings ‘come from it; it is not all beings, rather
it is no one of them, so that it may beget them all.”’ss

That, in Plotinus’ philosophy, being comes from the One is
therefore pretty obvious; but it is not equally clear why, in this
same doctrine, being and knowing are one. Yet, Plotinus himself
has said so: “To be and to know are one and the same thing.”’s
The easiest way to realize the meaning of this statement is prob-

8 Plotinus, Enn., V, 2, 1.  Ibid., V, s, s. % Ibid.

3 Ibid., 111, 8, 9. Cf.III, g, 4 and VI, 8, 19.
3 Ibd., 111, 8, 8.
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ably to approach it under this slightly different form: to be and
to be an object of thought are one and the same thing.

To the question: what is a being? several different answers
are possible, but all of them are bound to have in common this
character, that they constitute so many determinations, by
thought, of that x which we call being. True to Plato’s tradition,
and beyond Plato to that of Parmenides, Plotinus sees being arise,
at the very point at which, circumscribing by definition an intel-
ligible area, thought begets some knowable object, for which it
is one and the same thing to be knowable and to be an object.
Where there is knowledge, there is being, and, where there is
being, there is knowledge. In other words, to be is to be thinkable,)
that is to say, to be is to be possessed of those attributes which
are necessarily required in a possible object of thought.

Such is the reason why the notions of being, of reality, and
intelligible nature, can all be rendered by a single term: oloia.
Now we render it by ‘“essence,” now by ‘being,” and always
rightly; for, indeed, the essence of a being is nothing else than
the very being in its own intelligibility. Now, the intrinsic reason
for its intelligibility is its very reality. Such is essence, oloia,
the realness of being. Nothing is farther removed from subjective
idealism than Plotinus’ doctrine. He does not mean to say that
things are to be counted as real in so far as they are known, and
still less does he say that, for any given thing, to be is to-be known.
The true position of Plotinus is, on the contrary, that intelligible
relations are the very stuff that beings are made of. This may
seem surprising to us, because the only intelligible relations we
know are the loose and multiple ones which ceaselessly succeed
each other in our own minds. In us, intelligibility is fragmentary,
as well as disconnected, and its parts hold together only more or
less through the never-ending patchwork of human dialectic.
Yet, from time to time, even we may happen to grasp a multiplicity
of relations within the unity of a single intellectual intuition. In
such cases, the more intelligibility grows into a unity, the more
it begins truly to be. And why should we not conceive all intel-
ligible relations, blended together as it were in the unity of some
supreme Intelligence, in which they would all be present at the
same time, or rather out of time, since all its distinct consequences
are simultaneously given in the unity of their common principle?
Such, precisely, is the vous of Plotinus. It is not the One, which
soars above both intelligence and knowledge, but it is what comes
immediately after the One in the order of subsisting principles. As
has just been said, the One is no thing, but all things are in conse-
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quence of the One. Now, taken in itself, the supreme Intelligence
(vois) is the total intelligibility of the One. I am not saying that it is
equal to the One; on the contrary, the One transcends all conceiv-
able intelligibility, for the simple reason that, as soon as the relation
of knower to known appears, unity steps out of the picture to
make room for duality. The supreme Intelligence is therefore
inferior to the One, yet, as an Intelligence, it is perfect, because
it is the maximum of unity that is consistent with intelligibility.

It should by now become increasingly clear why, in such a
doctrine, beings are identical with their own intelligible essences.
If you attempt an intelligible explanation of something that is
one, as much at least as any sensible thing may be one, you have
to use a multiplicity of terms and of relations, which, ultimately,
will leave out the very unity of the thing. In a desperate attempt
to regain it, you will no doubt add one more intelligible relation
to the preceding ones, which will merely increase their number,
and, the more carefully you complete your picture, the more
you increase the number of the intelligible relations you will add
to the first one. Here again, I think, Leibniz may help in under-
standing Plotinus. His celebrated monads are just the substantial
units of a world conceived by a Plotinus who, some fourteen cen-
turies earlier, would have discovered the infinitesimal calculus.
In point of fact, Plotinus knew nothing about the infinitesimal
calculus, and this is why his “beings’ are more simple than the
monads of Leibniz; but they nevertheless belong in the same
metaphysical family. Each of them is one of the innumerable,
fragmentary and intelligible expressions of the One: ‘“‘And this
is why [Plotinus says] these things are essences, for, indeed, each
of them has a limit and, so to speak, a form: being cannot belong '
to what lacks limits; being must needs be fixed in determined
limits and stay there; this stable condition, for intelligible essences,
i8 their definition and their form, whence they likewise draw their
reality.’’ss

After this has been said, there still remains a last illusion to
be dispelled. Such intelligibles, or beings, are not ‘“known by”
the supreme Intelligence; they are that Intelligence, unless we
prefer to say that the supreme Intelligence is such knowledge.
The Intelligence is its objects just as its objects are that Intel-
ligence, and, since each one of its objects, as determined by its
intelligible definition, is a being, it can be said of that Intelligence,
whose unity contains all possible beings, that it is being itself.
Thus, being begins only after the One, in and with the supreme

# Ibid., V, 1, 7.
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Intelligence, so much so that, in Plotinus’ own words: “The Intel-
ligence is identical with being.”’» In these words Plotinus is
merely restating, or, rather, quoting once more the oracle once
issued by old Parmenides: “To be and to know are one and the
same thing.”« True enough, Plotinus is here doing more than
repeating Parmenides, but the Plotinian hardening of the formula
merely sets in relief the intrinsic necessity which it entailed from
its very origin. The doctrine of Plotinus clearly shows, to the
point of making it almost tangible, that, where being is posited
as existentially neutral, it cannot play the part of a first principle,
Q.E.D.

Thus to turn Plato’s dialectic into a cosmogony was to embark
upon the road which, by way of philosophical myth, leads philoso-
phy to religion. Never did Plato himself frankly enter upon it,
nor did Plotinus himself follow it to its very end. Some historians
maintain that, in Plato’s doctrine, the Good is God, but, as they
have no text whatsoever to support their interpretation, there is
no reason why we should feel obliged to discuss it. As to Plotinus,
the question cannot be avoided, but it is not easy to answer it.
In some texts, which are few and far between, he speaks of the
One as of the supreme God;* but these are exceptional expressions,
and the truth of the case has been objectively summed up in
these words by one of his best historians: in Plotinus, ‘“The One
is & God sometimes.” ¢ Which serves at least to show that, if the
One is truly a God, the fact does not strike Plotinus as particularly
important. On the contrary, what fully deserves the title of
God in his doctrine is Intelligence, of which Plotinus does not
speak only as of a being that is divine, but as of a God. Intel-
ligence is God par excellence in the doctrine of Plotinus.

These hints were not lost on the greatest successor of Plotinus,
Proclus. In the doctrine of Proclus, metaphysics takes a decisive
turn, not only to theology, but to religion. This fact alone would
account for the remarkable popularity which Proclus was to
enjoy among the theologians of the late Middle Ages. “The
One is God,” Proclus says; to which he presently adds this remark:
“And how could it be otherwise, since the Good and the One are
one and the same thing, and since the Good and God are one and
the same thing?”’+ Having thus cquated God, the Good and the

3 Jbid., V, 4, 2. 0 Jbid., V,1,8and V, 9, 5.

W Iiid, 1,8, 2; 111, 9,0 (M; V, 5, 3; V,5,0. See R. Arnou, Le Désir de Dieu
dans la philosophie de Plotin (Paris, Alcan, 1921), p. 128.

4 R. Arnou, op. cit., p. 125, n. 13.

9 Proclus, Institutio theologica, art. 113.
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One, Proclus does not doubt for a single moment that, not only
Plotinus, but Plato himself had already done it. This, of course,
was taking a big chance, and very few historians, if any, would
attempt to reconstruct the whole of Platonism along such lines.
But Proclus himself was no historian and, after all, he was perfectly
justified in loading the texts of Plato with all the truth that is
consistent with their very wording. This is what he did, and the
result was remarkable in itself, even though, to a historian, it
looks almost fantastic.

Everyone remembers how, in the Timaeus, Plato describes
the making of the world by the Demiurge. From beginning to
end, the Timaeus is a myth, that is, a fiction. Having to describe
the structure of this world, Plato fancies that it will make much
better reading if he supposes that the universe has been made by
a God, and if he tells us how the God has made it. Naturally,
the very first thing which this God does is to read the complete
works of Plato, after which he proceeds to make the worid exactly
as, had he been a God, Plato himself would have made it. Now,
“The Timaeus refers everything to the Demiurge, while the
Parmenides refers everything to the One; there must then be
between them the following relation: the Demiurge is to the
content of the universe as the One is to all beings.”” In other
words, the Demiurge is to the sensible world what the One is to
the whole of reality. This implies that, whereas the world-maker
of the Timaeus is no more than a certain God (ris feds), the One
is God, pure and simple (éxAds feds). If the Demiurge is a God,
it is because the One grants him the necessary power to make the
world. The Parmenides and the Timaeus should then be inter-
preted as dealing with two aspects of the same problem, the origin
of the intelligible world and the origin of the world of sense, and
as giving it the same solution. As was already the case in Plotinus,
the One first begets the supreme Intelligence, that is, the first
being, above which there is nothing te be found but the One.«
Thus, being does not come first, but only second, in the order of
metaphysical principles. As Proclus says, being comes first among
created things,* which means that its creator is not a being.
From beginning to end, Greek Platonism has thus kept faith with
its own principles, but there still remains for us to indicate that it

4 Proclus, In Parmenidem Platonis, in Opera, ed. by V. Cousin (Paris, 1821),
Vol. 1V, pp. 34, 35-36; Institutio theologica,._a.rt. 114, in Plotini Enneades (Paris,
Didot, 1836), p. cxxxvii, and art. 129, p. xcii.

® Proclus, Institutio theologica, art. 138, ed. cil., p. xcv,
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did not betray them even after entering the domain of Christian
speculation.

The very fact that Neoplatonism established early contact
with Christian thought was, philosophically speaking, a mere
accident. As a philosophy, Platonism itself certainly still had
a few problems to solve in the fourth century, A.D., but it was
quite capable of handling them in its own way. Yet, when all
is said, the fact remains that Plotinus, and, still more, Proclus,
bad taken a considerable chance in turning what was essentially
a doctrine of being into a doctrine of God, that is, a philosophy
into a theology. This should account, at least up to a point, for
the fact that some Neoplatonists, when they became converts
to Christianity, felt much less like exchanging a philosophy for
a religion, than like exchanging a religion for another religion.
Plotinus and Proclus had invited men to join the One through
both bodily asceticism and spiritual contemplation; Christianity
was inviting men to do exactly the same thing. The main question,
then, was to know how such a result could best be achieved, through
the dialectic of Plato or through the grace of Ged in Christ. This
indeed was an all-important matter to decide, but the fact that
a philosopher became a Christian did not necessarily mean that
he changed his philosophy. At a time when there was still no such
thing as a Christian philosophy, one could go on thmkmg as a
Platonist while believing as a Christian.

Yet there were difficulties, especially concerning the nature of
being. There is no treatise on being in the Bible, but everyone
remembers the famous passage of Exodus: III, 14, in which,
answering Moses, who had asked Him for His name, God said:
“T am He Who Is;” and again: “Thus shalt thou say to the children
of Israel: He Who Is hath sent me into you.”” Now, no Christian
needs to draw from this statement any metaphysical conclusions,
but, if he does, he can draw only one, namely, that God is Being.
On the other hand, the Christian God is the supreme principle
and cause of the universe. If the Christian God is first, and if He
is Being, then Being is first, and no Christian philosophy can
posit anything above Being. Let us put the same thing differently.
There is, in the Neoplatonic Liber de Causis, a famous aphorism
which has been quoted and commented upon by countless medi-
aeval thinkers: “Prima rerum creatarum est esse.”’*¢ This is straight

4% 0. Bardenhewer, Die pscudo-aristotelische Schrift iiber das reine Gute, bekannt
unter dem Namen ““Liber de Causis” (Freiburg, 1882), p. 166. The same scntence
can easily be found in any cdition of the Commentary of St. Thomas Aquinas on
the Liber dc Causis, lect. IV: “Prima rerum creatarum est esse el non esl ante ipsum
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Neoplatonism: the first principle is the One, and being comes
next as the first of its creatures. Now this is, though self-consistent,
yet absolutely inconsistent with the mental universe of Christian
thinkers, in which being cannot be the first of all creatures for the
good reason that it has to be the Creator Himself, namely, God.
Psychologically speaking, one can philosophize as a Neoplatonist
and believe as a Christian; logically speaking, one cannot think,
at one and the same time, as a Neoplatonist and as a Christian.

Yet some Christian thinkers have attempted to do it, while
others have realized that the thing could not be done. What
makes the greatness of St. Augustine in the history of Christian
philosophy is that, deeply imbued with Neoplatonism as he was,
he yet never made the mistake of devaluating being, not even in
order to extol the One. There is a great deal of Neoplatonism
in Augustine, but there is a point, and it is a decisive one, at
which he parts company with Plotinus: there is nothing above God
in the Christian world of Augustine, and, since God is being,
there is nothing above beirig. True enough, the God of Augustine
is also the One and the Good, but He 75, not because He is both
good and one; rather, He is both good and one because He is He
Who Is. Let this be said for the sake of those who might wonder
at the absence of St. Augustine from even so sketchy a history
of Christian Neoplatonism as this one. The Bishop of Hippo
simply does not fit into the picture, because he parted fiom
Plotinus on this fundamental principle of the primacy of Being.

The faultless rectitude of Augustine’s Christian feeling in
these matters is the more remarkable as he had read Plotinus in
the Latin translation of Marius Victorinus. Now we know from
the Confessions that, after professing for many years the doctrine
of the Enneads, Marius Victorinus had become a Christian—an
event which did not pass unheeded and made an especially deep
impression on the young Augustine himself. After his conversion,
the new Christian wrote a few treatises on theological questions,
among which one is of particular interest to the history of our
problem. Written in a highly technical and extremely obscure
Latin, the book of Marius Victorinus On the Generation of the
Divine Word shows us what Augustine himself would have said if,
having imbibed the philosophy of Plotinus as he did, he had gone
on thinking as a Necoplatonist after becoming a Christian.

God Himself, Victorinus says, is above all that which is and
all that which is not. In a way, God is, because He is eternal;

creatum aliud,” i.e., the first among created things is being and nothing else has
been created before it.
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yet, since God is above even being, it can also be said of Him that
he is not. Thus, God is not, inasmuch as He is above being. If
He is superior to being, He can produce it. The Christian God of
Victorinus is therefore a non-being who gives birth to being.
Of course, since God is the cause of being, it can be said, in a
certain sense, that God truly is (vere &»), but this expression
merely means that being is in God as an effect is in an eminent
cause, which contains it through being superior to it.¢” Strictly
speaking, then, God is a supreme non-being, cause of all being.

Now, we should not forget that the Victorinus we are dealing
with has already become a Christian. He therefore believes in
the dogma of the Trinity, and, when he says God, we must under-
stand God the Father. This is precisely what will enable him to
follow Plotinus a bit further with at least the illusion that he is
still speaking as a Christian. In the doctrine of Plotinus, the One
begets the supreme Intelligence who, being the sum total of all
intelligibility, is at the same time the first and supreme being.
All we shall now have to say is that God the Father begets, through
an ineffable generation, both being (existentia) and Intelligence
(vovs). In this first born of the Father, every Christian reader
will at once recognize the Divine Word and, consequently, Christ.
With due respect to the memory of a convert who was certainly
doing his best, one must say that, theologically speaking, this
was a pretty mess. If the three Persons of the divine Trinity are
coessential, and Victorinus, writing against the Arian Candidus,
expressly means to prove it, it is hard to conceive that one of
them is, while the other is not. Yet, herc is God the IFather Who
is not, whereas, the Word is, but only because, and in so far as,
He is begotten by the Father. Unbegotten, the Word would be
the Father; He would not be a being. As Victorinus himself
says: “God is the whole pre-being (totum wpbov) ; as to Jesus, He
is that whole being itself (hoc totum &v); but already enjoying
existence, and life, and intelligence; in short, the universally
and in every way perfect being (universale omnimodis Tékeov év)." s

It would certainly be unfair to say that Victorinus is here
speaking as a pure Plotinian. He is not, but the fact that he does
not want to be one does not make things any easier for him. In
point of fact, he is doing about as well as could be done without
giving up the supremacy of the One over being. Plotinus was not

4 Marius Victorinus, Liber de generatione Verbi divini, in Migne, PL, Vol.
VIII, col. 1022, and XIII, col. r027.

48 Ibid., 11, in Migne, PL, Vol. VIII, col. 1021; on the four types of non-being,
IV, col. 1021-1022.
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a Christian; he therefore saw no difficulty in positing the supreme
Intelligence and supreme being frankly below the One. As he is
a Christian, and writing against an Arian, Victorinus is bound to
maintain that, although begotten by the Father, the Word-Being
is in no way inferior to Him. Hence his repeated efforts to make
clear that, even though He Himself be not, the Father is not
deprived of being; for, indeed, the Word, Who is being, is in the
Father as in His cause. The Being (6v) who is in potency in the
Father becomes, owing to this self-generation of God, being in
act. In this sense, God as begotten is in no way inferior to the
begetting God; rather, God is cause of Himself (sui ipsius est
causa), and it is through Himself that God is God.®* All we can
do here is to recommend Victorinus to the indulgence of modern
theologians. But what is unusual in his own position clearly
appears when he deals with the famous text of Exodus: III, 14,
which we have quoted above. Such a text is, so to speak, the
acid test which infallibly detects the true nature of being in any
Christian philosophy. In this case, the problem can be defined
as follows: If a Christian maintains, with Plotinus, that being
is the first-born of a higher principle, who, according to him, will
be He Who Is? All we now have to do is to let Victorinus speak
for himself: “It is Jesus Christ. For, He Himself has said: And
should they ask thee, Who hath sent thee? tell them, Being (6 &v).
For, indeed, this sole being (solum enim illud 8v), who always is
(semper 8v), is being (6 &v est).”s Itis a bit hard to imagine Jesus
Christ speaking to Moses in the Old Testament. This time we
should recommend Victorinus to the indulgence of modern exegetes.
But we ourselves should not lose sight of our own objective.
The fact that Neoplatonism makes bad theology and worse exegesis
is no philosophical argument against the Platonic notion of being.
Yet, it goes a long way to prove something else, which is the only
point I am now trying to make. If any being ever entailed the
notion of existence, it is Yahweh, the God whose very name is,
I AM; and here is a Christian theologian who, because he still
conceives being after the manner of Plato, cannot even understand
the very name of his God. A tangible proof indeed that the Platonic
notion of being is not enly foreign to existence, but inconsistent
with it.

Marius Victorinus is a highly instructive case, but he is not the
only one. The unknown author of the treatises which, written at

¥ Ibid., X VI, col. 1029 B.
80 Ibid., X VI, col. 1028 C, and XVIII, col. 1030.
8 Ibid., XTIV, col. 1028 B. Cf. XV, col. 1028 BC.

33



BEING AND SOME PHILOSOPHERS

an unknown date, bear the name of Dionysius the Areopagite,
hails from the same philosophical country. Whoever wrote them,
he certainly was a Christian, yet he did not hesitate to posit the
Good even above being, with the unavoidable consequence that,
once more, the Christian God had to be conceived as the supreme
non-being. True to the leading principle of Plotinus, Dionysius
maintains that God must not be what He gives, in order precisely
that He may give it: “If, as is indeed the case, the Good is above
all being, then we are bound to say that what itself is without form
gives form; that He who remains in Himself without essence is
the acme of essence; that, being a lifeless reality, He is supreme
life; that, being a reality without intelligence, He is supreme
wisdom, and so on, since any form denied to the Good points out
His informing power.”’s2 As a Christian, Dionysius knows that
God has claimed for Himself the name of Being, but since, as a
Platonist, he knows that God is even above being, all he can do
is to see in this highest of all “‘divine names’’ the supreme denom-
ination of God as known from His effects. God is not being qua
God, but in so far as He is the author of being, which is the first
of His creatures. In Dionysius’ own words: “God Himself is not
being, but He is the being of beings;’s* which means: He is that
because of which beings are. And what is it that accounts for the
being of all beings? Once more, it is the Good. Let us now go
back to the sixth book of Plato’s Republic: ““You must admit that
knowable objects owe the Good not only their aptness to be known,
but even their being and their reality (76 elvai Te kal mjv obolav),
although the Good is no reality (olx oboias &vros Tov dyafob), but
far surpasses reality in both power and majesty.”s* Whoever he
was, Dionysius was certainly thinking along the same lines.
To this Christian, He Who Is is the cause of all beings, only because
He Himself is not.

The paradoxical character of this interpretation was so apparent
that comparatively few Christian thinkers ever accepted it. Yet
some of them did, and always wilh the same results. In the
ninth century, a disciple of Dionysius, John the Scot, gave a
complete description of what was to him the universe of Christian
thought, without for a single moment betraying the spirit of his
master. His Division of Nature is a complete cosmogony, which
itself is a sort of concrete dialectic whose particular moments are
80 many definite “natures.” In other words, the world of John
the Scot is a deduction from its first principle, and each term of

2 Dionysius, De divinis nominibus, IV, 3. M Ibeds V5=
8 Plato, Republic, VI, so9 b.
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this deduction constitutes a certain nature. As to Nature itself,
it signifies all that about which something can be said because
it is included in the general order of the universe. We do not need
to suppose that every nature is ‘“‘a being.” At least, we don’t
know that yet, and maybe it is not true: ‘“Nature [John says]
is the general name of all that which is and of all that which
is not.”’s

What are these natures? As we have just said, each nature
is a particular moment of the universal dialectic which we call the
universe. Among these moments, or terms, some can be grasped
by intellectual knowledge. We can say what they are and, con-
sequently, that they are. Hence they are beings. But there are
other terms which, though we feel bound to posit them at the
origin or during the course of our deduction, escape both under-
standing and definition. It is not only that we cannot define them;
rather they themselves are of such nature that tkey cannot be
defined. Some of them are above being, some others are below
being; in any case, such natures are not. In short, if John the
Scot has written a book on the Division of Nature rather than on
the Division of Reality, the reason for it is that he needed a wider
name than reality to include non-beings as well as beings.

The first principle is, of course, such a non-being. Himself
a Christian, John identifies his first principle with the divinity,
but, since its effects are, the divinity itself 4s not. As he himself
says, using the language of Dionysius, ‘“The being of all things is
the divinity which is above being: esse omnium est superesse divin-
itas.”’ss Now, we have said that beings come from what is above
being by way of deduction, which, in a sense, is true; yet, it must
not be forgotten that John himself calls it a division, which means
that, as soon as you posit the first principle, the whole series of
beings develops itself both before the eyes of the mind and in
reality. In John’s doctrine, the First is, before anything else,
goodness, generosity. The world of beings makes up a dialectical
system because it obeys intelligible laws; but it does not owe its
origin to an analytical deduction from its principle, it rather flows
from its goodness and fecundity.

Modern historians have accused John the Scot of monism and
of pantheism. I am afraid that this is a mistake. We are perfectly
free to disagree with him, but we should not ascribe to him a
philosophical position which was never his. In point of fact, his

8 J. Scotus Erigena, De divisione naturae, I, in Migne, PL, Vol. CXXII, col.
441 A.
5 [bid., 1, 3; col. 443 B.
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own case exactly repeats that of Plotinus. The being ot creatures
cannot be, in any sense of the word, part and parcel of the being
of God, for the simple reason that God Himself has no being.
Between Him Who is not and things that are, there is an unbridge-
able metaphysical gap. It is not even an ontological gap of the
sort which, in other doctrines, separates the supreme Being from
finite beings. God and creatures are here so wholly distinct that
we cannot apply to God the name of being, either in a univocal,
analogical or even equivocal way. The doctrine of the analogy
of being would have very much disturbed John the Scot, as smack-
ing of pantheism, and the doctrine of the univocity of being would
have looked to him as being nothing else. What he himself wanted
to do was, on the contrary, to raise God so much above beings that
no confusion between them remained possible; and, of course, the
easiest way to do it was to raise God even above being, which
he did. “God,” John says, ‘“is not the genus of creatures, nor
creatures a species of the genus God. And the same applies to the
relation of the whole to its parts. God is not the whole of His
creation, nor is His creation part of God; and, conversely, the
creation is not the whole of God, nor is God a part of His crea-
tion.”’s” Such statements are as explicit as they are clear. How
is it, then, that so many historians have understood his doctrine
as a pantheism? The reason for it is simple. As they themselves
are not Platonists, they think of everything in terms of being.
Now, 4f the first principle of John the Scot were Being, it would be
both monistic and pantheistic to say, as he indeed often does,
that God is the being of all things. But he says just the reverse.
The repeated condemnations of his doctrine by the Church do not
mean that John’s philosophy was inconsistent as a philosophy;
they mean precisely that, as a Christian philosophy, it was wrong.
For, indeed, since He ‘himself says so, the Christian God 1s; ccn-
sequently, if a Christian philosopher maintains that God can be
the being of creatures because He himself is not, that philosopher
is wrong. Even before any Christian philosopher had understood
in what sense it is true, the Christian Church had known, having
read it in the Bible, that the first principle is the supreme act of
existence. The only mistake of John the Scot was to imagine that
the existentially neutral philosephy of Plato suited the supremely
existing Christian God.

It could easily be shown how many similar difficulties John
the Scot had to overcome in his undertaking. One of them at least
should be mentioned because of its typical nature and its historical

7 Ibid., 11, 1; col. 523.
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importance. It isa well-known fact that practically every Christian
philosophy makes room for the Platonic doctrine of Ideas; only,
) since the Christian God is being, Plato’s Ideas must then become
the divine Ideas. So much so that, rather than being in God,
they are God. To quote but a few great names, St. Augustine,
St. Anselm, St. Bonaventura and St. Thomas Aquinas all agree
on this fundamental point.

It is most remarkable that, in spite of what seems to be an
abstract necessity, at least some Christian philosophers ultimately
denied it. John the Scot was one of them and, discounting some
scanty indications left to him by Dionysius, the first one to do so.
Not without some hesitations, however. If being coincides with
intelligibility, the first intelligibles must also be the first beings;
but the divine Ideas are the first intelligibles; hence they are the
first beings. Now, it is sound Neoplatonism that if being is the first
creature of God, the Ideas are creatures. On the other hand, since
the Christian God is Being, He is His own Ideas, which means
that the divine Ideas are God. This obviously leads us to assert
two utterly irreconcilable positions, namely, that the Ideas are
created, and that they are God. How could a Christian thinker
maintain that there are creatures in God and that such creatures
are God? Obviously, John the Scot is here torn between two con-
flicting, yet equally absolute abstract necessities, and we may well
wonder how he ever succeeded in getting out of such a dilemma.

As a matter of fact, he never did. To this intricate problem,
the answer of John the Scot is that the divine Ideas are creatures,
and yet they are not creatures. They are not creatures because
no true creature is eternal; now, there is no doubt that Ideas are
eternal: the Ideas of God have always been and always will be
with God. Yet, they are creatures in this sense at least that, in
their quality of being, they are eternally being created by Him
Who is above being, namely, God. In short, they are eternal
but not co-eternal with God. Here again it would be much less
instructive to criticize than it is to understand. What John the
Scot is obviously trying to do is to identify the divine Ideas with
God as much as his own philosophical principles allow him to do
so. But they don’t quite allow him to do it. In so far as they are,
his divine Ideas have to be created, and, since the notion of a
“co-eternal creature’’ is inconsistent, he has to fall back upon that
of a merely eternal creature. Yet, when all is said, his divine
Ideas remain creatures; how then can they still be divine? John
can find no way out of his difficulty, because there is none; but,
if he leaves us without an answer, he gives us something much
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more precious to keep, namely, the key which opens the inter-
pretation of all similar doctrines during the whole Middle Ages:
in any doctrine in which there is the slightest gap between the
Christian God and the divine Ideas, the breadth of that gap is
exactly in proportion to the ontological Platonism of the doctrine.
Plato’s being is too existentially neutral ever to coincide with
Him Who Is.

It 1s hardly possible to conclude this part of our inquiry without
at least mentioning another similar experiment, which took plece
around the beginning of the fourteenth century, at a time when
the Elementatio Theologica of Proclus had just been translated
into Latin and was beginning to be read. One never feels safe in
talking about Meister Eckhart. He seldoms speaks twice in
identically the same way, and the problem always is to know
whether he is saying the same thing in a different way or if he is
saying different things. Yet, his Quaestiones Parisienses are of
such interest for our own problem that we cannot well afford to
ignore them.

One cannot expect a fourteenth century theologian to repeat
Plotinus or Proclus. Eckhart had read St. Thomas Aquinas care-
fully, and he knew his theology well. Yet, he was going his own
way, which was, for a Christian, an unusual one. God, Eckhart
says, does not know because He is, He rather is because He knows.
His very act of intellection is the very root of His being.®* Such
a God closely resembles, if not the One of Plotinus, at least his
supreme Intelligence. Being a theologian, Eckhart must find in
Scripture a text to support his assertion, and quoting Exodus
would be here entirely out of place. But why not quote the very
first lines of the Gospel according to Saint John: “In the beginning
was the Word”? For, Eckhart remarks: The Evangelist has not
said: “In the beginning was Being, and God was Being,” but only
this: “In the beginning was the Word”, or, as the Lord Himself
says a little further, the Truth. Such is the name which God
Himself has claimed for His own: ‘I am the Truth” [John XIV. 16].
Let us therefore posit intellection as the first of the divine perfec-
tions, and being after it.5* After all, there is for us no other way
to understand what Saint John goes on to say, “All things were
made by Him, so that being belongs to them after they are made.
Hence what the author of the Liber de Causis says: The first
creature is being.’’ s

5% Tickhart, Quaestiones ¢f Sermo Parisienses, ed. by B. Geyer (Bonn, P.
Hanstein, 1931), p. 7.
89 Ibid., p. 9. 0 Jbid., p. 7.
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This should now begin to sound familiar to our ears, and
we know more or less where we are. It does not come to us as
a surprise to hear Eckhart saying: “To be does not belong to
God, nor being, and He is something higher than being: Deo non
convenit esse, nec ens, sed est aliquid altius ente.”” And again, still
more explicitly: “There is in God neither to be nor being; for,
indeed, if a cause is truly a cause, nothing of the effect should be
formally in its cause. Now, God is the cause of all being. Hence
being cannot formally be in God. Of course, if it pleases you to
give to ‘intellection’ the name of ‘being’ I have no objection.
Even so, if there is in God something which you may call being,
it belongs to Him through intellection.”’¢t In short, ‘‘Since being
belongs to creatures, it cannot be in God, except as in its cause.
Thus, in God, there is no being, but puritas essendi,”’** a formula
which obviously means, not the purity of being, but the purity
from being.

It was somewhat paradoxical to define Him Who Is as a God
in Whom no trace of being can be found. No wonder, then,
that Eckhart got into trouble with ecclesiastical authorities.
But what could he do? When, in order to placate his judges, he
made up his mind to preach that God is, he singled out for the
text of his sermon, not Exodus: 111, 14, but Deuteronomy: VI, 4:
“Listen, Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.” And here
indeed he had something to say! This was a text on which Eckhart
would never tire of preaching or of writing, but in his whole
commentary on these words two lines seem to me more precious
than all the rest: “Deus est unus: God is one; this is confirmed
by the fact that Proclus, too, and the Liber de Causis frequently
call God the One or Unity.” &

What more could we hope for? Because existence as such
seemed inconceivable, metaphysical reflection has spontaneously
conceived being as ‘‘that which is,” irrespective of the fact ‘““that
it is.” | Being then became selfhood, and, because selfhood could
not be understood otherwise than as unity, the metaphysics of
being gave birth to a metaphysics of the One. Thus, having
reduced the whole of being to self-identity, metaphysics finally
subjected being to a transcendent cause radically different from
being; and, since what is above being is not intelligible, the will to
achieve exhaustive intelligibility by eliminating existence drove
metaphysics to subject to an unintelligible non-being the whole

® Jbid., pp. 10, 1I. 2 Ibid., p. 10.

8 Text in G. dello Volpe, Il misticismo speculativo di Maestro Echkhart nei
suot rapporti storici (Bologna, 1930), p. 147.
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order of intelligible reality. This is why all Platonisms sooner
or later lead to mysticism, and sooner rather than later. Now,
mysticism in itself is excellent, but not sz philosophy, and especially
not in a philosophy whose professed ambition is to achieve perfect
intelligibility. It was not easy to guess what would happen to
being if existence was left out of it. Plato cannot be blamed for
having tried it, but history shows us to what consequences such an
undertaking was bound to lead: once removed from being, exist-
ence can never be pushed back into it, and,/once deprived of its
existence, being is unable to give an intelligible account of itself. /

But is it certain that what is lacking in Plato’s being is exist-
ence? Being may be more complex than Plato’s selfhood, without
including existence. It might be, for instance, substance. Our
problem cannot be solved correctly unless we first take the answer
of Aristotle into consideration.



Chapter 1l

Being and Substance

AMONG all the objections directed by Plato himself against
his own doctrine of being, there is an outstanding one, namely,
that, if there are Ideas, we are no better off for knowing this,
because we cannot know them and, anyhow, they have nothing
to do with the world of sense in which we live. Slaves, Plato says,
are not enslaved to mastership, but to concrete beings that are
their masters. Likewise, masters do not have dominion over
slaveness, but over their own slaves; thus, these real things around
us can do nothing to those yonder realities, any more than those
yonder realities can do anything to this world of ours. Whence
it follows that, even if it were proven that there are Ideas, we
could not possibly know them. Gods, perhaps, know them, but
lwe don’t, because we have not science in itself, which is the only
possible knowledge of things in themselves. The world of Ideas
remains unknowable to us, and, even though we did know it, such
knowledge would not help us in understanding the world we live
in, because it is different from and unrelated to it.!

If there were such a science as a phenomenology of meta-
physics, Platonism would no doubt appear as the normal philosophy
of mathematicians and of physico-mathematicians. Living as
they do in a world of abstract, intelligible relations, they naturally
consider number as an adequate expression of reality. In this
sense, modern science is a continually self-revising version of the
Timaeus, and this is why; when they philosophize, modern scientists
usually fall into some sort of loose Platonism. Plato’s world pre-
cisely is the very world they live in, at least qua scientists. Not so
with biologists and physicians, and, if we want te clear up the
difference, all we have to do is to quote two names: Leibniz, Locke.
Physicians seldom are metaphysicians, and, when they are, their
metaphysics is very careful not to allow its meta to lose sight of
its physics. Such men usually follow what Locke himself once
called “a plain historical,” that is, descriptive, “method.” Aristotle

! Plato, Parmsnides, 133 d-134 C.
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was such a man. When a French physician said, “There are no
sicknesses, but there are men who are sick,”” he was not aware of
summing up, in a terse sentence, the whole Aristotelian doctrine
of being. Yet he did. The metaphysics of Aristotle is the normal
philosophy of all those whose natural trend of mind or social
vocation is to deal, in a concrete way, with concrete reality.

Like his master, Plato, Aristotle is interested in oboia: that
which is. Only, when he speaks of it, what he has in mind is
something quite different from a Platonic Idea. To him, reality
is what he sees and what he can touch: this man, this tree, this
piece of wood. Whatever other name it may bear, reality always
is for him a particular and actually existing thing, that is, a dis-
tinct ontological unit which is able to subsist in itself and can be
defined in itself: not man in himself, but this individual man whom
I can call Peter or John. Our problem then is to find out what
there is, in any concretely existing thing, which makes it to be an
oboia, a reality. :

There is a first class of characteristics which, although we
find them present in any given thing, do not deserve the title
of reality. It comprises whatever always belongs to something,
without being itself some thing. Aristotle describes such char-
acteristics as ‘“‘always given in a subject,” which means that they
always “belong to’’ some real being, but never themselves become
“a being.” Such are, for instance, the sensible qualities. A color
always belongs to a colored thing, whence there follows this
important metaphysical consequence, that such characteristics
have no being of their own. What they have of being is the being
of the subject to which they belong; their being is its being or, in
other words, the only way for them to be is “to belong” and, as
Aristotle says, ‘“to be in.”” This is why such characteristics are
fittingly called “accidents,” because they themselves are not beings,
but merely happen ‘‘to be in” some real beings. Clearly enough,
accidents are not the oloiat we are looking for, since their definition
does not fulfill the requirements of what truly 1s.

Let us now turn toward another aspect of reality. To say that
a certain being is ‘“‘white”’ means that the quality of whiteness is
present in this particular being. On the contrary, if we say that
a certain being is “a man,” we do not mean to say that “manness”
is something which, like whiteness, for instance, happens to belong
to, or to be in, this particular being. The proof of it is that it is
possible to be a man without being white, whereas, to be a man
without being man is impossible. Manness then is not a property
that belongs in certain subjects; rather, it is a characteristic which
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can be ascribed to those subjects. ‘“Man’ is what can be ‘“said
of”’ any actually given man. Let us call “predicability”’ this
particular property. As in the case of accidents, it appears that
such characteristics have no actual reality of their own. ‘“Man-
ness”’ and ‘‘stoneness” do not exist in themselves; they only
represent what I can truly ascribe to real “‘men’’ or to real “stones;”
so much so that to turn them into real beings would be to repeat
Plato’s mistake. It would be to substitute Ideas for actual realities.

This twofold elimination ultimately leaves us confronted with
those distinct ontological units we spoke of in the first place. In
point of fact, all we know about them is that they are neither
abstract notions, such as ‘“man’’ or ‘“stone,”’ nor mere accidents,
such as the color of a man or the size of a stone. Yet, this twofold
negation can be turned into a twofold affirmation. If real being
is not a mere abstract notion or, as we say, a concept, it follows
that what truly is, is individual in its own right. Moreover, to
say that actual being is to be found only 7z a subject implies that
actual being is a subject. Now, what is it to be a subject? It is
to be that in which and by which accidents are. In other words,
oboia, reality, is that which, having in itself all that is required
in a thing so that it may be, can moreover grant being to those
added determinations which we call its accidents. As such, every
actual subject receives the title of ‘“‘substance’ (sub-stans), because
it can be figuratively fancied as “standing under’’ accidents, that
is, as supporting them.

The indirect character of this determination of being is obvious
in Aristotle’s own formulas: ‘“‘Being (obcic), in the true, primitive
and strict meaning of this term, is that which neither is predicable
of a subject, nor is present in a subject; it is, for instance, a particu-
lar horse or a particular man.”’? But this seems to be little more
than a restatement of the problem, for, if it tells us that Plato was
right in refusing actual being to sensible qualities, while he was
wrong in ascribing it to abstract notions, it still does not explain
what makes reality to be real. We now know where to look for
it, but we still do not know what it is.

It looks, then, as though the problem has to be approached
in a different way. The question is to know what there is, in an
individual subject, that makes it to be a being. In our sensible
experience, which is the only one we have, the most striking indi-
cation we have that a certain substance is there is the operations
it carries and the changes which it causes. Everywhere there is
action, there is an acting thing, so that we first detect substances

3 Aristotle, Categories, 1, 5,2 a 11,
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by what they do. Let us call “nature’” any substance conceived
as the intrinsic principle of its own operations. All true substances
are natures: they move, they change, they act. And this leads
us to a second characteristic of substances. In order thus to act,
each of them must first of all be a subsisting energy, that is, an act.
If we fcllow Aristotle thus far, we are entering with him a world
entirely different from that of Plato: a concretely real and wholly
dynamic world, in which being no longer is selfhood, but energy
and efficacy. Hence the twofold meaning of the word ‘“‘act,”
which the mediaeval disciples of Aristotle will be careful to dis-
tinguish: first, the act which is the thing itself or which the thing
itself is (actus primus); secondly, any particular action exercised
by that thing (actus secundus). Now, if you take together all
the secondary acts which a given thing performs, you will find
that they constitute the very reality of the thing. A thing is all
that it does to itself as well as to others. In such a philosophy,
“to be” becomes an active word, which, before anything else,
signifies the exercising of an act, whethér it be the very act of
“being,” or that of ‘“being-white,” or any other one of the same
sort. We said that “whiteness” is not, and rightly, but ‘“a white
man”’ s white, so that, through him, whiteness also 1s, as sharing
in his own being. It still remains to be seen whether Aristotle is
here talking about existence, but he certainly is talking about
existing things; and, because, such as he describes it, reality is an
actually real nucleus of energy, its very core lies beyond the grasp
of any concept. Nothing is more important to remember in Aris-
totle’s philosophy of being, and yet nothing is more commonly
overlooked: in their innermost reality, substances are unknown.
All we know about them is that, since they act, they are, and
they are acts.

Having reached this point, Aristotle had to stop, leaving his
doctrine open to every possible interpretation and misinterpret-
ation. He knew full well that to be is to be in act, that is to say,
to be an act, but to say what an act is, was an altogether different
proposition. The only thing he could do about it was to point
to actuality as to something which we cannot fail to know, provided
only we see it. Or else he would point out its contrary, that is,
potentiality or possibility, but even this does not help much, since
to understand act through potency is much more difficult than to
understand potency through act. When worrying about the
problem, Aristotle first reminds his reader that ‘“we must not
seek a definition of everything;”’ then he invites him to figure out
for himself, by comparing a number of analogous cases, the mean-
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ing of those two terms: ““As that which is building is to that which
is capable of building, so is the waking to the sleeping, and that
which is seeing to that which has its eyes shut but has sight, and
that which is shaped out of the matter to the matter, and that
which has been wrought to the unwrought.” Assuredly, a bare
inspection of these examples clearly shows what Aristotle had in
mind when he said: “Actuality means the existence of the thing;”’s
they help us, so to speak, in locating actual reality: we now know
where to look for it, and that is all.

It is typical of Aristotle’s realism that, though fully aware of
the bare and ultimate ‘“‘givenness’ of act as such, he never thought
of setting it aside as irrelevant to reality. There is something which
is not above being, as was the Good of Plato, but which is in
being or, rather, which is the very reality of being, yet escapes
definition. Real things are precisely of that sort, and philosophy
should take them such as they are. If there remains something
mysterious in the nature of actuality, it is at least a mystery of
nature, not a mystery created out of nothing by the minds of
metaphysicians.

We must now proceed in our inquiry and ask Aristotle one
more question which, I am afraid, will prove a puzzling one. This
very being which reality is inasmuch as it is act, what sort of
being is it? In other words, what do we mean exactly by saying
of a being in act, that it 4s? The first answer which occurs to the
mind is that, in this case at least, to be means to exist, and this,
probably, was what it meant to Aristotle himself when, in every-
day life, he forgot to philosophize. Nothing is more widespread
among men than the certitude of the all-importance of existence:
as the saying goes, a living dog is better than a dead king. But we
also know that, what they know as men, philosophers are liable
to forget as philosophers, and our problem is here to know if, when
Aristotle speaks of actual being, what he has in mind is existence
or something else.

To this question, we are fortunate in having Aristotle’s own
answer, and nothing in it authorizes us to think that actual exist-
ence was included in what he called being. Of course, to him, as
to us, real things were actually existing things. “Aristotle has never
stopped to consider existence in itself and then deliberately
proceeded to exclude it from being., There is no text in which Aris-
totle says that actual being is not such in virtue of its own ‘‘to
be,”” but we have plenty of texts in which he tells us that to be is

3 Aristotle, Metaphysics, ©, 6, 10482 38-1048b 4, in Aristotle Selections, ed.
by W. D. Ross (New York, Scribner, 1927), p. 82.
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something else. In fact, everything goes as if, when he speaks of
being, he never thought of existence. He does not reject it, he
completely overlooks it. We should therefore look elsewhere
for what he considers as actual reality.

“Among the many meanings of being,” Aristotle says, ‘“the
first is the one where it means that which is and where it signifies
the substance.”t In other words, the 7s of the thing is the what
of the thing, not the fact that it exists, but that which the thing
is and which makes it to be a substance. This by no means signifies
that Aristotle is not interested in the existence or non-existence
of what he is talking about. On the contrary, everybody knows
that, in his philosophy, the first question to be asked about any
possible subject of investigation is, does it exist? But the answer
is a short and final one. Once evidenced by sense or concluded
by rational argumentation, existence is tacitly dismissed. For,
indeed, if the thing does not exist, there is nothing more to say;
if, on the contrary, it exists, we should certainly say something
about it, but solely about that which it is, not about its existence,
which can now be taken for granted.

This is why existence, a mere prerequisite to being, plays no
part in its structure. The true Aristotelian name for being is
substance, which is itself identical with what a being is. We are
not here reconstructing the doctrine of Aristotle nor deducing
from his principles implications of which he was not aware. His
own words are perfectly clear: “And indeed the question which
was raised of old and is raised now and always, and is always the
subject of doubt, namely, what being is, is just the question: what
is substance? For it is this that some assert to be one, others more
than one, and that some assert to be limited in number, others
unlimited. And so we also must consider chiefly and primarily
and almost exclusively what that is which is in this sense.”s All
we have now to do is to equate these terms: what primarily is,
the substance of that which is, what the thing is. In short, the
“whatness” of a thing is its very being.

Such is the principle which accounts for the metaphysical
structure of reality in the doctrine of Aristotle. Each actual
being is, so to speak, made up of several metaphysical layers, all
of which necessarily enter its constitution, but not on the same
level nor with equal rights. On the strength of what has been
said, it is clear that what is most real in substance is that whereby
it is an act. Now, a corporeal substance is not what it is because

¢ Aristotle, Metaphysics, Z, 1, 1028 a 13.
8 Ibid., 1028b2-8, in Selections, ed. by Ross, n. 26, p. 64.
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of its matter. To use a classical example, a statue is not what
it is because it is made of wood, of stone or of bronze. On the
contrary, the same statue can almost indifferently be made of
any one of those matters, and we will say that it is the same
statue, provided only its shape remains the same. This, of course,
is but an image. Natural forms are less easily detected than
artificially made ones, but the reason for it is that shapes are
visible, whereas natural forms are the intelligible core of visible
reality. Yet, there are such forms. Materially speaking, an animal
is made up of inorganic matter, and nothing else. The chemical
analysis of its tissues reveals nothing that could not as well enter
the composition of entirely different beings. It is nevertheless
an animal, and therefore a substance, because it has an inner
principle which accounts for its organic character, all its accidents,
and all the operations it performs. Such is the form. Obviously,
if there is in a substance anything that is act, it is not the matter,
it is the form.[ The form then is the very act whereby a substancc |
is what it is, and, if a being is primarily or, as Aristotle himself
says, almost exclusively what it is, each being is primarily and
almost exclusively its form.| This, which is true of the doctrine
of Aristotle, will remain equally true of the doctrine of his disciples,
otherwise they would not be his disciples. The distinctive char-
acter of a truly Aristotelian metaphysics of being—and one might
feel tempted to call it its specific form—Ilies in the fact that it
knows of no act superior to the form, not even existence. There
is nothing above being; in being, there is nothing above the form,
and this means that the form of a given being is an act of which
there is no act. If anyone posits, above the form, an act of that
act, he may well use the technical terminology of Aristotle, but
on this point at least he is not an Aristotelian.

This fundamental fact entails many puzzling consequences,
the first of which is that, when all is said, we are coming back to
Plato. It has often been remarked, and rightly, that the forms of
Aristotle are but the Ideas of Plato brought down from heaven
to earth. We know a form through the being to which it gives
rise, and we know that being through its definition. As knowable
and known, the form is called “essence.”” Now, it is a fact that
forms or essences remain identically the same in all these individuals
that belong to a same species. If the main objection directed by
Aristotle against Plato holds good, namely, that man in himself
does not exist and that, if he exists, we are not interested in him,
because what we need to know is not man, but men, the same
reproach seems to apply to Aristotle. Like that of Plato, his own
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doctrine has neither use nor room for individuals. The only
difference is that Plato made open profession not to be interested
in individuals, whereas Aristotle makes open profession to be
interested in nothing else, and then goes on to prove that, since
the form is the same throughout the whole species, the true being
of the individual in no way differs from the true being of the
species.

All this is very strange, yet it was unavoidable. On the one
hand, Aristotle knows that this man alone, not man, is real; on
the other hand, he decides that what is real in this man is what
any man is; how could his tkis and his what ever be reconciled? |
True enough, Aristotle has an explanation for individuality.
Individuals, he says, are such in virtue of their matter. Yes, but
the matter of a being is not what that being is, it is what is lowest
in it; so much so that, of itself, it has no being. However we look
at it, there is something wrong in a doctrine in which the supremely
real is such through that which exhibits an almost complete lack
of reality. This is what is bound to happen to any realism which
stops at the level of substance; not the individuals, but their
species, then becomes the true being and the true reality.¢

The radical ambiguity of the doctrine is best seen by its his-
torical consequences. During the Middle Ages, thinkers and
philosophical schools were divided between themselves on the
famous problem of universals: how can the species be present in
individuals, or how can the multiplicity of individuals share in the
unity of the species? At first sight, this centuries-long controversy
has the appearance of a purely dialectical game, but what really
lies at the bottom of the whole business is the very notion of being.
What 4s? Is it, as Ockham says, only individuals? Then the
form of the species is absolutely nothing but the common name
we give to individuals similar among themselves. This is no-
minalism. If, on the contrary, you say that the form of the species
must needs be, since it is owing to it that individuals are, then
you are a realist, in this sense, at least, that you ascribe to specific
forms a reality of their own. But what kind of reality? Has the
form a sort of self-subsisting reality? Then it is a Platonic Idea.
Has it no other existence than that of a concept in our mind?
Then in what sense can we still say that it is the very core of

8 This is why so many disciples of Aristotle will stress the unity of the species.
The famous Averroistic doctrine of the unity of the intellect for the whole human
species has no other origin. The species alone is substance. At the very extremity
of the development, and beyond Averroes, looms the metaphysics of the substance:
Spinoza.
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actual being? Now it is by no means unusual to see philosophers
disagreeing among themselves; what is really puzzling here is
that, should we believe them, they all agree with Aristotle. And
I rather think they do. At any rate, I would not undertake to
convince any one of them that he does not. because Aristotle him-
self had bungled the whole question.

The primary mistake of Aristotle, as well as of his followers,
was to use the verb ‘“to be’’ in a single meaning, whereas it actually
has two. If it means that a thing is, then ndividuals alone are,
and forms are not; if it means what a thing is, then forms alone are
and individuals are not. The controversy on the being of universals
has no other origin than the failure of Aristotle himself to make
this fundamental distinction. In his philosophy, as much as in
that of Plato, what is does not exist, and that which exists, is not.

Had Plato lived long enough to read, in the First Book of
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, the criticism of his own doctrine of ideas,
he might have written one more dialogue, the Aristoteles, in which
it would have been child’s play for Socrates to get Aristotle
entangled in hopeless difficulties:

“I should like to know, Aristotle, whether you really mean
that there are certain forms of which individual beings partake,
and from which they derive their names: that men, for instance,
are men because they partake of the form and essence of man.”

“Yes, Socrates, that is what I mean.”

“Then each individual partakes of the whole of the essence
or else of part of the essence. Can there be any other mode of
participation?”’

“There cannot be.”

“Then do you think that the whole essence is one, and yet,
being one, is in each one of the things?”’

“Why not, Socrates?”

“Because, one and the same thing will then at one and the
same time exist as a whole in many separate individuals, and
will therefore be in a state of separation from itself!”

“Nay, Socrates, it is not so. Essences are not Ideas; they do
not subsist in themselves but only in particular things, and this is
why, although we conceive them as one, they can be predicated
of many.”

“I like your way, Aristotle, of locating one in many places at
once; but did you not say that essence is that whereby individual
beings are?”

“Yes, Socrates, I did.”
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“Then, my lad, I wish you could tell me how it may be that
beings are through sharing in an essence, which itself is not!”

The history of the problem of universals has precisely been such
a dialogue, and it could have no conclusion. If essences exist, they
cannot be shared in without losing their unity and consequently
their being. If individuals are, then each of them should be a
distinct species and there could not be, as in point of fact there are,
species that include in their unity a multiplicity of individuals.
What is true is that essences are and that individuals exist, so
that each essence exists in and through some individual, just as
in and through its essence every individual truly is.| But, to be
in a position to say so, one must first have distinguished between
individuation and individuality, that is, one must have realized
that, no less necessarily and perhaps more deeply than essence,
existence enters the structure of actual being.

Thus, the world of Aristotle is made up of existents without
existence. They all exist, otherwise they would not be beings;
but, since their actual existence has nothing to do with what they
are, we can safely describe them as if they did not exist. Hence
the twofold aspect of his own work. He himself is a Janus Bifrons.
There is a first Aristotle, who wrote the Historia Animalium.
He was a keen observer of actually existing beings, deeply con-
cerned in observing the development of the chick in the egg, the
mode of reproduction of sharks and rays, or the structure and the
habits of bees. But there is a second Aristotle, much nearer to
Plato than the first one, and what this second Aristotle says is:
“The individuals comprised within a species, such as Socrates
and Coriscos, are the real beings; but inasmuch as these individuals
possess one common specific form, it will suffice to state the
universal attributes of the species, that is, the attributes common
to all its individuals, once for all’”’” This “once for all,”’ is indeed
dreadful. It is responsible for the immediate death of those
positive sciences of observation which Aristotle himself had so
happily fostered. For centuries and centuries men will know every-
thing about water, because they will know its essence, that which
water is; so also with fire, with air, with earth, with man. Why
indeed should we look at things in order to know them? Within
each species, they are all alike; if you know one of them, you
know them all. What a poverty-stricken world such a world is!
And how much deeper the words of the poet sound to our ears:
“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are

7 Aristotle, De partibus animalium, A, 4, 6443 23-27, in Selections, ed. by Ross,
n. 54, pp. 173-174.
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dreamed of in your philosophy.” Yes, indeed, but this was the
same poet who knew that what matters is ‘“to be or not to be,”
and it should matter in philosophy if it does in reality.

For those who fancy that philosophy is bound to follow the
march of time, and that what was held as true a hundred years
ago can no longer be held to be such, it is an instructive experiment
to glance at the commentaries of Averroes on Aristotle, especially
in those passages in which he himself comments on the nature of
being. What happened to Averroes was simply this: In the
twelfth century after Christ, Averroes, himself an Arab established
in Spain, happened to read the works of Aristotle, and he thought
that, on the whole and almost in every detail, Aristotle was right.
He then set about writing commentary after commentary in order
to clear up the obscure text of Aristotle and thereby to show that
what that text said was true. He could not well do the one without
doing the other. To him, Aristotle was the Philosopher: to restate
his doctrine and to state truth itself were one and the same thing.

What makes the case of Averroes an eminently instructive

one, especially for the discussion of our own problem, is the new -

turn which, between the time of Aristotle and that of his com-
mentator, religion had given to the problem of being. Inasmuch
as it is an abstractly objective interpretation of reality, philosophy
is not interested in actual existence; on the contrary, inasmuch
as it is primarily concerned with human individuals and the con-
crete problems of their personal salvation, religion cannot afford
to ignore existence. This is why, in Plato’s philosophy, the gods
are always there to account for existential events. Ideas alone
cannot account for any existence, because they themselves are,
but do not exist, whereas the gods, whatever they may be, do at
least exist. In the Timaeus, not an Idea, but a god, makes the
world, and, though Ideas account for the intelligibility of what
the god makes, they themselves do not make it. It takes some-
thing that s to cause an existential happening.

In the twelfth century after Christ, two religions, both stemming
from the Old Testament, agreed in teaching that there is a supreme
God, Who truly is and Who is the Maker of the world. ‘“To
make’’ means here “to create.” First, there was God, but there
was no world. Next, there still was God, but there also was a
world, because God had made it to be, and for God to make it to
be is what we call creation. Now, if we believe that the world has
been created, what is the very first thing that happened to it at
the very time when it was created, if not fo be? The sovereign
importance of existence and its factual primacy cannot possibly
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be overlooked by men who believe that things have been created
out of nothing. Existence, and existence alone, accounts for the
fact that any given thing is not nothing. This is why, even before
the time of Averroes, another Arabian philosopher, whose own
position we shall later examine, had taught that, since to exist
is something that happens to beings, existence itself is an
“accident.”

When he read this statement of Avicenna, Averroes felt not
only surprised, but scornfully indignant. And no wonder. Having
learned from Aristotle that being and substance are one,® he was
bound to conceive substance as identical with its actual reality.
Now, to say that something is actually real, and to say that-it s,
is to say one and the same thing. In Aristotle’s own words: “A
man, an existent man, and man, are just the same.”* How indeed
could it be otherwise in a philosophy in which the very being of
a being is to be “that which it is?”” Now, it is very remarkable that,
when confronted with the doctrine of Avicenna, Averroes made
no mistake about its origin. That was a religious origin, and
Averroes immediately said so: ““Avicenna is quite wrong1in thinking
that unity and being point to determinations superadded to the
essence of a thing, and one may well wonder how such a man has
made such a mistake; but he has listened to the theologians of
our religion and mixed up their sayings with his own science of
divinity,”t® that is, with his own metaphysics. Now, this is
precisely what Averroes himself has always refused to do.
Religion has its own work, which is to educate people who are too
dull to understand philosophy, or too untutored to be amenable
to its teaching. This is why religion is necessary, for what it
preaches is fundamentally the same as what philosophy teaches,
and, unless common men believed what it preaches, they would
behave like beasts. But theologians should preach, not teach,
just as philosophers should teach, not preach. Theologians should
not attempt to demonstrate, because they cannot do it, and
philosophers must be careful not to get belief mixed up with what
they prove, because then they can no longer prove anything. Now,
to preach creation is just a handy way to make people feel that
God is their Master, which is true even though, as is well known
by those who truly philosophize, nothing of the sort ever happened.
The fundamental mistake which accounts for the distinction be-

8 Aristotle, Metaphysics, Z, 1, 1028bg.

? Aristotle, Metaphysics, T, 2, 1003b.

19 Averroes, In IV Metaph., c. 3, in Aristotelis Stagiritae . . . opera omnia
(Venetiis, apud Juntas, 1552), Vol. IX, p. 43V.
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tween being and its existence is Avicenna’s illusion that a religious ./
belief can assume a philosophical meaning.:

What makes the case of Averroes a highly instructive one is
that, in so far as Averroes was Aristotle, Aristotle found himself
inescapably confronted with the metaphysical problem of exist-
ence so that he could no longer ignore it. If there was room for
existence in a world in which being is identical with “what it is,”
now was for the new Aristotle the time to tell us where it fits;
if, on the contrary, existence was just a word which added nothing
to what we already know about being, the new Aristotle was
bound to tell us that it was so, and why. This last is exactly what
Averroes has done, so that his metaphysics constitutes a crucial
experiment, in so far at least as the relation of pure substantialism
to existence is concerned.

Who, Averroes asks, says that real beings “exist?’’ In a way,
everybody does, but how do they say it? Arguing from the root
of the verb which means ‘‘to be’’ in Arabic, Averroes remarks that,
in common language, when people want to say that a thing exists,
they say that it is “to be found,” just as, in order to convey that
a certain thing does not exist, they say that it is “not to be found.”
We ourselves would now say that, to Averroes’ compatriots,
as to some German philosophers, fo be is to be there: sein is dasein.
This is nothing more than a crude and popular way of talking, but'
if any philosopher takes it seriously, he will have no other choice -
than to make existence an accidental determination of being,
The thmg must then be imagined as a reaht,y, let us say an essence,
which is in itself distinct from and prior to the bare fact that it
happens to be or not to be there. Such is, according to Averroes,
the mistake made by Avicenna when he said that existence is an
accident that happens to the essence: \“Quod esse sit accidens
eveniens quidditati.”’|

Several errors necessarily follow from this first one. If the
very fact that a certain being s, is distinct from what that being
is, each and every real being will have to be conceived as a com-
pound of its essence and its existence. If we so conceive it, the
essence will have to be further conceived, not as a being, but only
as that which becomes a being when it happens to exist. Now,
since essence no longer deserves the title of being, except in so
far as it receives existence, or esse, the distinction of essence and
existence becomes a distinction between two constituents of
being, one of which is conditioned by and subjected to the other.

1t Averroes, Destructio destructionum, disp. VIII, ed. cit., Vol. IX, f. 43V;
and disp. I, f. gV.
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In other words, essence then deserves the title of being only inas-
much as it has already received its existence. Consequently,
apart from its existence, essence in itself is a bare possible, not a
being, but a possible being. A world made up of such essences is
a world in which no being contains in itself the reason for its
existence, for its necessity, for its intrinsic intelligibility.

Such a world was exactly what Avicenna wanted, in order to
placate theologians. When all is said, there is one necessary being,
and only one. He is “the First,” eternally subsisting in virtue
of His own necessity and eternally drawing possibles from potency
to act. Now, to actualize a possible is to give it actual existence,
so that an existing being is a possible which happens to be actual-
ized. It now is because,<n the eternal flow of changing things,
it was its turn to be., Let us now single out one of these existing
beings and look at its structure. Out of itself, it was but a possible,
but it now is in virtue of the power and fecundity of the First
and, while it is, it cannot not be. It is therefore necessary, and
it is so on two accounts: first, while it lasts, it cannot not be;
next when actual existence happens to it, it cannot not happen
to it, because every being is only in virtue of the necessity of the
First. What flows from the First flows from Him according to
His own internal intelligible law. Every existing being then
exhibits two opposite faces, according as we look at it as it is in
itself or as it is in its relation to the First. In itself, it is but possible;’
in its relation to the First, it is necessary As Avicenna himself
8ays, it 1S a possibile a se necessarium ex alio, that is, as it were a
single word, a ‘‘possible-by-itself-necessary-by-another.” In short,
this is among the sort of beings which can be produced by
a first cause, since their own existence is entirely deprived of
necessity. To say that existence is an accident which happens
to cssences is but a shorter way of saying the same thing.

Such a doctrine is perfectly consistent, yet Averroes rejects
it as a whole because there is something wrong in its very principle,
namely, its notion of existence. What is existence, Averroes asks,
and how are we supposed to conceive it? Avicenna says that it
is an-accident, but we know how many kinds of accidents there
are, we know which they are, and existence is not among them.
Of the ten categories of Aristotle, the first is substance, while the
nine following ones designate all possible accidents, such as quan-
tity, quality, place, relation, and so on. We don’t find existence
there. Now, since it is supposed to happen to a substance, it
cannot be substance, and since it is not one of the known accidents,
it cannot be an accident; hence it is nothing, because all that is,
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is either substance or accident. A very remarkable argument
indeed, at least if we look at it in the proper way. To Averroes,
as to Aristotle himself, the ten categories cover the whole domain
of what can be known and said about things. If existence answers
none of the only questions concerning reality which make sense,
then existence does not make sense, it is unthinkable, it is nothing.

To this conclusion, the obvious objection is that Aristotle
himself might well have overlooked a category. After all, nothing
proves that his list was complete, and, were we to say that there
are ten accidents instead of nine, there would be no harm in it.
Perhaps, but let us try. Existence then is an accident, but, as
soon as we look at it that way, our new accident exhibits most
disturbing properties. At least its properties seem entirely dif-
ferent from those of any other accident. When I add quantity to
a substance, I give it size, or bulk, whereby I alter its appearance;
if I add quality to it, I make it look white or black, and I still
alter its appearance, and so on with all the other accidents of
place, relation and so on, each of which contributes a specific
determination of the substance, in itself distinct from all the other
types of determination. In other words, quantity gives to a sub-
stance what quality cannot give; quantity is not quality, but
they are two irreducibly distinct categories of accident. Not so
with existence. If to be were a category, it would indiscriminately
apply to all the other categories, and to all of them in the same
way. When I say that a certain substance has both quality and
quantity, I do not mean that quantity is the same thing as quality,
nor that both quantity and quality are the same thing as substance.
Three distinct notions are here present to my mind, but, if I say
that a substance is, that its quantity is, or that its quality is, what
am I doing? The very accident which I am supposed to add to
any one of those three terms blends itself, so to speak, with them
and vanishes from sight as being identical with them. “This
substance is black’” is a meaningful proposition, because blackness
is not the substance of which it is predicated. ‘“This substance
is,” if it means anything, means that this is a substance, and
to maintain the contrary would be to maintain that a real substance
is distinct from its own being. The same reasoning likewise applies
to all the nine accidents. If existence were an accident, then
quantity, for instance, could not be, because, were it existence,
it could no more be quantity than it can be quality, and so on with
the rest. The proposition, ‘‘quantity is,” either means that quantity
is quantity or it means nothing. In short, one cannot consider
as an accident that which can be said of any substance and of any
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accident without adding anything to its notion. The very idea
of a category common to all the other categories is absurd. All
that business, Averroes says, is censurable and wrong: koc fotum
est falsum et vituperabile. There is no place, in metaphysics, for
an existence conceived as distinct from that which is.

Mistakes, however, have to be overcome, and what precedes
would leave us with a divided mind, unless we were to account
for the very confusion which is responsible for so many mis-
understandings. Such propositions as “x is” do indeed make
sense, and what they say may be true or false as the case may be.
But what do they mean? When a judgment is true, it is so
because it says ‘‘that which is.” Any true judgment then
asserts the reality of something which is indeed a reality. To
say that “a man is”’ merely means that “there is a man,” and,
if this proposition happens to be true, it is so because what is there
is indeed a man. But let us generalize the proposition. When I
say that “something is,” whatever that may be, the proposition
merely means that a certain being is there. What matters here
is the intrinsic reality of the being at stake, and precisely the
verb “is” expresses nothing else than that very reality. Avicenna
wants us to imagine that ‘“is’” adds something to the notion of
being. But this does not make sense, since, as a word, ‘“being”
signifies nothing else than “is.”” “Being” is the noun derived from
the verb “is,” so that its meaning can be nothing else than ‘“that
which is.” We might as well maintain that ‘“humanity,” which
is derived from “man,” signifies something else than ‘‘what
man is,” or that “individuality,” which is derived from ‘in-
dividual,” signifies something more than ‘“what an individual
is.” What has Avicenna done? He has simply imagined that the
“is” of our judgments, which is the bare statement of the actual
reality of a certain essence, signifies something which, when added
to essences, turns them into so many realities, whereas, to say that
a certain being is merely means that it is a being.!

. The world of Averroes thus appears as made up of truly
Aristotelian substances, each of which is naturally endowed with
the unity and the being that belong to all beings. No distinction
whatsoever should then be made between the substance, its
unity and its being. In a fearfully concise statement, Averroes
tells us: “The substance of any one being, by which it is one, is

12 Averroes, Epitome in librum Metaphysicae Aristotelis, tract, 1, ed. cit.,
Vol. VIII, {. 1692; Destructio destructionum, disp. V; ed. cit., Vol. IX, f. 34". Cf.
A. Forest, La Structure métaphysique du concrel selon saint Thomas d’Aquin (Paris,

J. Vrin, 1931), p. 143, n. 2.
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its to be, whereby it is a being: Substantia cujuslibet unius, per
quam est unum, est suum esse, per quod est ens.’'* The equation of
substance, one, to be and being is here absolutely complete, and,
since substance comes first, it is the whole of reality.

Thus far, Averroes seems quite successful in his effort to rid
philosophy of existence, but it still remains for him to solve a
problem, namely, the very one which Avicenna himself had tried
to solve: the relation of possible beings to their actual existence.
After all, there are such things as actualized possibilities, and
their being cannot be the same, as actual, as it was as a mere
possible. Under this definite form, at least, the problem of exist-
ence cannot be eliminated. Averroes is clearly conscious of it,
but he thinks that, even then, it remains a pseudo-problem; so
much so that a philosophy worthy of the name can and must
establish its futility. In the mind of Avicenna, the whole difficulty
is tied up with his notion of what he calls the “possible out of it-
self.” Of course, if there are such beings which, out of themselves,
are merely possible, the problem arises to know what must be
added to them in order to give them actual reality. But is the pure
possible of Avicenna an intelligible philosophical notion? We can
understand what Avicenna means by the First, Who is the only
necessary being, and Who subsists in virtue of His own necessity.
We also can understand that all that which is, outside the First,
is necessary in virtue of the necessity of the First. Had he said
this, and nothing more, Avicenna would have said nothing but the
truth and the whole truth; for, indeed, all that which is, is neces-
sary either by itself or by its cause, and the proposition can be
proven.

Let us consider the case of any one of those beings which
Avicenna holds to be ‘‘necessary in virtue of another.” Since it
is, and since it is necessary that it be, in what sense can we still
say that it remains ‘‘possible?”’” Avicenna’s answer is that such
a being remains possible in itself. But what is its “itself,”’ apart
from what it is? Avicehna says: it is its essence. Which is true.
But, if we take a certain essence prior to its actualization, it is
indeed a pure possible, precisely because it does not yet exist and
has no necessity whatsoever; if, on the contrary, we take it as
already actualized, it does then exist, but it has become necessary
and there is no trace in it of any possibility. When it was possible,
it was not, and, now that it is, it no longer is possible. To imagine
it as being both at one and the same time, one has to suppose that
it actually is, and that, while it is, it still remains in itself as if

B Averroes, In IV Metaph., c. 3, ed. cit., Vol. IX, f. 437.
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it were not. The unrealized possibility seems here to survive its
actual realization and, so to speak, to receive from its very neg-
ation some sort of vague reality. But this is absurd. “If the
thing is necessary, however it may have been posited, possibility
is wholly absent from it. Nothing can be found in the world
of such a nature that it be possible in a certain way, yet necessary
in another way. For, it has already been shown that what is
necessary is in no way possible, since possible and necessary
contradict each other. Where there is possibility in a certain
being, it is that such a being contains, over and above what is
necessary from the point of view of its own nature, something
that is merely possible from the point of view of another nature.
Such is the case of the heavenly bodies, or of what there is above
them (namely, the primum mobile) for, such things are necessary as
regards their being, but they are possible with respect to their
motion in space. What has led Avicenna to that distinction was
his opinion that the heavenly bodies are necessary by another,
and yet possible out of themselves.”’1

To complete his criticism, Averroes had only to identify the
cause required by Avicenna in order to account for the existence
of the “possible out of itself,” with the cause of existence required
by religions in order to account for the creation of the world. And
he did it. “You must know’” [Averroes says] ‘“that the newness
ascribed by religious law to this world is of the same nature as the
newness of things as it is understood in this doctrine.””ss Let us
pause a moment to pay homage to the remarkable philosophical
insight of Avicenna’s great adversary. What he clearly sces in
the doctrine of his predecessor is a kind of philosophical substitute
for the religious notion of creation. The God of Avicenna is a
God Who s, so much so that, rather than say that His essence
is identical with His existence, we had better say that He has
no essence at all. Yet, Avicenna does not consider his God as
having created the world by an act of will. As has been said, the
world flows from God’s intrinsic necessity, according to the laws
of intelligible necessity. There is no true creation in Avicenna’s
doctrine, but to the keen eyes of Averroes there still is too much
of it, or, at least, there still is something which looks too much
like it. The world of Avicenna remains a world of happenings.
Assuredly, they all are necessary happenings, but still they do
happen. Possibles that were mere possibles become actual beings,
then pass away and make room for the actualization of other

% Averroes, Destructio destructionum, disp. VIII, ed. cit., Vol. IX, f. 43V.
18 Ibid., disp. 1, Vol. IX, {. ¢V.
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possibles. There remains in such a philosophy at least some
faint trace of what any true philosophy of the concept hates above
everything else, novelty.

A universe in which nothing new ever happens—such is the
universe of Averroes himself. To the question: “How do you
account for the fact that motions begin and then come to an end?”
his answer is that motions may seen to begin and to end, but that
motion itself never has either beginning or end. It cannot either
begin or end, because to move essentially entails both a before
and an after, so that, wherever you look for motion there always
is a ‘“before” whence it comes, as surely as there is an “after”
whither it goes. The modern principle of the conservation of
energy in the world would have been welcomed by Averroes.
All the motions of the heavenly bodies and all the motions which
are caused by them on earth, that is to say, all the motions there
are, constitute for him a single motion, indefinitely perpetuated,
whose sum total remains indefinitely the same: ‘“And this is why,
when theologians have asked philosophers if the movements
anterior to the present ones have ceased, the philosophers have
answered that those movements have not ceased, because, as
philosophers see it, just as those movements have had no beginning,
so they have no end.”’¢ And let us not forget that what is true
of motion holds good for any event in general. All that happens
is a motion of some sort, so that all that is, is always there, iden-
tically the same, in spite of its apparent mutability.

One could hardly wish for a world better made to suit the
taste of abstract conceptual thinking. Existence is no more to
be feared here than it will be in the philosophy of Spinoza. No
provision is made for it in this eternally self-identical world, not
even the smallest corner where that unpredictable element may
threaten to play the most harmless of its tricks. Perfectly proof
against newness, it remains eternally such as it is. Since generations
and corruptions are but particular kinds of motion, individual
beings can come and go without disturbing the peace of the world.
Some beings, such as the heavenly bodies and the pure intelligences
which move them, are naturally eternal and incorruptible; taken
all together, they make up the divine world, which is free from
change in its own right. As to the other beings, which, like our-
selves, are born, and whose life is so short, it is true to say that
they themselves are subject to change, but they do not count, for
their only function is to ensure the perpetuity of their own species,
which itself always is owing to them and never changes. Individuals

16 Ibid.
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pass away, the species never pass away. They do not pass away
because, just as a motion never ends except in giving rise to
another motion, so that motion is always there, so also ‘“man”
never ends, owing to the perpetual substitution of those who are
born for those who die. The world has always been just what it
is; humanity has always been just what it is; human knowledge
has always been just what it is, for the totality of intelligible
forms is being permanently radiated and, so to speak, broadcast
by the subsisting Intelligence Who thinks for us and in us from
above, the intellectual differences between human souls having
no other cause than the individual abilities of their respective bodies
to catch the divine message, that is, to receive those intelligible
forms. Intellectual intelligibility, then, may happen to be received
by one man better than by another, in which case we say that he is
more intelligent, or even that he has genius, but, when a philosopher
dies, philosophy itself remains. It may now exist in the West,
now in the East, but philosophy always remains because there
always are philosophers, and, if true philosophy seecms at times
to perish, it is but an illusion. Total knowledge is always present
in the Intelligence which is the unique intellect of the human
species, and, though you can’t take it with you when you die,
because you have no individual intellect to take it in, nothing of
it is lost. True enough, the divine message may be blurred for
a while, but not forever. Once caught by Aristotle in Greece, it
is now being heard by Averroes in Spain, and we need not fear
that it will ever be completely lost. In short, individual men are
mortal, and wholly so, but all the true, all the good and all the
beautiful of which they partake for a little while is immortal in
its own right. If the future of such things is what makes men
uneasy when they die, they can die in peace, for truth, goodness
and beauty always come to them from above and they abide there.
They arc eternally safe and bright in that Intelligence which
perpetually enlightens mankind; they are still more so in each
one of the higher intelligences, and they are eminently so in the
first and supreme Thought, Who eternally thinks Himself in the
solitude of His own perfection and is the Supreme Being because
He is the Supreme Intelligibility. All that is here, is eternally
there, and it is there much more really than it is here. In spite of
all appearances, the world of being is one solid block of intelligible
necessity. Such is the ultimate reason why being always is and
cannot be conceived apart from its being. A perfect instance,
indeed, of a mental universe in which, for any conceivable being,
to be and to be that which it is are one and the same thing.
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Obviously, nothing could be more unpalatable than such a
doctrine to theologians of any persuasion. That Averroes himself
had his troubles with Moslem divines not only is a fact, but should

cause us no surprise. Later on, Spinoza, whose doctrine largely |

is a revised version of Averroism rewritten in the language of
Descartes, will also have his trouble with the Synagogue, and
for the same fundamental reason: in any religious world there is
novelty, because there is existence. But, if there is a religious
world in which newness reigns supreme, it is the Christian world,
in which at least two extraordinary things once happened—its
creation by God and its re-creation through the Inearnation of
the Divine Word. One of the most paradoxical episodes in the
history of Western thought has been the rise, in the thirteenth
century, of a philosophical school whose members imagined that
they could think as Averroists while believing as Christians. If
there is a crucial experiment on the compossibility of existence
with being in a metaphysics in which being is identified with
substance, here is one, and there is good reason to hope that its
study will throw some light on the true nature of their relation.
One of the most famous Averroists of the thirteenth century,
Siger of Brabant is exactly the man we need to help us with our
problem. Not only was he a Christian—and I personally do not
know of any reason to doubt the perfect sincerity of his faith—
but he also was, around 1270, a Master of Arts in the University
of Paris. A Master of Arts was then a professor in charge of
teaching philosophy to students who, for the most part, were
later to study theology. As such, the Parisian Master of Arts had
nothing to do with theology itself; his only business was to intro-
duce his students to the philosophy of Aristotle, from his logic
to his metaphysics, ethics and politics. On the other hand, it must
| be borne in mind that 1270 is a rather late date in the history of
' mediaeval philosophy. When Siger of Brabant had to deal with
any philosophical problem, he could not avoid taking into account
what some of his predecessors had already said on the question.
The Commentaries of Averroes were at his disposal and, to him,
what they said was the adequate expression of Aristotle’s own
thought, which itself was one with philosophical truth. But he
had read many other philosophers, such as Avicenna among the
Arabs, Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas among the
Christians.
‘This, I think, should account for the remarkable decision made
by Siger of Brabant when, having to raise questions about Book
IV of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, he found himself confronted with
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the definition of this supreme science: a science whose object is
being gua being. The problem was not for him to find something
to say about it; in fact, he had only too much to choose from,
but he made an unusual choice. The very first question asked
by Siger on this occasion was: “Whether, in created things, being
(ens) or to be (esse) belongs to the essence of creatures, or is
something added to their essence.”’’” Obviously, we are now reach-
ing a time when the problem of the distinction of essence and
existence has already been openly raised and widely discussed.
For Siger to have asked it in the very first place, the question
must have already become, if not, as it now is, a perennial question,
at least a question of the day. Between Siger and his own favorite
master, Averroes, there stands Thomas Aquinas. Ior him, that is
the trouble, but for us, that is what makes his case extremely
interesting. If, as he naturally will do, Siger wants to identify
essence and existence, it won’t be enough for him to play Averroes
against Avicenna, whom Averroes had both known and already
refuted; he will have to play Averroes against Thomas Aquinas,
whom Averroes could not refute, because he could not foresce his
coming.

The whole discussion of the problem is somewhat obscured by
a certain ambiguity, for which Siger himself is not responsible,
because its source lies in the very position of the question. Averroes
was right at least in this, that the origin of the notion of existence,
as distinet from the notion of essence, is religious and tied up with
the notion of creation. No one can read the Old Testament and
try to formulate what it teaches about the origin of the world,
without reaching the conclusion that, if there has been a creation,
then the world is something that both is new and exists. As com-
pared with its eternal idea in God, existence happens to it as a
novelty.

When Christian theologians want to express this relation of
the created world to its Creator, they all say that creatures do not
exist out of themselves, but owe their existence to God. This is
a point on which they all agree, and, although their agreement is
here unavoidable, it has been, for many of them as well as for more
than one of their historians, the source of a dangerous confusion.

The only way to express such a relation is to say that, since
creatures do not exist by themselves, they receive their existence

17 M. Grabmann, Neuaufgefundene “Quaestionen’ Sigers von Brabant su den
Werken des Aristoteles (Clm. 9559), in Miscellanea Francesco Ehrle, (Roma, Bibio-
theca Apostolica Vaticana, 1926), Vol. I, pp. 103-147. The above-quoted text is
to be found on p. 133
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from God. Their own being is not something that belongs to
them per se; it is given to them from above, and, precisely because
their being is a received being, they are distinct from the only
per se Being there is, namely, God, their Creator. It can there-
fore be said that in all Christian theologies no creature s in its
own right. Now, if creatures do not owe their own existence to
themselves, there must needs be in each of them some sort of
composition of what they are with the very fact that they are.
In short, the distinction between creatures and their Creator
entails, in creatures themselves, a distinction between their
existence and the essence of their being.

If this were true, all theologians and philosophers of the
Middle Ages should have taught the distinction of essence and
existence, for, indeed, all of them have realized the distinction
there is between the self-existent Being, Who is God, and the
being of His creatures, who have it only because they receive it.
But it is not so. The problem of the distinction of essence and |
existence is an altogether different problem. It is a purely philoso-
phical problem, which consists in determining whether or not,
within a created being, after it has been created and during the
very time when it is, there is any reason to ascribe to it a distinct
act in virtue of which it <s. Now, if all theologians agree on the
fact that creatures owe their being to God, it is not true to say
that they all agree on the second point. They do not; far from
it. Many mediaeval theologians, to whom the distinction of
essence and existence has been wrongly ascribed, have in fact
never thought of it. What is true is that, if a mediaeval theologian
professes, as a philosopher, the distinction of essence and existence,
he will find in it, as a theologian, the sufficient and ultimate reason
we have for distinguishing the self-existent Being of God from
the received being of creatures. But those who hold different
metaphysics of being will find at their disposal many other ways
of distinguishing God from His creatures, which proves at least
this, that, when a theologian teaches the distinction of essence
and existence, it is not because Christian theology necessarily
requires it, but because he thinks that, as a philosophical doctrine,
it is true. The very fact that great Christian theologies, such as
those of Duns Scotus and of Suarez, manage perfectly well without
this distinction, is a sufficient proof that it is not a dictate of
revelation, but a purely rational view of the nature of being.

Siger of Brabant was too near the very origin of the doctrine
not to fall vietim to this confusion. Observing that, in those
doctrines in which essence is distinct from existence, theologians
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resort to it in order to justify the distinction of beings from the
Supreme Being, he jumped to the conclusion that this very use
they made of their thesis was, in their eyes, both its origin and its
justification. This mistake is apparent in the initial remark of
Siger’s own answer to the question: “There are several different
opinions on this point. Some say that a thing 4s in virtue of a
disposition added to its essence, so that, according to them, “thing”’
and “being” have not the same meaning. Thus, ‘“to be” is some-
thing added to the essence. This is the opinion of Albert in his
Commentary. His reason is that of the Liber de Causis, namely,
that things have their being from their first principle.”’:* Now,
whether or not Albertus Magnus has taught the distinction of
essence and existence in creatures, I am not prepared to say,
but, if he did, it cannot have been for that reason. True enough,
if a certain being is a creature, we can easily imagine that it
might not exist, as indeed would be the case if God had not created
it. Consequently, practically all theologians admit that there is,
between any given creature and its being, what they call a dis-
tinction of reason. The actual thing s, but, after all, it does
not contain in itself the sufficient reason for its own existence, so
that we can abstractedly conceive it as a non-existing thing. Such
a statement does not necessarily imply that the thing in question
is itself composed of its own essence and of its own existence; it
merely expresses the relation of effect to cause which obtains be-
tween any creature and its Creator. And this indeed is what the
Liber de Causis means when it says that the first principle is, to
all things, their own being.

The same mistake occurs under another form towards the end
of his question, when Siger of Brabant remarks: “Every thing
that subsists by itself, below the First, is composite This last
reason has been the main one for Brother Thomas.””** No, it has
not. After admitting that nothing below God is simple, and
that created things include both essence and existence, Brother
Thomas has naturally concluded that the first and fundamental
lack of simplicity in things was due to their composition of essence
and existence, but he did not need such a composition in order
to account for their lack of simplicity. Even without resorting
to the composition of matter and form which some theologians,
like Augustine and Bonaventura, for instance, admitted in all
created beings, Brother Thomas could have resorted to the dis-
tinction of act and potency, which occurs in all ereatures, but not

18 Siger of Brabant, op. cit., p. 135.
19 7bid., p. 137.
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in the cause of their being, the Pure Act Whom we call God. And
this is what Siger himself very clearly shows by proving that,
without resorting to the distinction of essence and existence, it
still remains possible to account for the lack of simplicity in crea-
tures, as opposed to the perfect simplicity of God. If this be true,
as I think it is, the fact that, below the First Cause, everything is
composite cannot have been for Brother Thomas the main reason
for positing the distinction of essence and existence in created
things.

But how does Siger himself account for the difference in
simplicity which there must needs be between God and His crea-
tures? True to the spirit which prevails in the metaphysics of
both Averroes and Aristotle, he does not feel impressed by the
fact that created beings might not be. Let us rather say that,
to him, this is far from being a fact. If they were not necessary,
be it only through their cause, they would not be at all. What
makes them different from the first principle cannot lie in the very
fact that they are, but in their peculiar way of being, that is, in
what they are. Because He is Pure Act, the First is one and simple.
On the contrary, below Him, all the rest is mere participation in
the pure actuality of the First. Now, a participation always is a
certain degree of participation. Some created beings even partici-
pate more or less in the actuality of their cause, and this is why
they have different essences, according as they approach more
or less the simplicity of the First. Just as numbers differ from
one another in species because of their various relations to unity,
which is the principle of number, so beings differ from one another)
in essence because of their various relations to the pure act of
being. Now, what a certain creature lacks in act is exactly measured
by its potency. There is then a lack of simplicity in all creatures,
because what makes them to be creatures is the amount of potency
which specifies the essence of their own act. But we do not even
need to assert this in order to avoid the difficulty. Let us take
a creature that is not made up of form and matter, that is, a purely
spiritual substance. Like the First, it is bound to be a self-sub-
sisting act of thought, yet it still will lack the simplicity of the
First. For, indeed, the First is a self-thinking thought; He does
not need to receive from any source His own intelligibility, whereas,
below the First, all knowing substances know their objects only
through intelligible species. ‘“Omne aliud a Primo intelligit per
speciem quae est aliud ab ipso: Every being other than the First
knows through some species that is something else than that very

65



BEING AND SOME PHILOSOPHERS

being.”’> In other words, the Aristotelian notion of substance is
so foreign to existence that existence plays no part in this des-
cription of created being.

The whole argumentation of Siger obviously entails that the
actuality of substance as such be the whole of the actuality of
being as such. In such a world, to be is to be substance, that is,
either a pure form, if the substance at stake be an incorporeal
one, or a substantial unit of form and matter, if the substance at
stake be a corporeal one. In both cases, substances are in virtue
of their form, which is act by definition, and, since there is nothing
above act, the whole reality of any given being is completely
accounted for by the actuality of its very form.

We are now in a position to see what must have been, from the
point of view of Siger of Brabant, the main mistake made by
both Brother Albert and Brother Thomas. Albert was right in
saying that, God alone excepted, each and every creature is per
aliud in the order of efficient causality; but this does not prevent
each created thing from being a being per se. For, if it is at all,
then it is a substance, and every substance is as such both a se,
ex se and even per se, since it is by itself, out of itself and through
itself that it is the very being it is. To which Albert will no doubt
rejoin that, anyhow, it is not the cause of its own being. Of course
it isn’t! Unless it were created, it would not be at all, but, now
that it has been created, it is a per se because it is a substance.
When the old English poet exclaims: “O London, thou art of
townes a per se!’’#t he does not mean to say that London is without
having been made, but, rather, that London is such a city as stands
alone among all the others and, for this reason, eminently is.
London eminently is for being the very city it is. In other words,
a created thing is per aliud in the order of efficient causality, yet
it is per se in the order of formal causality, which, in the realm of
substance, reigns supreme. Albert has therefore intermingled the
two orders of the efficient cause and of the formal cause; hence his
curious illusion that an existing thing still needs existence in
order to exist. A perfectly valid argument indeed for anyone who,
taking existence for granted, cannot see in what sense an actually
given substance may still need to have it.

But, if the case of Master Albert is bad, that of Brother Thomas
is worse. For, instead of merely saying that substances owe their
being to something else, he has attempted to find, in substances

20 Thid.,

oL Ascnbed to ‘William Dunbar. Tke Poems of William Dunbar, edited by
W. Mackay Mackenzie (Edinburgh, Porpoise Press, 1932), poem no. 88, L. 1, p.
177. Cf. Appendix C. pp. 240-241.
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themselves, some definite room for the very existence they are
supposed to receive. And he cannot do it because the thing simply
cannot be done. Thomas does not want existence to be sub-
stance itself, because he wants it to be the existence of the sub-
stance, that is, the very principle which, present ¢z the substance,
makes it to be. As if anything were still wanting in that which
is, in order to make it to be! On the other hand, Thomas fully
realizes that Avicenna was wrong in making existence an accident.
As an accident, existence would fit nowhere in philosophy; which
means that it has to be something else. But, if it is neither a
substance nor an acecident, what is it?

No more pertinent question could be asked by a philosopher
to whom to be is necessarily to be a what. And the reason for
Siger’s attitude is clear: where there is no ‘“‘whatness,” there is
no conceptual intelligibility. If we cannot say “what’ the thing
at stake is, then no thing is really at stake, and we are merely
talking about nothing. Plato may have been mistaken in putting
the One and the Good above being, but he had been right in saying
that, if reality is only ‘“what” it is, there must be some higher
principle above even reality. Here, on the contrary, the very
notion of a “higher-than-whatness” principle completely vanishes,
because the summit of reality is itself, though an act, yet a what.
The Aristotelian God is a being of which we can say what He is,
namely, the pure act of an cternally self-thinking Thought. There
is no trace of any invitation to rise above substance in such a
metaphysics, no inducement therefore to wonder if, after all,
whatness is truly the whole of reality. Of course, Siger might
have asked himself the question, but our whole point is precisely
to show that, however deep and keen a mind he has, no philosopher
‘\can see what lies beyond his own position of the question.

This is precisely what is happening to Siger, and not to under-
stand what one is talking about is such an advantage in any kind
of discussion that one is bound to score along the whole line. For,
what he does is to ask Brother Thomas: “What is existence?”’
and, of course, Brother Thomas cannot answer. Unfortunately,
unable as he was to say what existence is, he had at least tried to

. point it out, that is, to call our attention to it, so that we might
at least realize that it is. In order to do so, he could not help using
words, each of which means something whose ‘“whatness,” if so
desired, we could define. While so doing, Brother Thomas ob-
viously gives the impression of trying to define existence, although
as a matter of fact, he is merely pointing to it. For an onlooker
who sees it as a would-be definition, each and every such attempt
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can result only in failure. With diabolical cleverness Siger has
singled out, among the innumerable formulas of Thomas Aquinas,
the one which, were it a definition, would certainly be the worst
of his failures. Quoting verbatim, Siger says that, according to
Brother Thomas: “To be (esse) is something superadded to the
essence of the thing, that does not belong to the essence of the
thing, yet which is not an accident, but is something superadded
as if it were, so to speak, constituted by the essence, or out of the
principles of the essence.”’22 As regards obscurity, this is a master-
piece. Everything in it is wrong, and it is so according to Thomas
Aquinas himself: To be is not something (aliquid), because it is
not a thing (quid); moreover, it is nct even true to say that-esse
does not belong to the essence (non pertinens ad essentiam rei),
because, though it be not the essence, it certainly is s to be; last,
but not least, if it does not belong to the essence, how can it, at
the same time, arise from its constitutive principles? Are we to
suppose that existence originates in the constitutive principles of
an essence which, apart from its existence, is not? With such an
opportunity, Siger could not help but score. Let us admit, he
says, that existence is constituted, or, rather, as it pleases Brother
Thomas to say it, quasi constituted by the principles of reality.
Now, what are those principles? There are but three: matter,
form (whose union constitutes the substance), accident. If it be
anything at all, existence has to be either matter, or form, or
accident. Now, Thomas himself says, and rightly, that it is not
an accident; on the other hand, he does not say that existerce
is matter, because matter is potency, whereas, to be is an act; nor
does he say that existence is form, because, if he said so, existence
would not have to be added to essence: qua form, essence would
exist in its own right. Siger’s victory is here complete. To say,
with Brother Thomas, that existence is superadded to form, to
matter and to accident is nothing less, Siger scornfully remarks,
than ponere quartam naturam in entibus, that is, to add a fourth
one to the three known constituent principles of reality.

To us, this does not have the appearance of a high crime. If
three principles are not enough, why not a fourth one? But the
irony of Siger is quite excusable if we remember that he was a
disciple of Aristotle through the commentator par excellence,
Averroes. Now, here is a man, Brother Thomas, who calls Aris-
totle Philosophus, the Philosopher; who speaks Aristotle’s own
philosophical language: matter, form, essence, substance, accidents,
and who nevertheless attempts to say something for which such

2 Siger of Brabant, op. cil., pp. 135-136.
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a language has no words. Here again Siger of Brabant might have
guessed that Thomas Aquinas’ philosophy was not, after all, the
philosophy of Aristotle, but all the appearances were against it,
and it is no wonder that he mistook the new position of his adver-
sary for a mere perversion of an old one.

The all-too-real embarrassment of Brother Thomas invited
him to do so. What is it Thomas says of existence? ‘‘Quasi con-
stituitur per principia essentiae”’ What does this quasi mean?
If it means that existence is not really constituted by the principles
of essence, he has said nothing; but,|if it means that the principles
of essence really constitute existence, then, since what matter
and form actually constitute is substance, existence is bound to
be its accident] And there is no way out, which means that, how-
ever long we turn it over and over or wander through it in all
directions, there is no room for existence in the metaphysical
universe of Aristotle, which is a world, not of existents, but of
things. And this, at least, is what Siger has clearly seen. Granting
to Brother Thomas that the constitutive principles of reality make
up the whole cause of its existence, it necessarily follows that
existence is a meaningless word. For, indeed, what is actually
constituted by the principles of any conceivable thing is that
very thing: “Constitutum per principia essentiae est ipsa res,”’?
and, once the thing is there, fully constituted by its principles,
why should we bother further about its existence? If the thing
is there, then it is; the existence of reality is identical with reality.

In such a metaphysics, essence, substance, thing and being
are just so many points of view on reality itself. Ens, or being,
designates what actually is. Res, or thing, designates the habitual
possession of being: a thing is that which is. In this sense, Avicenna
was right in saying that “being” and ‘“‘thing” are not synonymous,
but the fact that their significations are not the same implies by
no means that they do not signify one and the same thing. It is
the thing which is being, just as any being is a thing. | Technically
speaking, the mistake of all those who, with Avicenna, attempt
to distinguish between beings and their being is to ascribe a distinct
essence to what is but a mode of signification.?¢ In fact, we should
never forget that essence (essentia) primarily means the possession
of being or the reality which belongs to being inasmuch as it
actually is. What else could existence be, in Siger’s doctrine, if

B Ibid., p. 136.

% Jbid, This argument is borrowed from Averroes, In IV Metaph., c. 1II,
ed. cit., f. 32T: “El iste hemo ratiocinatur ad suam opinionem . . .,” which, for Aver-
roes, it was a crime to do.
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not essence itself in its supreme degree of actuality? ‘““Esse significat
essentiam per modum actus maxims,” that is to say, any fully con-
stituted essence exists in its own right.2s

Siger’s metaphysics of being thus remains, on the whole, the
same as that of Aristotle, and this is why, even after the decisive
intervention of Thomas Aquinas, his philosophy rejects it as a
mere verbal illusion. Yet, like those of Averroes and Aristotle,
his metaphysics deals with actually real and concrete being. The
point is noteworthy because, were it not so, a very large section
of history would not make sense. I am here alluding to the fact
that so many Christian theologies, during the Middle Ages and
after, have expressed both themselves and their philosophies in
the language of Aristotle. This is eminently true of the doctrine
of Thomas Aquinas, so much so that, deceived by what is an
irresistibly misleading appearance, too many of his historians have
mistaken him for an Aristotelian. Radically speaking, he was
not, but it is true that he has, so to speak, absorbed Aristotelian-
ism, then digested it and finally assimilated its substance within
his own personal thought.

What allowed him to do so, and what accounts for the fact
that between the Averroists and himself conversation and dis-
cussion were at least possible, is precisely that they were all con-
cerned with the same concrete reality. What Aristotle had said
about it was not the whole truth, yet it was true, and it always was
Thomas’ conviction that no already acquired truth should be
allowed to perish. His attitude on this point can best be under-
stood by referring to the problem of creation. The world of
Aristotle and of Averroes is what it is as it has always been and
always will be. Wholly innocent of existence, no question can
arise about its beginning or its end, or even about the question
of knowing how it is that such a world actually is. It is, and
there is nothing more to be said. Obviously, it would be a foolish
thing to speak of creation on the occasion of such a world, and,
to the best of my knowledge, Thomas Aquinas has never spoken
of the Aristotelian cosmos as of a created world; on the other hand,

“Averroes and his disciples have always maintained that, in the
~ doetrine of Aristotle, God is not merely the Prime Mover of the
world, but that he also is its Prime Maker]

Nothing could have been better calculated than this
subtle distinction between Mover, Maker and Creator, to help
us in ascertaining the true nature of Aristotelian being. If the
God of Aristotle were nothing more than-the Prime Mover of the

2 Siger of Brabant, op. cil., p. 137.
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world, He would, in no sense of the word “being,” be the cause
of its being. A merely physical cause, such as God, would not be a
metaphysical cause. If, as Averroes, Thomas Aquinas and many
Averroists have said,?¢ the God of Aristotle is the Maker of the
world, the reason for it is that He actually is, for all beings, the
cause of their very being. They owe Him, not only to move if
they move, to live if they live and to know if they know, but to be
If men really were what Aristotle thought them to be, they woul

be very far from feeling free never to think of God. True enough,
they would have very little, if anything, to expect from Him, since
He Himself would not even be aware of their existence: species,
at the utmost, not individuals, are worth being included in His
own self-contemplation. Nevertheless, mediaeval texts are there
to prove that there is such a thing as Averroistic piety. 2 To pray
to the God of Aristotle would be pointless, in so far, at least, as
prayer includes asking, but there would be very good ground to
praise and to worship Him in Whom all men should recognize the
Supreme Cause by which they act, they live and they are.

Still this is not yet a created universe. There still remains, in
its beings, something which the God of Aristotle could not give
them, because He Himself did not possess it. As a World-Maker,
the God of Aristotle can insure the permanence of substances,
but nothing else, because He Himself is an eternally subsisting
substance, that is, a substantial act, but nothing else. His actuality
is a self-contained one. He is an act to Himself alone, and this is
why what happens outside Himself is not due to the fact that He
loves, for He loves Himself only, but to the fact that He is loved.
He has only to be what He is, in order to foster in other Pure
Acts, inferior to Him yet no less eternal than He is, a permanent
love for His own perfection and a permanent desire to be united
with Him. Such are the divine Intelligences, and, as their desire
of the First eternally reaches matter, a matter no less eternal
than is the First Himself, everything eternally falls into place and
eternally moves in virtue of that love which, in the words of the

28 “Ad quaestionem jam motam breviter, dico quod profundi philosophi, et majores
eorum el maxime Averrois in tractatu De substantia orbis ef in libro Destructio des-
tructionum respondent quod Primum abstractum non tantum dat motum corpori
caelesti, sed dat sibi esse et permanentiam aelernam in sua substantia.” Helias
Hebraeus, Utrum mundus sit effectus, in Joannes de Janduno, De physico auditu
(Berg6a.mo, 1501), f. 131V, Cf. Thomas Aquinas, In VI Metaph., lect. 1, ed. Cathala,
n. 1164.

2" M. Grabmann, Die Opuscula de Summo Bono . . . und de Sompniis des Bostius
von Dacien, in Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen dge (Paris, J. Vrin,
1931), pp. 306-307.
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altissimo poeta, ‘“moves the sun and the other stars.”” Where
there is motion, there is life. Divine intelligences and heavenly
bodies immutably subsist by themselves; like the First, they are
gods and the life they live is divine. Below them, in immediate
contact with this sublunary world and even engaged in it, are those
intelligible realities which, too weak to subsist and endure by
themselves, stand, so to speak, in need of sgme material support.
They are the species. Intelligible forms, and therefore no less
eternal than the gods, they nevertheless are not by themselves,
but they run, so to speak, through an infinite number of individuals,
which eternally succeed and replace one another in order to main-
tain the species to which they owe their forms. This is why in-
dividuals do not matter in themselves; their species uses them
in order to endure, so that, for each of them, not the individual,
but the species is the true reality. In such a world, everything is
indebted to the First for all that it is. From the heavenly beings,
whose very substance it is to be pure acts of contemplation and
love of the First down to the humblest corporeal being whose
very substance it is to share, while it lasts, in the intelligible form
of its species, nothing can be found which is not indebted to the
First for all that which it is, inasmuch as it is. The world of
Aristotle owes its divine maker everything, except its existence.
And this is why it has no history, not even in history. Hermetically
sealed against any kind of novelty, the existenceless world of
Aristotle has crossed century after century, wholly unaware
of the fact that the world of philosophy and of science was con-
stantly changing around it. Whether you look at it in the
thirteenth, fourteenth, fifteenth or sixtecenth century, the world
of Averroes remains substantially the same, and the Averroists
could do little more than eternally repeat themselves, because
the world of Aristotle was an eternally self-repeating world.
It has opposed Christian theologians when they taught that God
could have made another world than the one He has made. It has
resisted Christian theologians when they maintained that, in this
God-made world, there take place such events as are the work
of freedom and escape necessity. Because theology was, before
anything else, a history full of unpredictable events, it has branded
theology as a myth, and science itself has felt the weight of its
hostility. Itself scientifically sterile, there is not a single scientific
discovery against which, so long as it lasted, it did not raise an
indignant protest. And no wonder, for, since the world of Aristotle
has no history, it never changes and it is no one’s business to change
it. No newness, no development, no history, what a dead lump
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of Aristotle, can safely be dealt with as if it were the 1deal world
of Plato.

Now, to do so was an almost irresistible temptation. In the
course of its centuries-long history, Platonism has found itself
engaged in countless hybrid philosophical combinations, but, like all
pure philosophical positions, it has always exhibited a tendeney to
disengage itself from contaminating elements foreign to its own
essence and thus to recover its original purity. This is what happen-
ed in Avicenna's philosophy when he conceived his carefully worked-
out doctrine of essences. He probably had some predecessors,
and one of them may have been Alfarabi, but, in so far as our
own problem is concerned, Avicenna himself is the real starting
point, because the influence of his doctrine can clearly be seen in
many philosophies of essence, mediaeval or modern.

Essences, Avicenna says, are either in things themselves or in
the intellect. IFor this reason, they can be envisaged under three
different aspects. A first aspect is that of the essence taken in
itself, that is, as unrelated to either any thing or to any intellect.
A second one is that of the essence as engaged in individual things.
The third is that of the same essence as present within an intellect,
in which it receives various accidents such as predication, univer-
sality, particularity and other similar ones.:

At first sight, this seems to be a very clear and exhaustive
division of all the possible conditions in which an essence can be
found. On closer inspection, it is a very curious one, for the very
first thing Avicenna tells usis that essences are either in things them-
selves or in the mind, vet he goes on to say that essences can be
considered either in things or in the mind or in themselves. Now,
if they exist solely when they are in things or in a mind, where
are they when they are in themselves? This i1s a very simple
question, but one for which no one has yet been able to find an
answer. From the very wording of the problem, it appears that
it is not susceptible of solution. Yet, Avicenna himself has posited
essences in themselves, as if they were some neutral realities,
floating, so to speak, between things and minds, now engaged in
the reality of individual beings, then conceived by intellects, and
always without losing their own privilege of being just what they
are. How can such a position be really understood?

I am afraid that, to the extent that it is possible, its explanation
has to be more psychological than metaphysical. Obviously,
Avicenna does not mean to say that, taken in themselves, essences
actually exist. On the contrary, when he first tells us that essences

* Avicenna, Legica, I, 1, in Aoicennae . . . opera (Venetiis, 1508), f. 1¥, Cf.f. 2%,
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are to be found either in things or else in minds, what he wants to
make clear is that they are not to be found anywhere else. This, at
least, is a philosophical statement. But what comes next seems
to have little to do with philosophy, and I fancy that this is the ex-
planation. Here is an essence, stone, for instance, which I now find in
an intellect and then in particular stones. It is existing according
to two different modes and therefore in two different ways. Yet,
when I think of it, it is the same essence. It is the same, at least,
from the point of view of its definition. If there were no stones,
the essence of ‘“‘stoneness” would still exist, provided only there
still be a mind to conceive it, even as a mere possible. On the other
hand, if there were stones and no minds to know them, stoneness
would still exist in the stones. Consequently, stoneness is in itself
wholly unrelated to either minds or things. Hence an almost
irresistible psychological illusion to which, in fact, Avicenna
falls victim. He has simply imagined as existing in themselves
essences which, according to what he himself has just said, never
exist in themselves. In other words, after saying that they exist
only in minds or in things, he considers as essences in themselves
what those essences would be if there were neither minds nor
things.

What nevertheless gives sense to this illusion is that Platonism
answers one of the fundamental aspirations of the human mind.
The essences of Avicenna are so many ghosts of Plato’s Ideas.
Their whole being consists in their abstract necessity. Endowed
with an intelligible resistance of their own, they victoriously resist
all effort of our intellect to change them. Then they are immutable,
and what is being, if not selfhood, immutability? What we are
now witnessing, in Avicenna’s philosophy, is the rise of a curious
type of being, the esse essentiae of Henry of Ghent and of so many
other scholastic philosophers. It is not a being of existence (esse
existentiae), yet it is some sort of a being, namely, the very one
which belongs to essence as such, irrespective of the fact that it
is or that it is not actualized in any knowing subject or in anv
individually existing thing.

Supposing that there be such essences, what should be their
main characteristics? First of all, when taken in themselves,
essences are their very own selves. Each of them is in itself
exclusively what it is. As such, they cannot enter in composition
with each other. To quote one instructive example, Avicenna will
never admit that the human intellect is the substantial form of
its body. To say that it is would be to suppose a dreadful con-
fusion of essences, each of which, because it is one with itself
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and other than all the rest, is bound everywhere to remain exactly
what it is. Not only essence itself, but its essential properties are
incommunicable. Laughter, for instance, is such a property of
man: we can accordingly be sure to find it everywhere the essence
of man is, and nowhere else. In short, each essence is an un-
breakable block of self-identical intelligibility.

This is why essences in themselves must needs be and always
remain strictly neutral with respect to all their possible deter-
minations. Out of itself, an essence is neither singular nor universal,
but indifferent to both. When it is the form of an individual,
it is singular; when it is in the intellect of a knowing subject, it
can be posited as either singular or universal, but, taken in
itself, it is neither one. To borrow an instance from the order
of the genus, we will say that animal is in itself something, and that
it remains the same, whether we speak of it as of an animal given
in the world of sense or of an animal given as an intelligible in the
soul. Out of itself, animal is neither universal nor singular.
Indeed, if, out of itself, it were universal, so that animality were
universal gua animality, there could be no singular animals, but
each and every animal would be a universal. If, on the contrary,
animal were singular gua animal, there could be no more than a
single animal, namely, the very singular to which animality belongs,
and no other singular could be an animal. Thus, when taken in
itself, animal is nothing more than this intellection in thought:
animal; “‘and, inasmuch as it is conceived as being animal, it is but
animal, and nothing else: et secundum hoc quod intelligitur esse
animal, non est nisi animal tantum;”’ ‘but, if, moreover, it is
conceived as being universal or singular, or whatever else that
may be, we are thereby conceiving, in addition to that which
animal is, something accidental to animality.”’s

This is what Avicenna says in his Logic, and, lest we imagine
that these are the words of a mere logician, it will be safer to read
what he had said on the same question in his Metaphysics. Besides,
the text is of historical interest, because it introduced, for the
first time, a certain horse that was destined to become a battle-
horse later to be ridden by no less a rider than Duns Scotus:
‘““The definition of equinity lies outside the definition of universality,
nor is universality contained in the definition of equinity. For,
indeed, equinity has a definition which does require universality;
consequently, eguinity itself is nothing else than equinity solely:
unde ipsa equinitas non est aliquid nisi equinitas tantum.”’ Out
of itself, it is neither many nor single, neither is it existing in those

3 Ibid., P. I, f. 12°.
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sensible things of ours nor in the soul, and there is not one of those
determinations which it could be said to be either in potency or
in act, so that they be contained in the essence of equinity. Such
is, as will be seen later, the root of the famous doctrine of the
accidentality of unity and of existence with respect to essence in
the metaphysics of Avicenna: ‘“Because it is equinity only, oneness
is a property which, when superadded to equinity, makes equinity
be one in virtue of this very property. But, besides this property,
equinity has many other properties that are accidental to it. Thus,
because many beings answer its definition, equinity is common,
but inasmuch as it is taken with determinate accidents and proper-
ties, it is singular: equinity in itself then is just equinity.”’s

Let us earefully commit this formula to memory : Eqmmtas
ergo in se est equinitas tantum. If there ever was in history such a
thing as an existentially neutral essence, here it is, and we should
now feel able to understand why, to the disgust of Averroes,
Avicenna upheld a world of things which, while being necessary
through their Cause, still remained, within themselves, so many
pure possibles. An actualized possible is an essence to which it
happens that it exists. Even while it is, it remains true to say that,
qua essence, it is not. Just as nothing forbids it to become either
universal or singular,s so also nothing forbids it to become an exis-
tent or to remain a mere possible; what happens to it in no way
alters that which it is, and we know that, as an essence, it is nothing
else. But it is not enough to say that, out of themselves, essences
are not. “The truth about them is that, however we look at them,
there is nothing in any one of them that calls for its existence.- The
First alone is necessary, hence He s, and He is ¢ruly, and, since
truth is a property of being, the First is truth in virtue of His own
necessity. But what about the rest? Since no possible essence
is endowed with the slightest determination to existence, it has
neither being nor truth. ‘“As you know,” Avicenna says, ‘““the other
essences do not deserve to be; considered in themselves and apart
from their relation to the Necessary Being, they deserve privation
of being, and this is why, inasmuch as they are in themselves,
they are all false. To Him alone they owe what there is in them of
certainty. It is in the sight of Him who knows, that they are,and for
this reason every thing perishes, unless His face be turned towards
it.”’s Obviously, Avicenna is here remembering the Koran: ‘“There
is no other God but Him. Everything is perishable, except His

¢ Avicenna, Metaphysica, tr. V, cap. 1, ed. cit., f. 86V. Cf. f. 86b.
8 Ibid., tr. V, cap. 1. 8 Ibid., tr. VIII, cap. 6.
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face.”” No Mohammedan reader could miss the allusion. At
any rate, it was not lost on Averroes, and it is no wonder that he
reproached Avicenna with mixing philosophy with religion.

We now find ourselves in a better position to understand the
famous Avicennian doctrine, so severely criticized by Averroes
and so often discussed by Thomas Aquinas, of the accidentality
of oneness and of existence with respect to essence. Oneness is
a property which inseparably follows substance, and which cannot
therefore exist in itself apart from the being which is said to be
one. Yet, whatever substance we may happen to define, oneness
does not enter the definition of its essence. Every thing has to be
defined by its genus and its specific difference; now, oneness is
neither the genus nor the specific difference of any substance;
it does not therefore enter the definition of any substance, and,
since it is neither its genus nor its specific difference, it is one of
its accidents. A very peculiar kind of accident, however. Taken
in itself, oneness is nothing more than the substance considered
in its undividedness with respect to itself. Oneness, then, is in-
separable from substance, but, as the notion of unity, by which
this fact is expressed, is an addition to the notion of substance,
oneness remains, though inseparable from it, yet an accident.s?
One could hardly wish for a more thorough substitution, for the
concrete unity of being, of a multiplicity of distinet concepts, each
of which represents a distinct being. So many concepts, as many
essences; so many essences, as many things.

What is true of oneness applies to existence. The analysis of
any given being will always fail to detect in it the presence of being.
Being is not the genus of that which is, nor is it its difference,
and this is why, as has been said, it can be found in many. What
we called “man’’ is a “‘common’’ essence, which happens to have
being in Plato, in Socrates and in Hippocrates. Let us say, then:
“To the nature of ‘man’ qua ‘man,’ fo be is an accident: naturae
hominis ex hoc quod est homo accidit ut habeat esse.”’® In other
words, it is not inasmuch as he happens to have being that man
has his human nature, nor is it inasmuch as he has his human
nature that man happens to have being. To be is something that
needs to be superadded to ‘‘manness” in order to constitute an
existing man, while universality must be superadded to ‘“man-
ness’’ in order to produce, in a mind which conceives it as predicable
of all men, the universal notion of man>) This exteriority of being

7 Surat XXVIII, 88.

8 Avicenna, Metaphysice, tr. I11, cap. 3, f. 797. Cf. tr. V, cap. 1, f. 877,
* Ibid., tr. V, cap. 2, f. 87V.
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with respect to essence is what Avicenna means by saying that
to be is an accident.

Let us now consider, in a more concrete way, the relation of
existence to essences. After hearing Avicenna by way of Averroes’
criticisim, it is only just to let him freely state his own case. The
whole argument of Averroes against Avicenna’s doctrine of the
accidentality of being rests on the assumption that what cannot
correctly be said in the language of Aristotle cannot possibly be
true. The hardest reproach he can direct against Avicenna is
that this man is now simply trying to think for himself, whereas,
the true duty of any philosopher is to think exactly as Aristotle
did. Now, if Averroes is right in this, there is no doubt . that
Avicenna was wrong. Not a commentator, but an original thinker,
he really was trying to say something that was both new and
true. Existence was there before his eyes, and he knew it, but he
did not know what to do with it. In any actualized possible,
existence appeared to him as an inseparable concomitant of the
essence. Actual being can no more be without its existence than
it can be without its unity. Yet, since actual being is primarily
its essence, even while a being actually is it kas its existence, it is
not it. It 4s not it because, were it its existence, then it would heve
no essence. Here again the notionalism of Avicenna is at work,
playing havoc with the constituent elements of concrete being.

He himself cannot help it. At least, he cannot if it is true to
say that, once excluded from being, existence can never find
a way to re-enter it. ‘Since Avicenna parcels out reality into
abstract notions, he can no longer admit that even an existing
essence actually 75, For, indeed, if what it is is existence, then it
cannot be essence, whereas, if it is essence, it cannot possibly be
existence. This is so true in Avicenna’s doctrine that the Necessary
Being, Who alone is in virtue of His own necessity, is also the only
one to be His own existence. Hence, the Necessary Being of
Avicenna has no essence: ‘“‘Primus igitur non habet quidditatem.”’ 1o
In point of fact, on the strength of Avicenna’s principles, we cannot
have it both ways. If God is existence, He cannot have an essence.
Had God an essence, then His essence would have existence, so
He Himself would exist—not as Existence, but merely as having
it. Nowhere does the absolute primacy of essence in the created
world of Avicenna more clearly reveal itself than in this crowning
piece of his metaphysics. His God is pure existence, but He keeps
it to Himself; as to essences, they may have it on loan, and nothing
more. The radical impossibility there is in ‘‘being an essence” is so

10 Ibid., tr. V, cap. 4, {. ooF.
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insuperable that, though God Himself had an essence, He could
not possibly be it.

If this be true, the doctrine of Avicenna concerning being
might possibly appear as a prefiguration of Thomism, but what
it really did announce was something rather different. In a sense,
Avicenna not only does not devaluate existence, he does not
devaluate even existents. The First, the Necessary Being, that is,
God Himself, is the pure act of existence, and nothing can be con-
sidered as superior to it. As to finite things, it is also true that,
in this philosophy, each of them has an existence of its own, that
it is a compound of essence and existence and, consequently,
that there is a distinction of essence and existence in Avicenna'’s
metaphysics of being. Yet, there is a difference between the two
doctrines, and it is of such nature that, when confronted with
Thomism, Avicenna’s disciples will feel bound in conscience to
fight it.

To account for this difference, I see no other way than to ask
if, after all, what Avicenna called the Necessary Being really was
existence. I know that Avicenna himself says He is, but our own
point is, in what sense is it true? First of all, it is true in this sense,
that the Necessary Being cannot not be.’ Then, it is true in this
further sense that the Necessary Being is the whole cause of exis-
tence for all the rest, that is, for all that which happens to be
through the will of the First. For, indeed, the First is will; He s
will rather than having it. But the First is not blind; just as He
is will, He is thought, and all the possibles are, so to speak, gathered
together in the unity of His existence. It is only later, in the first
Intelligence which flows from the First, that duality begins and,
with duality, multiplicity. Since it exists only in virtue of the First,
the first Intelligence knows itself as both possible in itself and as
necessary in virtue of its cause. Hence an incipient gap between
essence and existence, and yet an already unbridgeable one, since
it shows us that essence coincides with pure possibility. Essences,
then, are adequately measured by their very lack of existence or,
rather, they are it. Now, here is a first Being Who is existence
with essence and Whose existence is both the unity of will and
thought, that is, of what we would call will and thought in a
finite essence. In the First, all that we call by such names simply
melts in the fire of true existence. Yet, and for this very reason,
gince thought and existence are in Him strictly one, He is absolute
necessity. The Necessary Being necessarily is, and all that which is
in addition to Him, necessarily is, because it is through His own
necessity. Each actual existence is but a particular moment of
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the necessity of the First, and this is precisely why a mere possible
essence cannot possibly be its own existence. For essence to be
its existence, possibility would have to be at one and the same time
its very necessity. Yet, while it exists, any actualized possible is
necessary through the necessity of the First, Who is Himself
eternally bound by His own necessity. In this sense, the necessary
Being is, qua being, necessity. To the question, ‘‘Is the God of
Avicenna existence?” the answer is, “Yes, He is, but to be existence
for him means to be necessity.” Of such a God it can truly be said
that He is bound to exist, and, just as He cannot help being, so
everything else cannot help being while He is, nor can the Naces-
sary Being do anything about it. How could He, since each and
every actual existence is but a delegation of His own necessity?
In both God and things, existence s necessity.

If what precedes is true, the relation of essence to existence
in such a doctrine must needs be a very peculiar one. True
existence is innocent of essence, and true essence is innocent of
existence. Now, even without judging the doctrine in itself,
it can at least be said that such a decision finally succeeds in com-
pletely dissociating essence from existence. An entirely new situa-
tion is here arising, and it is one which we know full well, because
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