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It is well known that, in the Western World, metaphysics
began with Parmenides’ poem extolling being, or the "what is,
is."t  And his praise of being as a total unity, indestructible,
immovable, without beginning or end, necessary and
undifferentiated, is equally well-known. What is not so often
noticed, however, is that Parmenides recognized the source for this
view of being as residing in our thought patterns, which he called
the way of truth, rather than in our sensory experience, which he
designated as the way of appearances, opinion, and falsehood.
For, "the same thing can be thought as can be" he says in fragment
5, and again in fragment 8, "thinking and the thing for the sake of
which we think are the same.”

Yet this paper is not an attempt to offer a scholarly analysis of
Parmenides’ own metaphysics; rather, it is a chronology and
analysis of the subsequent history of some metaphysicians in
dealing with this legacy bequeathed to them by Parmenides. This
legacy, which I am calling the "ghost of Parmenides,” is the
confusion of our concept of "absolute being" ("abstract being")
with, and/or the disengagement of this concept from, the objects of
our experience. You doubtless recognize this confusion as a move
from the mental to the extra-mental, which has been also nam the
"fallacy of misplaced concreteness” according to Whitehead. For
to equate being with unity is really only to describe what a concept
of being must be in order for it to be intelligible to human
understanding; it does not describe being as found outside that
concept.

In the next generation after Parmenides, there is evident his
strong influence on Socrates and also on Plato, who devoted a
whole Dialogue to him, and who posits a whole realm of ideas,
prominent among them the idea of being ang the idea of the one,
which, it seems, is even superior to being.* Not until Aristotle
does there arise a serious attempt to exorcize that ghost of
Parmenides.

In his own Metaphysics, Aristotle credits Parmenides with an
advance over the early philosophers of nature by looking beyond
the material causes of the universe and by positing being as the
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unitaty explanation of natare.5 But, it is in his Physics that
Al‘jm:i;?tig directs himself more critically to Parmenides' concept of
'E_‘)@;_t:ng‘ For, Aristotle points out, Parmenides falsely assumes that
bm’ng simply considered” (in thought) exists in that one way onl
(as in thmlght)! whereas geing is common to diverse things lik{,
substance, accident, ete.® This is, as you recognize Aristétlc's
way of saying "fallacy of misplaced concreteness. " And he will
then finalize this position by pointing out that being can never be a
gcnu% lSc]asf_s-name),--wcn in thought!
erefore, in his own metaphysical system. Ari
concerned with the being of the tﬁinygs we ej:cperiéncelf)tgtt I;i‘t?;a;
concept of abso_lute being or being considered as a g’enus The
passages whcre}n he sets forth his realist metaphysics are well
known. "There is a science which investigates being qua being and
whqt belongs essentially to it." This being is neither universal nor
equivocal, but is predicated analogically because substance is the
pnm?{rg analog i;c\)r all tfllc multiple senses of the term.g '
wever, Aristotle then proceeded to state
become a stumblmg_ block for metaphysicians in thf‘:W é]ea::n::"iaess :g
follow. "If, now, being and unity are the same and are one nature
in the sense that they follow each other in the same way in which a
principle and a cause do, . . ., seeing that one man and being a
man a:ld a man are the same and that the added word in "one man
exists "docs not make it signify something other than what "a man
exists dqcs, . .."9 That is, it makes no difference in
understar‘}dmg what a thing is, to add that it is an existing thin
Further, "what a thing is" is substance. "Although 'being' is usegd
In S0 many senses, it is evident that of these the primary sense is
whatness, and used in this sense it signifies a substance."10 go
Aristotle did not escape the haunting ghost of Parmenides after all,
He merely substituted for Parmenides' and Plato's concepts of
;)lfll;;tgl,t a;pothgr concept, namely, "substance," confirming this
Substi ’lxcgm y excluding actual existence from the concept of
Moreover, this is what subsequent Aristotelian m ici
understood him to have done, pigviding difficulties gfrt)ll:g;:mgg
the otl_lcr hz_ir}d, f:or Platonists and Neo-Platonists, there conti.nucd
to be identification of being with the One, the Good, or simpl
€ssence, or even, as in Plotinus, exclusion of being from the OIr)ley
while Christian Neo-Platonists, like Marius Victorinus and St.
Aug'ustmc, strove to establish the identity of Being, One Good,
etc. II?I .God.- Allll of this is common knowledge. ’ , '
_ xst'or.u_:a Y, the first Aristotelian to addr i
A_ns_toth s identification of being with substance, ?)Sui Ill:ln:;gg; :g
distinguish them, seems to be Boethius. -Like A’ristotle he
recogmized that in every individual thing of our experience, there is
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a complexity of parts, i.e., substantial form plus numerous
determinations (accidents). This totality is what-a-thing-is (id quod
est), whereas, none of these parts separately is what-a-thing-is,
But, unlike Aristotle, Boethius reasoned that there must be some
binding element for the whole. This constitutive element is its
being, its esse. Hence Boethius' oft-quoted phrase: "diversum est
esse et id quod est.” (Being is diverse from that which it is.)ll To
what extent Boethius is here making a real distinction between
essence and existence, as he was credited with doing by the
medieval Christians, is hard to establish, even though Thomas
Aquinas so credited him, as will be discussed later. But that he
introduced into Aristotelianism in the West a splitting of Aristotle's
identification of being with substance is obvious. Parmenides'
ghost thinned a little.

Yet the Medievals had another Aristotelian thinker, besides the
Christian, Boethius, for the non-identification of being with
substance. This source was the line of Arabian Mohammedans, the
first of whom, affirming a distinction between essence and
existence, seems to be Alfarabi who lived about 873-950.

Because of his assiduous study and translation of Aristotle's
logical work, Alfarabi did not fail to note Aristotle’s remarks that
what-a-thing-is does not entail that-it-is, especially as this_is
carefully delineated by Aristotle in his Posterior Analytics.!
Consequently, in his metaphysical work, Gem of Wisdom,
Alfarabi states, "We admit that essence and existence are distinct in
existing things. The essence is not the existence, and it does not
come under its comprehension.” And, to the question: What then,
is existence? Alfarabi adds that existence is not a constitutive
character of substance but only an "accessory accident."!” Let it
be noted that this position only affirms that existence is a predicate
of essence and that it is in the category of accident; it does not posit

the "real distinction” of the later Middle Ages as found in Giles of
Rome,

Nor was such a real distinction posited by Avicenna
(980-1037) who affirmed the position of Alfarabi in the following
century and added that essence and existence must not be regarded
as two things (duae res). 14 What is more, Avicenna pointed out an
evident fact, which Thomas Aquinas will adopt and rcpi:at many
times, that "being is what first enters into our intellect.” 5 Then,
secondarily, the quiddity {(essence) of that being is understood ag
substance, or it is not understood as essence, but as an accident. !
The ghost of Parmenides was becoming very pale, indeed.

Moreover, this Avicennian primacy of the intellectual grasp of
being, plus the non-identification of essence and existence in the
beings of our experience, was correctly understood and
summarized by Algazel (died 1111) in the following century,--but,
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{51 order to rebuke Avicenna as an unorthodox Mohammedan.17
S0 also did Averroes (1126-1198) understand and rebuke
A\:lccnna, not, however, for being an unorthodox believer, but for
being too religious in his philosophy.

Not so Moses Maimonides (1135-1204), who accepted as
both orthodox Jewish and Mohammedan faith, as well as good
philosophy, Avicenna's teaching that existence is an accident of
essence and that it is directly caused by God.19

The first medieval Christian who introduced this Avicennian
non-identification of essence and existence was William of
Auvergne (1180-1249), who became bishop of Paris in 1228. The
newly translated texts of Avicenna, having been introduced into
Paris at the turn of the 13th century, were read by Auvergne who
did not hesitate to endorse the distinction and to posit existence
(?sse) as an azccidg):ntf._ Yet he added a new dimension in speaking
of existence (esse) of created things as caused icipation i
the divine existence (esse).z(g1 & by participaion in

In turning now 1o Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), it is striking
to note the introduction of his own metaphysical discovery in his
commentary on that problem text of Aristotle.

For it must be borne in mind that the term man is
derived from the quiddity or the nature of man,
and the term thing from the quiddity only; but the
term being (ens) is derived from the act of being
(actu essendi), and the term one from order or lack

of division; for what is one is an undivided
being.ﬁ ©

And then, jugt three paragraphs later, he also rejects Avicenna's
misinterpretation of the same text of Aristotle to the effect that unity
and being are not substance but are accidents of substance.

But it must be noted that Avicenna felt differently
about this; for he said that the terms being and one
do not signify a thing's substance but something
added to it. He said this of being because, in the
case of anything that derives its existence (esse)
from something else, the existence (esse) of such
a thing must differ from its substance or essence.

Butléhc term being (ens) signifies existence (esse)
itself.

Finally, after acknowledging that Avicenna had a mathematical
notion of unity which led him to view unity and existence as
accidents, Aquinas says:
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For even though a thing's existence (esse) is other
than its essence, it should not be understood to be
something added to its essence after the manner of
an accident, but something established, as it were,
by the principles of the essence. Hence the term
being (ens) which is applied to a thing by reason
of its very existence (esse), designates the same
thing as the tcgm which is applied to it by reason
of its essence. 3

Thus, for Aquinas, being is a concept, to be sure, but this concept
does not have a referent, as such, extra-mentally. In objects of our
experience, being refers to two non-%ctilentical aspects, namely,
essence as distinct from existence. Moreover, the act of
existence (esse) is the very actuation of every form in any existing
thing, both substantial form and accidental forms. "Existence is the
actuality of all acts, and that is why it is the perfection of all
pe:rfectionf."25 This insight has been called a philosophical
revolution, 28 and the equation of essence to potency, in relation to
the act of existence, has been likgned to the importance of the
discovery of zero in mathematics.4/ Most importantly, the ghost
of Parmenides was exorcized completely! Why? Because "being"
is only a concept, whether it is our primordial, 1mprecise, cognitive
awareness, common to everyone, or the being qua being (abstract
being) which is the formal perspective of the metaphysician. Even
in the case of God, Aquinas prefers 50 speak of Him as Supreme
Existence, instead of Supreme Being,. 8

Nevertheless, as is well known, after the death of Aquinas, the
controversy concerning the "real” distinction of essence from
existence, as held by Aquinas' pupil, Giles of Rome (c.
1247-1316), only served to revive the ghost of Parmenides. But
now, there were two gh%ts: essence as actual in its own right and
existence as actual also.#? Neither of these was Aquinas' position,
and so there ensued a series of supporters and opponents of
Aquinas, most of them still not understanding his Bhilosophical
revolution. Their history will not be recounted here.3

Instead, let us note how the founder of modemn philosophy,
Rene Descartes (1596-1650), followed the footsteps of the famed
theologian among his Jesuit teachers, Francis Suarez (1548-1617),
who rejected any real distinction between essence and existence
speaking only of a mental distinction with a foundation in reality. I
As a consequence, we have again two Parmenidean ghosts, that of
being gsubstance) as mind, and that of being {substance) as
matter.32 Moreover, as is well known, this Cartesian bifurcation
then spawned both Benedict Spinoza's (1632-1677) identification
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of being as substance with mind and matter, as well as Gottfried
Leibniz' (1648-1716) dispersion of being as intellectual substance
into countless monads.

On the other hand, let us note how Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804) revived the distinction between essence and existence
(being), but only to relegate the latter to a category of the mind.
“Being' (sein) is obviously not a real predicate; that is, it is not a
concep§ of something which could be added to the concept of a
thing." 3 Precisely,--existence is not a necessary predicate of any
essence; existence and essence are non-identical, Yet, to know of
some existing dinosaur, say in Alaska, would surely add to our
knowledge, would it not? It adds to our knowledge by way of a
cognitional judgment asserting truth or falsity; it does not add to
our knowledge by another concept! So, Kant is right in asserting
that being, as identical with another essence or predicate, is only a
concept,--and a meaningless one at that. But Kant is also
overlooking that being, as a term for the act of existence, is not a
concept; it is an understanding reached by a cognitive judgment and
expressed in a proposition. This one does not find Kant saying,
nor any of his successors either in Kantian or Hegelian Idealism.
For most of the latter, the abstract concept of being is identified
with extra-mental reality. Parmenides ghost was dimmed a little by
Kant, but it returned fully operational under Georg Hegel
(1770-1831).

Nevertheless, the exorcism of this ghost of Parmenides was
not long in coming. Existentialists, beginning with Soren
Kierkegaard (1813-1855), were joined by Empiricists of all
varieties, and by our contemporary Analytic and Linguistic
philosophers. This is well-known to all of us today. Some, like
Sidney Hook (1902- ) thought that now "g/f can banish the term
‘being' from the vocabulary of philosophy."34 Others, like Martin
Heidegger (1889-1976) even went so far as to affirm that this
spells the end of philosophy insofar as it entails the "overcoming"
of the metaphysics of being.

On the other hand, it seems that to say that an exorcism of the
ghost of Parmenides entails an end of metaphysics is a
non-sequitur. 1 say this because to affirm that being is only a
concept only jeopardizes a metaphysics of being; it does not
jeopardize a metaphysics of existence. It does not jeopardize the
latter because the act of existence is attained by that mental process
which joins and separates those concepts which represent reality
and not by the mental process which forms those concepts in the
first place. And note well: that mental action of joining and
separating, traditionally called judgment, is also the action by
which we affirm truth and falsity. No scientist nor any other
cognitive researcher studies concepts; they study real things by way
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of concepts. But they express their respective truths about real
things in propositions which are the linguistic expressions of their
judgments, which are about things!

The same is true for metaphysicians who use the concept of
being, which only symbolically represents real things, but use their
judgment to affirm or deny the existence of those things, and to
grasp that existence itself, as possible to be cognized. I say,
"possible to be cognized"” because if we view "existence” as just
another concept, it will only revive the ghost of Parmenides again.
True, we can, linguistically, use "existence"” as if it were a concept,
a predicate, as in "the existence of a tumor in his brain was
verified," but this can logically be re-phrased as "his brain has a
tumor.” On the other hand, a statement like, "dinosaurs no longer
exist” cannot be re-phrased. Consequently, the metaphysician can
attain truth or falsity about existence by use of judgment, just as
other scientists can, but no one can form a proper concept of
existence. ]

In the history of philosophy, the insight of Thomas Aquinas
that existence (esse) is the actuality of all other actuations in a thing
seems to be most meaningful and cognitively relevant because
existence is most intimate to anything.

As the most basic actuality of the thing, existence
is most intimate. It is the most inward of all the
thing's characteristics. It is the core of all else, the
axis around which all the rest revolves, even
though it is not part of the thing's nature. From
within, however, it is actuating everything in the
nature. It has both features, and it has them by
exercising the one role of existence. It could not
be the existence of something other than itself
unless at the same time it both lay outside the
thing's nature and actuated the nature most
intimately from within. Both fcaturcg are
imperative. The one complements the other. 36

Moreover, in a metaphysics that places primacy on judgment
about existence, instead of conceptualizing about being, the
philosopher is oriented constantly to the extra-mental world as is,
and against which any concepts or even whole conceptual systems
must be confronted. This is the added fruitfulness of Aquinas'
insight into existence as the act of all acts and the perfection of all
perfections. :

For he [Aquinas] insists that metaphysics is not a
science of concepts, but that it is instead, and
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uniquely, a science of judgment. Judgment,
however, not only unites or separates concepts, in
so doing, it refers the mind to the original context
out of which the concepts have been formed.
Judgment embracei context; judgment returns the
mind to the world.37

Indeed, it returns the mind to the world where its actual plenitude is
the basis for our non-exhaustive concepts about its principles,
forces, elements, and so on. Note what the same author continues
{o state:

What is more -- and it is this that Thomas Aquinas
has made explicit -- the context into which the
principles are to be resolved as into actuality is the
context of being taken precisely as actuality (esse),
i.e., as the order of principles that are themselves
ordained to their functions within the context of
actuality. Now, it is just this resolution of all
principles into actuality that is to be under%té)od
through the existential force of the judgment.”®

To conclude, then, it must be said that until metaphysicians
recognize that the proper cognitive function for attaining the
subject-matter of metaphysics is the judgment concerning the
existence of things, and not a concept of being, then they will be
haunted by the ghost of Parmenides.
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