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BEING AND SOME 

order of intelligible reality. This is why a11 Platonisms sooner 
or later lead to sooner rather Now, 

in itself is excellent, but 
not in a philosophy whose professed ambition is to achieve perfect 
intelligibility. 1 t easy to guess what would happen to 
being if existence was left out of it. Plato cannot be for 
having tried it, but history to what consequences such an 

to once removed from being, 
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 selihood, without 
including cxistence. It might be, for instance, substance. Our 
problem cannot be solved correctly unless we first take the answer 
of Aristotle into consideration. 
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AMONG dl the directed 
of being, there is an outstanding one, namely, 

that, if Ideas, 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 Iive. Slaves, Plato says, 
are not enslaved to but to concrete beings that are 
their masters; Likewise, masters do not have dominion over 
slaveness, their owri slaves; thus, these real things around 
us can do nothing to those yonder realities, any more than those 
yondcr 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 
we don't, becausc we have not science in itself, which is the only 
possible knowledge of things in themselves. The world of Ideas 
remains unknowablc to us, and, even though we did know it, such 
knowlcdge would not hclp us in understanding the world we Iive 
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 normal philosophy 
of mathematicians and of physico-mathcmaticians. Living as 
thcy do in a world of abstract, intelligiblc relations, they naturally 
consider adequate expression of reality. In this 
sense, modem sciencc is a continually self-revising version of the 
Timacus , and this is why, when they scientists 
usually fall into somc sort of loose Platonism. Plato's world pre-
ciscly is the very world they Iive in, at Not so 
with biologists and physicians, and, if we want tll clear up the 
difference, all wc have to do is to quote two Leibniz, Locke. 
Physicians seldom are metaphysicians, and, when they are, their 
metaphysics is very careful not to a1low its 108e sight of 
its physics. Such men usually follow what Locke himself once 
called "a plain historical," that is, descriptive, "method." Ari.totle 

1 Plato, 13J d-I34 c. 
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:BEING AND SOME PHILOSOPHERS 

was such a man. When a French "There are no 
sicknesses, but there are men sick," he was not aware of 

up, in a terse sentence, the whoIe 
of being. Yet he did. of AristotIe is the 
phiIosophy of aII those whose natumI trend of mind or sociaI 
vocation is to deal, in a concrete way, with reaIity. 

Like PIato, Ari8totIe is intere8ted in oúu!a: that 
which is. OnIy, when he Speak8 of it, what he has in mind i8 
something quite different from a PIatonic Idea. To him, reaIity 
is what he sees and what he can touch: this man, this tree, this 
piece of wood. Whatever other name it may bear, reaIity aIways 
i8 for hlm a particuIar and actuaIIy existing thing, a dis. 

unit which is abIe to subsjst in itseIf and can be 
defined in itseIf: not man in himseIf, but this individuaI man whom 
1 can caII Peter or John. Our probIem then is to find out what 
there is, in any concreteIy existing which makes it to be an 

a reality. 
There is a first cIass of characteristics which, aIthough we 
. them present in any given thing, do not deserve the titIe 

oi rea.lity. It comprises whatever aIways beIongs to something , 
without being itseIf some thing. AristotIe describes such char-
acteristics as "aIways given in a subject," which means that they 
aIways "beIong to" some reaI being, but nevet themseIves become 
"a being." Such are, for instance, thc sensibIe quaIities. A coIor 
aIways beIongs to a coIored thing, whence there foIIows thls 
important metaphysicaI consequence, that such characteristics 
have no being of their own. What they have of being is the being 
of the' subject to which they beIong; their being is its being or, in 
other words, th. onIy way for them Îs Hto belong" and, as 
AristotIe says, "to be in." This is why such characteristics are 
fittingIy caIIed "accidents," because they themseIvcs are not beings, 
but mereIy happen "to be in" some rea.l beings. CIearIy enough, 
accidents are not the Iooking for, since their definition 
doe8 not fuIfiII the requirements of what truIy is. 

Let U8 now turn toward of reaIity. To say that 
a certain being is "white" means that the quaIity of whiteness is 
present in this particular being. On the contrary, if we say that 
a certain being is Ha we do not mean to 8ay that "manness" 
is something whlch, Iike whiteness, for happens to beIong 
to, or to be in, thls particuIar being. The of it is that it is 
possibIe to be a man without being white, whereas, to be il man 
without being impossibIe. then is not a property 
that subj it is a characteristic whlch 
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can to those subjects. "Man" is what "said 
of" any actuaIIy given man. Let us caII "predicability" this 

As in the of accidents, it appears that 
such characteristics have no actuaI reaIity of their own. "Man-

and do not exist in themseIves; they onIy 
represent what 1 can truly ascribe to real "men" or to real "stones j" 
80 much 80 that to turn them into rea.l beings wouId be to repeat 
PIato's mistake. It wouId be to substitute Ideas for actuaI reaIities. 

This twofold eIimination ultimately us confronted with 
those distinct ontologicaI units we spoke of in the first place. In 
point of fact , aIl we know about them is that they are neither 
abstract notions, or "stone," nor mere accidents, 

color of a man or of a 8tone. Yet, 
negation can be turned into a twofold If real being 
is mere abstract notion or, as we 8ay, a concept, it follows 
that what truly is, is individual in its own right. Moreover, to 
say that actual beinlZ is to be found onIy in a 8ubject impIie8 that 
actuaI beinlt i8 a subject. N ow, what is it to be a subject? It is 
to be that in which and by which accidents are. In other words, 

reaIity, is that which, having in itseIf aII that is required 
in a thing 80 that it may be, can grant being to those 
added determinations which we caII its accidents. As such, every 
actual subject recei ves the titIe of "substance" because 
it can be figurativeIy under" accidents, that 

them. 
The indirect character of this determination of being is obvious 

in Aristotle's own "Being in the true, primitive 
and strict meaning of this which neither is predicable 
of a subject, nor is present in a subject i it is, for instance, a particu. 
lar horse or a particular man.'" But this seems to be Iittle more 
than a restatement of the problem, for, if it Plato was 
right in refusing actual being to sensible quaIities, while he 
wrong it to abstract notions, it still does not explain 
what to be now know where to look for 
it, but we still do not know what it is. 

It looks, then, as though the probIem 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 onIy one we have, the most striking indi-
cation we have that a certain subs!ance 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 

I Aristot1e, Categcwies, 1, S, 2 a n. 
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do. "nature" anY substance conceived 
intrinsic principle of its own operations. All true 

are they move, they change, they act. And this leads 
us to a second characteristic of Bubstances. In order thus to act, 
each of them must first of all be a subsisting energy, that is, an act. 
If we follow Aristotle thus far, entering with him a world 
entirely different from that of Plato: a coneretely real and wholly 
dynrunic world, in which being no longer is selfhood, but energy 
and eflicacy. Hence the twofold meaning of the word "act," 
which the mediaeval disciples of Aristotle will be careful to dis-

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). take together all 
the secondary acts which a given thing you will find 
that they constitute the very reality of the thing. A thing is all 
that it others. In such a philosophy, 
"to be" becomes an active word, whieh, before anything else, 

of an act, whether it be the very act of 
"being," or that of "being-white," or any other one of the srune 

We said that "whiteness" is not, and rightly, but "a white 
is white, so that, through whiteness also is, as sharing 

in his own being. It still remains to be whether Aristotle is 
here ta.lking about existence, but he certainly talking about 

things; and, because, it, reaIity is an 
actually real nucleus of energy, its very core lies beyond the 
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 unknown. 
All we know that, since they act, they are, and 
they are acts. 

Having reached this point, Aristotle had to stop, leaving his 
doctrine open to possible interpretation and misinterpret-
ation. He knew full well is to be in act, that is to say, 
to be an act, but to say what an act is, altogether different 
proposition. The only thing he could do about it point 
to something which we cannot fail to know, provided 
only we see it. Or else he would point out its that is, 
potentiality or possibility, but even this help much, since 
to understand act through potency is much more diflicult than to 
understand . potency through act. When worrying about the 
problem, Aristotle first reminds his reader that "we must no\ 
seek a definition of everything;" then he iovites him to fignre out 
for himself, by comparing a number of analogous mean-
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ing of those two "As that which is building is to that which 
is capable of building, so is the waking to the sleeping, and that 
which is Beeing to that which but and 
that which is shaped out of the matter to the that 
which wrought to the unwrought." Assuredly, a bare 
inspection of these examples clearly shows what Aristotle had in 
mind when he said: "Actuality of the thing;'" 
they help us, so to speak, in locating actual rea.lity: we now know 
where to look for that is all. 

It is typical of Aristotle's realism that, though fully aware of 
the bare and ultimate act as such, he never thought 
of setting it aside as irrelevant to reality. There is something which 
is not above Good of Plato, but which 
being or, rather, which is the very reality of being, yet 
definition. Real things are precisely of that sort, and philosophy 
should take them such as If tkere remains something 

the nature of actuality, it is at a mystery of 
nature, not a mystery created out of nothing by of 
metaphysicians. 

We must now proceed in our inquiry and ask Aristotle one 
more question which, 1 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 do exactly by saying 
of a being in act, that it is? The first answer which occurs to the 
mind is that, in this case at to be means to exist, and this, 
probably, it meant to Aristotle himself when, in 
day life, he forgot to philosophize. Nothing is more 

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, are Jiable 
to 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, ,md nothing in it authorizes us to think that actual exist-
ence in what he called being. Of course, to 
to us, real things were actually existing things. Aristotle 

. stopped to consider 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 
be," but we have plenty of texts in which he tells us that to be is 

a Aristotle, MeJaþhysics, e, 6, 1048& 38-1048b 4, in ArisJolle 
D. Ross (NewYork,-Scnbner, 1927), p. 82. 
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else. In fact, everything goes as if, when he 
being, he never thought of existence. He it, he 
comp1ete1y over100ks it. We should 100k elsewhere 
for what he considers as actua1 

the of being," Aristotle says, "the 
first is the one where it means that which is and where it 
the other words, the is of the thing is 
of the thing, not the fact that but the thing 
is and it to be a substance. This by no 
that Aristot1e is not interested in the existence or 
of what he is talking about. On the contrary, everybody knows 
that, in his philosophy, the first question to be asked about any 
possíb1e subfect of lnvestigation is, does it exist? But the answer 
ls a short a.ñd fina1 one. Once evidenced by sense or concluded 
by rationa1 is tacit1y dismissed. For, 
indeed, .if the thing does not exist, there is nothing more to 
if, on the contrary, we should something 
about it, but solely about that which it is, not about its existence, 
which can now be taken for grant 

is why prerequisite to being, p1ays nO 
The true AristoteIian name for being is 

Bubstance. which is itseIf identica1 with what a being is. We are 
not here reconstructing the doctrine of Aristot1e nor deducing 
from his princip1es impIications of which he was His 
Own words are perfectly clear: "And indeed the which 

of old and is raised now and a1ways, and is a1ways the 
subject of doubt, name1y, what being is, is just the question: what 
is For it is thi5 that be one, others more 

that some be Iimited in number, others 
unIimited. a1so and 

abnost exclusive1y is which is in this 
we have now to do is to equate terms: what is, 
the subslance of that which the thing is. In short, the 

of a thing is it8 very being. 
Such is the princip1e which account8 for the metaphysica1 

structure of reaIity in the dodrine of Aristot1e. Each actna1 
being is, 80 to Up of severa1 metaphysica1 layers, all 
of which necessariIy enter but the same 
1eve1 nor with eqna1 On the strength of what 

it is cIear that in substance is that whereby 
It is an act. Now, a corporea1 8ubstance is not what it is because 

Z, 1, a 13. 
• lbid., in n. 26, p. 64. 
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its matter. To use a classica1 a statue is 
it is because it is made of wood, of stone or of bronze. On the 
contrary, the statue can indifferent1y be made of 

one of those we will 8ay that it is the 8ame 
statue, provided on1y its shape remains the This, of course, 
is but an image. Natura1 forms are detected than 
artificially made ones, but the for it is that 
visib1e, whereas natura1 the intelligib1e core of visib1e 

Yet, there are such forms. speaking, an 
is made up of inorganic matter, and nothing else. The chemica1 
ana1yais of its tissues reveals nothing that cou1d enter 
the composition of entire1y different beings. It is neverthe1ess 
an anima1, and therefore a substance, because it 
princip1e which its organic chàracter, all 
and all the operations Such is the form. Obviously, 
if there is in a substance anything that is act, not the matter, 
it is the form. The form then is the very act whereby a substancu 
is what it is,' and, if a being is primariIy or, as AristotIe himself 
5ays, almost excIusively what it is, each being is and 
a1most excIusively its form. This, which is true of the doctrine 
of Aristotle, wiU remain equa11y true of the doctrine of his disciples, 
otherwise they would not be his disciples. The distinctive char-
acter of a truly AristoteIian metaphysics of being-and one might 
feel tempted to call it its specific form-Iies 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 the form of a given being is an act of which 
there is no act. If anyone posits, above the form, an act of thát 
:lId , he _may. weU use the technical terminology of Aristotle, but 
on this point at least he is not an AristoteIian. 

This fundamental fact entaiIs many puzzIing consequences, 
the first of which IS that, when a11 is said, coming back to 
Plato. It has often been remarked, and rightly, that the forms of 

down 
to We know a form through the being to which ìt gives 
rise, and we know that being through its definition. As knowable 
and known, the form is caUed Now, it is a fact that 

remain identica11y the in a11 these individua1s 
that belong to a same species. If the main objection directed by 
Aristotle against Piato holds good, namely, that man in himseIf 
does not exist and that, if he we are not interested in 
because what we need to know is not man, but men, the same 

to apply to AristotIe. Like that of P1ato, his Own 
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doctrine has neither use nor ouly 
difference is that Plato made open profession not to be 
in profession to be 

in nothing else, and then goes on to prove that, since 
the the throughout the whole species, the true being 
of the individual in no way differs from the true being of the 
speCles. 

AIl this is very strange, yet unavoidable. On the one 
hand, Aristotle knows man alone, not man, is realj on 
the other hand, he decides that what is real in this man is what 

how could his this and ever be reconciled? 
True enough, Aristotle bas an explanation for individuality. 
Individuàls, he says, are such in virtue of their matter. Yes, but 
the matter of a being is not what that being is, what is 
in it; so much so that, of itself, it being. However we look 
at it, there is something wrong in a doctrine in which tbe supremely 

is such through that which exhibits an complete lack 
of reality. This is what is bound to happen to any realism which 

at the level of substance; not the individua1s, but their 
.pecies, then the true being and the true reality.' 

The radical ambiguity of the doctrine is best seen by its his-
During the Middle Ages, thinkers and 

philosophical schools were divided between themselves on the 
of universals: how can the present in 

individua1s, or how can the multiplicity of individua1s share in the 
unity of the At first sight, this centurie..long controversy 

of a purely dialectical 
bottom of the whole is the very notion of being. 

What is? 18 only th9 
form of the ab801utely nothing but the common 
we give to individuals among This is 

on the contrary, you say that the form of the 
must needs be, since it is to it that individua1s are, then 
you are a realist, in this 8ense, at that 

reality of their own. But what kind of reality? 
form a 80rt of self-subsisting reality? Then Platonic Idea. 

no other existence than that of a concept in our mind? 
Then in what we that it is the very core of 

is disciples 01 the unity of the species. 
The fa.mous Avenoistic doctñne of the unity of the intellect for the whole human 
species- bas species alone is very extremity 

development, &nd beyond Averroes, 1M 
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actual being? N ow it is by no to see 
among what is puzzling here is 

that, should we believe them, they all agree with Aristotle. And 
1 ràther think they do. At any rate, 1 would not undertàke 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 his followers, 
was to use the verb "to be" in a single actUàlly 
has two. If it means that a thing is, then :ndividuals alone are, 
and forms are not; if it a thing is, then forms 
and individuals are not. The controversy on the being of universals 
has no other origin than the failure of Aristotle himself to màke 
this fundamental distinction. In his philosophy,. as much as in 
that of Plato, what is does not exist, and that which is not. 

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

"1 .hould like to know, Aristotle, whether you really 
that there are certain of which individual beingB partàke, 
and from which they derive for instance, 
are men because they partake of the form of 

14Yes, that is what 1 mean." 
"Then each individual the whole of the 

or else of there be any other mode of 
participation?" 

"There be." 
do you think that the is one, and yet, 

being one, is in each one of the things?" 
U Why 
"Because, one and thing WiIl then at one and the 

time whole in many 
be in 8 .tate of 8eparation from itselfl" 

"Nay, Socrates, it is not .0. not they do 
not 8ub.ist in themselves but only in particular things, and this i8 
why, although we conceive they can be predicated 
of 

"1 like your W8y, Aristotle, of locating one in many 
but did you is th8t individual 

beings are?" 
1 did." 
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lad, 1 wish you could how it may be that 
beings are through sharing in an which itseU is not!" 

The history of tqe problem of universals been such 
a dialogue, and have no conclusion. If they 
cannot be shared in without losing their unity and 
their being. If individuals are, then each of them 8hould be a 
distinct species and there could not point of fact 
species that include in their unity a multiplicity of individuals. 
Wbat is true is that that 80 
that in and through 80me individual, 
in and is. -But, to be 
in a p05ition to 5ay 50, one first have distinguished between 
individuation and individuality, that is, one ve realized 
that, no less necessarily and perhaps more deeply than essence, 
existence enters the 8tructure of actual being. 

the world of Aristotle is made Up of existents without 
They al.l exist, otherWÌSe they would beings; 

but, since their actual existence has nothing to do with what they 
are, we can safe!y describe they did not exist. Hence 
the twofold aspect of his own work. He is a Janus 
There is a first Aristotle, who wrote the 

keen observer of actual.ly 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 is: 
"The individuals comprised within a species, such as Socrates 
and the real beings; but as these individuals 

one specific 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 
dreadfuI. It is responsible for the immediate those 
positive sciences of observation which Aristotle himseU had 80 
happily fostered. For centuries and centuries men will know every-
thing about water, because they will know 
water is; so also with fire, with air, with with man. Wby 
indeed should we look at things in order to know them? Within 
each species, they are all a.1ike; if you know one of them, you 
know them all. Wbat a poverty-stricken world such a world is! 
And deeper the words of the poet 80und to our ears: 

are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are 
7 Aristotle, De þartibus animalium, A, 4. 644a 23-27, in 

D. 54, pp. 173-[74 
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dreamed of in Yes, indeed, but this was the 
poet who knew that what 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 

of time, and that what as true a hundred 
ago can no longer be held to be such, experiment 
to glance at the of Averroes on Aristotle, especially 
in those in which he himseU on the nature of 
being. What happened to Averroes was simply this: In the 
tweUth century after Christ, Averroes, himseU 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 of Aristotle and thereby to show that 
whatthat was true. He could not well do the one without 
doing the other. To him, Aristotle was the 
his doctrine and to state truth itseU were one and the same thing. 

Wbat makes the of Averroes an eminently instructive 
one, especially for the discussion of 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 rea.1ity, philosophy 
is not interested in actual existence; on the contrary, inasmuch 
as it is primarily concerned with human individuals and the 
crete problems of their personal sa.1vation, religion cannot afiord 
to ignore is why, in Plato's philosophy, the gods 

a.1ways there to account for events. Ideas a.1one 
cannot account for any existence, because they themselves are, 
but do not exist, whereas the whatever they may be, do at 
least exist. In the not an Idea, but a god, 
world, and, though Ideas account for the intelligibility of what 
the god makes, they themselves do not make it. It takes some-
thing that is to an existential happening. 

In the twelfth century after Christ, two religions, both stemming 
from the Old agreed in teaching that is 
God, Wbo tru.ly is and Wbo is the Maker of the world. "To 
make" here "to First, there but there 
was no world. N ext, there still but there also was a 
world, because God had made it to be, and for God to make it to 
be is what we cal.l creation. Now, if we believe that the world 
been what is the very first thing that happened to it at 
the very time when it was to be? The sovereign 
importance its factual 
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be overlooked 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 of Averroes, another Arabian philosopher, whose own 
position we shall later examine, had taught that, 5ince 
is something that happens 
"accident." 

read this statement of A vicenna, Averroea felt not 
only surprised, but scornfully indignant. And no wonder. Having 
learned from Aristotle that being and 5ubstance are one,' he 
bound to with its actual reality. 
Now, to 5ay that something is actually real, and that it is, 
is to 5ay one and the .ame thing. In Aristotle's own words: "A 
man, an exÎstent man, are just 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 Averroes made 
no mistake about its origin. That was a religious origin, and 
Averroes immediately said 50: "A vicenna is in thinking 
that unity and being point to determinations 8uperadded to the 

of a thing, and one may well wonder how such a 
such a mistake; but he has listened to the theologians of 

our religion and mixed Up their 8ayings with his own science of 
that is, with his own metaphysic.. Now, this i. 

precisely what Averroe. 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 re!igion is necesaary, for what it 
preaches is fundamentally the 5ame as what philosophy 
and. unless common men be!ieved what they would 
behave !ike beasts. But theologians 5hould not 
just as philosophers 8hould teach, not preach. Theologians should 
not attempt to demonstrate, because they cannot do it, and 
philosophers must be careful not to get be!ief mixed Up with what 
they prOVe, because then they can no longer prove anything. N oW, 
to preach creation is jU8t 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 80rt ever happened. 
The fundamental mistake which accounts for the distinction be-

• Aristotle, }.fetophysics, Z, 1, 
• Aristotle, M etaPhysics, r , 2, 
lIt Averroes, In c. 3, in Arislotelis Slogiritae • • . opero 

(Venetiis, apud Juntas, 1552), Vol. IX, p. 43 '9'. 
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tween being and is A illusion that a re!igious 
be!ief can a philosophical meaning.u 

What of highIy instructive one is 
that, in 80 far a8 Averroes Aristotle found himself 
ineacapably confronted with the metaphysical problem of 

that he could no longer ignore it. If there for 
existence in a world in which being is identical with 
now was for the new Aristotle the time to tell us where it fits; 
if, on the was just a word which added nothing 
to what we already know about , being, the new Aristotle was 
bound to tell us that so, and why. This last 
Averroes 80 that his metaphysic. constitutes a crucial 

in so far at as the relation of pure substantialism 
to existence is concemed. 

Who, Averroes asks, says that real beings "exist?" In a way. 
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 
they 8ay that "to be found," just as, in order to convey that 
a certain thing does they say that it is "not to be found." 
We ourselves would now say that, to Averroes' compatriots, 

80me German philosophers, to be is to be there: sein is dasein. 
This is nothing more than a crude and popular way of talking, 
if any philosopher takes he will have no other choice 
than to make existence an accidental determination of being. 
The thing must then be reality, let us say an easence, 
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 A vicenna when is an 
accident that happens to "Quod esse sit accidens 

Several errors neceasarily follow from this first one. If the 
fact that a certain being is, is distinct that being 

i8, each and every being will have to be com-
pound of its essence and If we so conceive it, the 

will have to be further not as a being, but only 
as that which being when it happens to exist. N oW, 

no longer deaervea the title of being, except in 80 
receives .existence, or esse, the distinction of essence and 

becomea a distinction between two constituents of 
being, one of which is conditioned by and 

11 A verroes, Deslruclio VIII, ed. dl., Vo1. IX, 
disp. 1, f. 9'9', 
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is either 8ubstance or accident. A very remarkable 
indeed, at least ii we look at it in the proper way. To Averroes, 

Aristotle 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 does not make 8ense, it is unthinkable, it is nothing. 

To this conclusion, the obvious objection is that Aristotle 
himself might wel1 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, 
soon as we look that way, our new most 
disturbing properties. At properties 8eem entirely dif. 
ferent from those other accident. When 1 add quantity to 
a substance, 1 give it 8ize, or bulk, whereby 1 alter its appearance; 
if 1 add quality to it, 1 make it look white or black, and 1 
alter its appearance, and 80 on with a l1 the of 
place, relation and 80 on, each of which a specific 
determination of the 8ubstance, in itself distinct from all the other 
types of determination. In other words, quantity gives to a 8Ub-
8tance what quality give; quantity is not quality, but 
they are two irreducibly distinct accident. Not 50 
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 

1 8ay that a certain substance has both quality and 
quantity, 1 do not mean that quantity is the same thing as quality, 
nor that both quantity and quality are the same thing as 
Three distinct notions are here to my mind, but, ii 1 say 
that a 5ubstance is, that its quantity is, or that its quality is, what 
am 1 doing? The very accident which supposed to add to 
IIny one of those three terms blends itself, 80 to speak, with them 
and vllnishes from 8ight as being identical with them. "This 
8ubstance is black" is 11 meaningful proposition, because blackness 
is not the substance of which it is predicated. "This 8ubstance 
is," ii it mellns anything, means that this is a 
to maintain the contrary would be to maintain that a real 8ubstance 
is distinct from its own being. The reasoning likewise applies 
to all the nine accidents. If existence were IIn IIccident, then 
quantity, for instance, could not be, because, were 
it could no more be quantity than be quality, and so on with 

The proposition, "quantity is," either mellns thllt quantity 
is quantity or it means nothing. In short, one cannot consider 

IIccident that which can be said of any suhstance and of any 
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In other words. essence then deserves the title of being only inas. 
much as it received Consequently, 
apart from essence in itself is a bare possible, not a 
being, but a possible being. A world made up of such 18 
a in no_ being contains jn itself the 
existence, for its necessity, for its intrinsic intelligibility. 

Such a world what A wanted, in order to 
placate theologians. When all is said, there is one being, 
ãnd onlv one.- He is "the First," eternal1y subsisting in virtue 
of His necessity and eternally drawing possibles from potency 
to act. Now, to actualize a possible is to give it actual existence, 
80 that being is a possible which happens to be actual. 
ized. It now is because, in the eternal flow of changing things, 
it was its turn to be. Let us now single out one of these 
bein!!S 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 80 on two accounts: first, while it lasts, it cannot not be; 
next when actual existence happens it cannot not happen 
to because bcing 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. being then 
exhibits two opposite faces, according as we look at it as it is in 
itself or as it is lñ its relation to the First. In itself, it is but possible; 
in its relation to the First, it is As A vicenna himself 

it is a possibile a se that is, as it were a 
single word, a Hpossible• by.itself.necessary.by-another." In short, 

among of beings which can be produced by 
a first cause. since their own existence is entirely deprived of 
nece8sity. is an accident which happens 
to essences is but a shorter way of saying thing. 

Such a doctrine is perfectly consistent, yet 
it as a whole becau8e there is something wrong in its very principle, 
namely, its notion What is existence, Averroes asks, 
and how are we supposed to conceive it? A vicenna says 
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 Arißtotle, the first is 8ubstance, while the 
nine fol1owing ones designate all possible accidents, 8uch as quan. 
tity, quality, place, relation, and 80 on. We existence 
there. Now, since it is supposed to happen to a substance, it 

be substance, and since it is not one of the known accidents, 
it cannot be an IIccident; hence it is nothing, because 1111 that 
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accident without to its notion. The very 
of a category co=on to a11 the other absurd. All 
that is censurable and wrong: hoc totum 
est falsum et vituperabile. There is no place, in metaphysics, for 
sn existence from that which is. 

Mistakes, however, have to be overcome, and what precedes 
wouId a divided mind, we were to account 
for the very confusion which is responsible for 80 mis-
understandings. Such as "x is" do indeed make 
8ense, and what may be true or 
But what do they When a judgment is true, it is 
because it 8ays "that which is." Any true judgment then 

the which is indeed a reality. To 
say that merely that "there is a man," and, 
if thi8 proposition happen8 to be true, it is 80 because what is there 
is indeed a man. But Iet U8 generalize the prop08ition. When 1 

that "8omething is," whatever that may be, the proposition 
means that a certain being i8 there. What matters here 

is the intrinsic reality of the being at 8take, and precisely the 
verb "is" expresse8 nothing else than that A vicenna 
wants us to inlsgine that "is" add8 something to the notion of 
being. But this not make senae, since, as a word, "being" 

else than "is." "Eeing" i8 the noun derived from 
the verb so that its mcaning can be nothing else than "that 
which is." We might a8 well maintain that 
is derived from "man," signifie8 something else than "what 
man is," or that "individuality," which is derived from "in-
dividuaI," 8ignifies 80mething more than "what an individual 
is." What has Avicenna done? He has simply inlsgined that the 
"is" of which is the bare statement of the actual 
reality of a certain essence, 8ignifies something which, when added 

turns them into 80 many to say that 
a certain being is merely that a being. l1 

world of A appears as made up of truly 
Aristote1ian substances, each of which is natura11y endowed with 
the unity and the being that belong to all beings. No distinction 
whatsoever shouId then be made between the 8ubstance, its 
unity and In a fearfully concise statement, 
tells us: of any one being, by which one, is 

" Eþi.tome in lfelaþhysÎcae tt!_" 
Vol. VIß, f. disp._Vj ed. dt_. ,_ Vol. I?C,_ Cf. 
A. Forest, La Structure du selqn sainl Thomas d'Aquin (Paris, 
J. Vrin, 1931), P.143, D. 2. 
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its to be, whereby it is a being: 
guam est unum, est suum esse, per ens."u The equation of 

and being is here 
since 8ubstance comes first, it is 

Thus far, Averroes 8eems quite success!uI in his effort to rid 
philosophy but it stilI remains for soIve a 
problem, the very one which A himself had tried 
to solve: the relation of heings to their actuai existence. 

there are such possibilities, and 
their heing be 
possible. Under this definite form, at least, the problem of 
ence be eliminated. Averroes is clearly conscious of it, 
but he thinks that, even then, it remains a 
much 50 that a phiIosophy worthy of the 
establish its futility. In the mind of A vicenna, the whole difficuIty 
is tied Up with his notion of what he ca11s the it-
self." Of if there are 8uch beings which, out of themselves, 
are merely p05sible, the problem know what must be 
added to them in order them actuai But is the 
possible of Avicenna an intelligible phiIosophicaI notion? We can 
understand what A vicenna by the Fir5t, Who is the onIy 

understand all is , outside the 
is of the necessity of the First. Had he said 
this, and nothing more, A vicenna wouId have said nothing but the 
truth and the whole truth; for, indeed, all that which is, is neces-
sary itself or by its cause, and the proposition can be 
proven. 

Let us consider the of any one of those beings which 
A vicenna holds to be of another." Since it 

and since it is that in what sense can we stilI 
that it remains is that such 

a being remain8 possible in itself. But what is its apart 
from what it is? A vicenna says: it is Which is true. 

take a actua1ization, 
pure possible, it yet exist and 

necessity on the contrary, we take it as 
already actuaiized, it then exist, but 

there is no trace in it of any When it was possible, 
it was not, and, now that it is, it no longer is possible. 

both at one and the same tinte, one that 
is, and that, whiIe it in 

UAv,. .. …s, 11, lV Melaþll., c. 3, t:tl. 
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without adding notion. The very 
of a category the other categories ÍIIabsurd. All 
that is and wrong: hoc lolum 

falsum et vituperabile. ÍII no place, in metaphysics, for 
an from that which is. 

Mistakes, however, have to be overcome, and 
wOlÙd leave us with a divided mind, were to account 
for the very confusion which is responsible for so many mis-
understandings. Such as "x is" do indeed make 
sense, and what may be true or case may be. 
But what do they mean? When a judgment is true, it is so 
because "that which is." Any true judgment then 

the reality of something which is indeed a reality. 
that "a man is" merely that "there is a man," and, 

if this proposition happens to be true, it is 80 because what is there 
i8 indeed a But let us generalize the When 1 

that "something i8," whatever that may be, the proposition 
merely that a certain being is there. here 
is the reality of the being at stake, and precisely the 

us adds something to the notion of f 
being. But thÍII not make sense, since, as a word, "being" 
signilies nothing else than "i8o" "Eeing" is thc noun derived from 
the verb "is," so that its mcaning can be nothing else than "that 
which ÍII." We might IIS we11 maintain that "humanity," which 
is derived from "man," signifies something e1,e than "what 
man is," or that "individuaJity," which is derived from "in-
dividual," more than "what an individuaJ 
is." What hllS Avicenna done? He imagined that the 
"is" of which is the bare statement of the actuaJ 
reality of a certain essence, signifie8 something which, when added 

turns into 30 many realities, to 8ay that 
a certain being i8 merely is a being." 

The world of A appears IIS made Up of t rlÙy 
Aristotelian 8ubstances, 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. 1n a fearfully concise 8tatement, 
te11s us: "The 8ubstance of any one being, by which 

t4: C?:;, 
Vot. VIII, f. 1692j'Destructio disp. V; ed. 'ü. , Vol. IX, f. Çf. 
A. Forest, 1A Strudure du cori"ú selon saint Thomas d'Aqui,. 

1931), p. 

be, whereby it ÍII a being: Substantia 
guam est unum, est suum esse, þer esl ens."" The equation of 

and being is here complete, and, 
8ince 8ubstance comes first, it is the whole of reality. 

Thus far, Averroes 8uccessful in his effort to rid 
philosophy of existence, but it 8till remains for a 
problem, namely, the very one which A vicenna had tried 
to solve: the relation of beings to their 
Mter aJl, such things IIS actun.lized pos8ibilities, and 
their being cannot be mere 

Under this definite the problem 
ence cannot be eliminated. A clearly of it, 
but he thinks that, it remains a 

80 that a philosophy worthy of the name 
establish its futility. 1n the mind of Avicenna, the whole difliculty 
is tied Up with his notion of what he caJls the "possible out of it-
8elf." Of course, if there are 8uch beings which, out of themselves, 
are merely possible, the problem know 
added to them in order them actuaJ reality. But is the pure 
possible of an intel1igible philosophicaJ notion? We can 
understand what A vicenna means by the First, Who ÍII the only 

being, and Who subsist8 in virtue of His own 
We aIso can that aU that which is, outside the First , 
is 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, a11 that which is, i3 
sary either by itself or by and the proposition can be 
proven. 

the of any one of beings which 
A vicenna be of another." Sincc it 

and since it is that it be, in what sense can we 8tiIl 
that it remains A is that 8uch 

a being remains possible in itself. But what is apart 
from what it is? say8: it is its Which is true. 

take a prior to its actua1ization, it is 
pure possible, precisely because it does not 

necessity whatsoever; if, on the we take 
actuaJized, it exist, but it 

and there ÍII no trace in it of any pos8ibility. When it 
now that it is , it no longer is To imagine 

it as being both at one and one 
it actua11y is, and that, while it is, it 8tiIl remains in itself IIS if 

IV Mdoþ":, C. 3, tJ. clt., VoI. IX, 
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possibles. There remains in 8uch a philosophy least 
faint trace of what any true philosophy of the concept hates above 
everything else, novelty. 

A universe in which nothing new ever happens-;;uch is the 
universe of Averroe8 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 Hbefore" 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 on earth, 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 thcologians have asked philosophers if the movements 
anterior to the present ceased, the philosophers have 
answered that those movements have not ceased, because, as 
philosophers see it, movements have had no beginning, 
80 they' h,we no end."u And let us what is true 
of motion holds good for any event in general. All that happens 
is a motion of some 80rt, 80 that all that i8, is always there, iden-
tically the same, in 8pite of it8 apparent mutability. 

One could hardly wish for a world better made to suit the 
of abstract conceptual thinking. is no more to 

be here than it will be in the philosophy of Spinoza. N 0 
provision is made for it in this eternally self.identical world, not 
even the smallest corner where that unpredictable element rnay 
threaten to play the most of its tricks. Perfectly proof 
against newness, it remains eternally such as it is. Since generations 
and but particular kinds of motion, individual 
beings can come a.nd go without disturbing the of the world. 
Some beings, such a8 the heaveuly bodies and the pure intelligence8 
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-
8elves, are born, and whose life is so short, it is true to say that 
they themselves are subject to 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 
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not. . The unrealized possibility 8eems here to survive its 
actual realization and, 80 to speak, to receive from its very neg-
Ilotion some sort of vague reality. But this is absurd. "If the 
thing is necessary, however it rnay have been posited, possibility 
is wholly absent from it. N othing 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 5hown that what is 

is in no way possible, 8ince possible and 
contradict each other. Where there is possibility in a certain 
being, it is that such a being contains, over and above what is 

from the point of view of its own nature, 80mething 
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 
regards their being, but they are possible with respect to their 

in space. What has led Avicenna to that distinction 
his opinion that the heavenly bodies are neccssary by another, 
and yet possible out of themselves."u 

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 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 

by religious law to this world is of the nature as the 
newness of is understood in this doctrine."u Let us 
pause a moment to pay homage to the remarkable philosophical 
insight of Avicenna's great adversary. What he clearly sees 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 is, so much 50 that, rather than say that His essence 
is identical with His existcnce, we had better 8ay that He has 
no essence at all. Yet, A does not consider his 
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 A vicenna's 
doctrine, but to the keen eyes of A verroes there stiJl is too much 
of at least, there stiJl is 50mething which looks too much 
like it. The world of Avicenna remains a world of happenings. 
Assuredly, they all are happenings, but stiJl they do 
happen. were mere possibles become actual beings, 
then away and make room for the actualization of other 

14 Destructio desll'uction1,m, disp. VIII, ed. cit. , Vol. IX, f. 43V • 
161bid., 1. Vol. IX. f. 
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the species never They do away 
because, motion never in 

motion, 80 that motion is aIways there, 80 aIso 
never ends, owing to the perpetual 8ubstitution of who are 
bom for those who die. The world has always been it 
is; humanity has aIways been just what it is; human knowlcdge 

been just what it is, for the totality of intelligible 
forms is being permanently radiated and, 80 to 8peak, 
by the 8ubsi8ting Intelligence Who thinks for us and 
above. the intellectual differences between souls having 
no other cause than the individual their re8pective 
to catch the divine mes8age, that is, to receive those intelligible 
forms. IntellectuaI intelligibility, then, may happen to be received 
by one man better another, in which case we say that he is 
more or even that he has geniu8, but, whcn a philosopher 
dies, philosophy it8elf It may 1l0W exist in 
now in the East, but philosophy always remains bccause there 
always are philosophers, and, if true phil080phy scems 
to perish, it is but an iIIusion. Total knowledge is always present 
in the Intelligence which is the unique intellect of the human 
species, and, though you ean't take it with you die, 
because you bave no individual intellect to take it in, nothing of 
it is enough, the divine may be blurred for 
a while, but not forever. Once eaught by Aristotle in Grecce, it 
is now being heard by Averroes in Spain, and we need not fear 
that it will ever be completely lost. In 8hort, individual men are 
mortal, and wholly so, but all the true, all the good a lj.d all the 
beautiful of which they partake for a little while is immortnl in 

right. If the future of 8uch things is what makes men 
uneasy when they die, they ean die in peace, for truth, goodness 
and beauty aIways eome to them from above and they abide there. 
They are -eternally safe and bright in that Intelligence which 
perpetually enlightens mankind; they are 8till more 80 in 
one of the higher intelligences, and they are eminently 80 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 8pite of 
all appearances, the world of being is one solid block of intelligible 

is the ultimate why being always is and 
cannot be conceived apart from its being. A perfect in8tance, 
indeed, of a mental universe in which, for any conceivable being, 
to be and to be that which it is are one and the 8ame thing. 
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could be more unpaIatable than such a 
doctrine to theologians persuasion. That A 
had his Moslem only is a fact, but should 

us no 8urprise. Later on, Spinoza, whose doctrine largely 
is a revised ver8ion of Averroism rewritten in the language of 
Descartes, will aIso have his trouble with the Synagogue, and 
for the 8ame fundamentnl reason: in any religious world there is 
novelty, because there is existence. But, if there is a religious 
world in which newness reigns 8upreme, it is the Christian world, 
in which at least two extraordinary things once happened-its 
creation by God and its re-creation through the Incarnation of 
the Divine Word. One of the most paradoxicaI episodes in the 
history of Western thought has been the rise, in the thirteenth 
century, of a philosophical 8chool whose members imagined that 
they could think as Averroists while If 
there is a crucial experiment on the compossibility of existence 
with being irt a metaphysics in which being is identified v. ith 
8ubstance, here is one, and there is good 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 Bmbant is exactly the man we need to help us with our 
problem. N ot only a Christian-and 1 personally do not 
know of any 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 eharge of 
teaching philosophy to students who, for the most part, were 
later to study theology. As such, the Parisian Arts had 
nothing to do with theology itself; his only business intro-
duce his students to the philosophy of Aristotle, from his logic 

metaphysics, ethics and politics. On the other hand, it 
be borne in mind that 1270 is a rather late date in the of 
mediaevaI philosophy. When Brabant had to 
any philosophicaI problem, he could not avoid taking into account 
what some of his predecessors had on the 
The Co=entaries of Averroe8 were at his disposal and, -to 
what they said adequate expression of Aristotle's owrÍ 
thought, which it8elf was one with phil080phical truth. But he 
had read many other phil080phers, vicenna among the 
Arab8, Albertus Magnu8 and Thomas the 
Christian8. 

Thi8, 1 think, 8hould account for the rcmarkable decision made 
by Siger of Brabant when, having to raise questions 
IV of Aristotle's he found himself confronted with 
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the definition of this science: a science whose object is 
being qua being. The 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 vcry first qucstion asked 
by Siger on this occasion was: in created things, being 
(ens) or to be (esse) belongs to the essence of creatures, or is 

added to their essence."n Obviously, we are now reach.. 
ing a time when the problem of the distinction and 
existence has already been openly raiscd and widely discussed. 
For Siger to have asked it in the place, the question 

ve already become, if as it now is, a pcrennial question, 
at least a question of the day. Between Siger and his own favorite 
master, Averroes, thcre stands Thomas Aquinas. For him, that is 
the trouble, but for us, that is what makes his casc cxtrcmely 
interesting. If, as hc naturally will do, Siger wants to identify 

and existcnce, be enough for him to play Averroes 
against A vicenna, whom Averroes had both known and alrcady 
refuted; he will have to play Averroes against Thomas Aquinas, 
whom Averroes could not refute, because he could not foresce his 
commg. 

The whole discussion of the problcm is 80mcwhat obscurcd by 
a certain ambiguity, for which Siger himself is not responsiblc, 
bccause its 80urcc lies in the position of thc question. Averrocs 
was right at least in this, that the origin of the )lotion of existence, 
as distinct from thc notion of is religious and tied up with 
the notion of creation. N 0 one can read the Old 
try to formulate what it teaches 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 Chri8tian theologians want to 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 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. 

only way to express 8uch a relation is to say that, sihce 
creatures do not exist by themselves, they receive their existence 

17 M. Grabmann, N _"Quaestionen" Sigers 1Jon Brabanl Zlt dcn 
Werken des Arislotrles (Clm. 9559) , in_Miscellanca Franceùo Ehrle, (Roma, 
theca Apostolica Vo1. 1, pp. 103-141. The t<,xt i::; 
to be found on p. 1.13 

from God. Their own being is not something that belongs to 
them per se; it is given to them from precisely 
their being is a received being, they are distinct only 
per se Being there is, God, their Creator. It 
fore be said that in all Christian theologies no creature is in 

right. Now, if their own to 
themselves, needs be in each of them some sort of 
composition of what with the very fact that they are. 
In 8hort, the distinction between their Creator 
entails, in creatures themselves, a between their 
existence and the essence of their being. 

If this were true, alI and philosophers of the 
Middle Ages should ha ve taught the distinction of essence and 
existencc, for, indeed, all of them have realized the distinction 
there i. between the 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 detcrmining whethcr or not, 
within a created being, after and during the 
very time when it is, there is any reason to ascribe to it a distinct 
act in virtue of which N ow, if n11 theologians the 
fact that creatures owe their being to God, it is not true to 
that they all agree on the second point. They do not; far from 
it. Many mediaeval theologians, to whom the distinction of 

and existence has been have in fact 
never thought of it. What is true is that, if a mediaevnl theologian 

philosopher, the distinction of 
he will find in theologian, the suflìcient and u1timate 
we have for distinguishing the Being of God from 
the being of creatures. But those who hold different 
metaphysics of being will find at their disposa! many other ways 
of distinguishing God from His which proves at 
this, that, when a theologian teaches the distinction of 
and existence, it is not because Christian theology 
requires it, but because he thinks that, as a philosophical doctrine, 
it is true. The very fact that great Christian theologies, 
those of Duns Scotus and of Suarez, manage perfectly well without 
this distinction, is a suflìcient proof that it is not a dictate of 
revelation, but a purely rational view of the nature of being. 

Siger of Brabant near the of the doctrine 
not to f"n victim to this confusion. Observing that, in those 
doctrines in which essence is distinct from existence, 
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in the cause of their being, the Pure Act Whom we call God. And 
this is what Siger himself very cIearly shows by proving that, 
without resorting to the distinction of essence it 
stiII remains possible to account for the lack of in crea-

as opposed perfect simpIicity of God. If this be true, 
as 1 think it is, the fsct below the First Cause, everything is 
composite cannot have been for Brother Thomas the main reason 
for positing the distinction of cssence and existence in created 
things. 

But how does Siger himself account for the difIerence in 
which there must needs be God and His crea-

tures? True to the prevails in the metaphysics of 
both Averroes and Aristotle, he does not feel impressed by the 
fact that created beings mighl not be. Let us rather say that, 
to him, this is fsr from being a faet. If they were not necessary, 
be it only through their cause, they would not be at all. What 
makes them different from cannot Iie in the very 
fact that they are, but in their pecuIiar 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, aII the rest is mere participation in 
the purc actuaIity of the First. Now, a participation always is a 

degree of participation. Some crcated beings even partici-
pate more or less in the actuaIity of their cause, and this is why 
thcy have different cssences, according a,s they approach more 
or less the simpIicity of the First. Just as diffcr from 
onc another in spccics because of their various relations to unity, 
which is the principle of number, 80 beings differ from one another 
in essence because of thcir various reIations to the act of 
being. N ow, what a certain ereature lacks in act is exactly measured 
by its potency. There is then a lack of simpIicity in aII creatures, 
bccause 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 asscrt this in order to avoid the difficulty. Let us take 
a creature that is not made up of form and mattcr, that is, a purely 
spiritual substsnce. Like the First, it is bound to be a seIf-sub-
sisting act of thought, yct it stiII wiII lack the simpIicity of the 
First. For, indeed, the First is a self-thinking thought; He does 
not need to receive from any source His own inteIIigibiIity, whereas, 
below the First, aII knowing substances know their objects only 
through inteIligible species. "Omne a/iud a Primo intelligit per 
speciem quoe est aliud ab ipso: Evcry being other than the First 
knows through some spccics that is something else than that very 
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to it in order to justify the distinction of beings from the 
Supreme Being, he to the conclusion that this use 
they made of their thesis was, in their eyes, both its origin and its 
justification. This in the initia.I remark of 

answer to the "There are several different 
opinions on this point. Some say that a thing is of a 
disposition added to its essence, 80 that, according to them, "thing" 

"being" have not "to be" is some-
thing added to the This is the opinion of Albert in his 
Commentary. His reason is that of the Liber de 
that things have their being first principle."u Now, 
whether or not Albertus tsught the distinction of 

and existence in 1 am to 8ay, 
but, if he did, it cannot have been for that True enough, 
if a certain being is we imagine 
mighl not as indeed would be the case if God had not created 
it. Consequently, practica.Ily all theologians there is, 
between any given creature and its what they caIl a dis-
tinction of The actual thing is, but, after aII, it does 
not contain in itself the sufficient reason for its own existence, so 
that we can conceive it as a non-existing thing. Such 
a ststement docs not necessariIy imply that the thing in question 
is itseIf composed of its own essence and of its own existcnce; it 

reIation of effect to cause which obtains bo-
tween any creature and its Crcator. And this indeed is what the 

de Causis when that the first principle is, to 
aII things, their own being. 

The mistake oecurs 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 iast 

has been the main one for Brother Thomas."n No, it has 
not. After admitting that nothing below God is simple, and 
that created things incIude þoth and existence, Brother 
Thomas concIuded that the fundamental 
lack of simpIicity in things was due to their composition 
and existence, but he did not need such a composition in order 
to account for their Iack of simpIicity. Even without resorting 
to the composition of matter and form which Bome theologians, 
Iike Augustine and Bonaventura, for instsnce, admitted in aII 

beings, Brother Thomas could have resorted to the dis-
tinction of act and potency, which occurs in aII creatures, but not 

11 Siger of Braba.nt, oþ. cit., p. 13S 
u lbid., p. 137 
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themselves, some definite room for the existence they are 
supposed to receivc. And he it hecause the thing 
cannot be done. Thomas to be sub-
stance itself, bccause he wants it to bc the existence of the sub-
stancc, that is, the very principle which, substance, 

it to be. As if anything were still wanting in that which 
is, in order to makc it to be! On the other hand, Thomas fully 
realizes that Aviccnna in making existence an accident. 
As an accident, existence would in philosophy; which 
means that it has to be something else. But, if neither a 
substance nor an is it? 

pertinent question could be asked by a philosopher 
to whom to be is to be And the reason for 
Sigcr's attitude is clear: where there is no "whatness," there is 
no conceptual intclligibility. If we cannot say "what" the thing 
at st"ke is, then no thing is really at stake, and we are merely 
talking about nothing. Pla to may ha ve been mistaken in putting 
thc One anc\ the Good above being, but he had been right in saying 
that, if rcality is only "what" it is, there must be some higher 
principle above evcn rcality. Here, on the contrary, the very 
notion of a "higher-than-whatness" principle completely vanishas, 
because the summit of rcality is itself, though an act, yet a what. 
Thc Aristotelian Goc\ is a being of which we can say what He is, 
namcly, the pure act of an eternally self-thinking Thought. There 
is no' tmce of any invitation to rise above substance in such a 

inclucement thcrefore to wonder if, after aII, 
whatncss is truly thc whole of reality. Of Siger might 
have askecl himsclf thc question, but our whole point is precisely 
to show that, however c1eep and keen a mind he has, no philosopher 
can see what Iics beyond his own position of the question. 

This is precisely what is happening to Siger, and not to under-
one is talking about is such an advantage in any kind 

of diseussion that one is bound to score along the whole line. For, 
what he does is to ask Brother Thomas: "W/UZt is existence?" 
and, of course, Brother Thomas cannot answer. Unfortunately, 
unable a8 he wa8 to 8ay what existence is, he had at least tried to 
point it out, that is, to call our attention to it, 80 that we might 
at lea8t realize t/uzt 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 80 doing, Brother Thomas ob-
viously gives the impression of trying to define exi8tence, although 

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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being."" In other words, the of substance is 
so foreign that existence plays no part in this dcs-
cription of created being. 

whole argnmentation of Siger obviously entails that the 
actuality of be the whole of the actuaIity of 

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 substantiaI unit of form and matter, if the substance at 
stake be a corporeal one. In both cases, substances in virtue 
of their 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 
view of Siger of Brabant, the main mistake made by 

both Brother and Brother Thomas. Albert was 
that, God alone 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 aIl, 
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 AIbert will no doubt 
rejoin that, anyhow, it is not the cause of its own being. Of course 
it isn't! Unless created, it wonld 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 "0 London,. thou 8ft of 
townes a per se 1"" he does not mean that London is without 
having been made, but, 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 causaIity, yet 

per se in the order of formal causaIity, which, in the realm of 
8ubstance, reigna 8upreme. AIbert has therefore the 
two orders of the cause and of the formal cause; 

that thing 8till needs in 
A perfectly indeed for anyone wbo, 

taking existence for granted, cannot see in what sense an actually 
given to have it. 

But, if the case of Master is bad, that of Brother Thomas 
is worse. For, instead of merely ssying that substances owe their 
being to something else, he has attempted to find, in 8ubstances 

!o lbid., p. 138. 
n Ascribed to Wù1iam Dunbar. The Poems 01 Dunbar, by 

W. Mackay Mackenzie (Edinburgb, Porpoise 1932), poem 88, 1.1, p. 
117. Cf. Appendix C. pp. 240-241. 
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a Ianguage Here again Siger of Brabant might have 
guessed that Thomas Aquinas' philosophy was not, after alI, the 
philosophy of Aristotle, but alI the 

no wonder that he mistook the new position of his adver-
for a mere of an old one. 

The alI-too-reaI embarrassment of Brother Thomas invited 
do 80. What is it Thomas says of existence? "Quasi con-

stituitur What quasi 
If it means that existence is not realIy constituted by the principles 

he has said nothing; but, if that the principles 
of realIy constitute existence, then, since what matter 
and form actualIy constitute is is bound to 
be its accident. And there is no way out, which how-
ever long we turn it over or wander through it in alI 
directions, there is no room for existence in the metaphysiCal 
uuiverse of Aristotle, which is a world, not of existents, but of 
things. And this, at least, is what Siger seen. Granting 
to Brother the constitutive principles of reaIity make 
up the whole cause of its existence, it necessariIy fo lIows that 
existence is a word. For, indeed, what is actualIy 
constituted by the principles of any conceivable thing is that 
very thing: "Constitutum per est ipsa res,"n 
and, once the thing Ï3 there, fulIy constituted by its principles, 
why should we bother further about its existence? If the thing 
is there, then it is; the of reaIity is identical with reaIity. 

In such a metaphysics, essence, 'thing and being 
are just 80 many points of view on reality itseIf. Ens, or being, 

actualIy is. Res, or thing, the hahitual 
of being: a thing is that which is. In this sense, 

in saying that "being" and "thing" are not 
but the fact that their not impIies by 

that they do not signify One and thing. It is 
the thing which is beir,g, just as any being is a thing. TechnicalIy 
speaking, the mistake of alI those who, with A vicenna, attempt 
to distinguish between beings and their being is to ascribe a distinct 

to what is but a mode of signification." In fact, we should 
never forget prinlariIy means the 
of being or the which belongs to being 
actuaIly is. What eIse be, in Siger's doctrine, if 

P 

" 

[\ 

.lbid., p. 136. 
This is borrowed from Averroes, 1,. lV c. III, 

td. dt., f. 32r: "_Et isle a.d suam • ./' whicn, for Aver. 
it was a to do. 

69 

can resuIt only in failure. With diaboIicaI cIeverness Siger 
singled among the innumerable formuIas of Thomas 
the one which, were it a definition, would certainly be the worst 
of his Quoting verbatinl, Siger says that, according to 
Brother Thomas: "To be (esse) is something superadded to the 

of the thing, that does not belong to of the 
thing, yet which is not an accident, but is something superadded 

so to speak, constituted by the essence, or out of the 
principles of the essence..... As regards obscurity, this is a 
piece. Everything in wrong, and it is so according to 

To be is not something (aliquid) , because 
not a thing (quid); moreover, it is true to say that esse 
does not belong to the essence (non pertinens ad essentiam rei) , 
because, though not the essence, it is its to be; last, 
but not least, if it does not belong to the essence, how can it, at 
the same time, arise from principles? Are we to 
suppose originates in the constitutive principles of 

which, apart from its existence, is not? With such an 
opportunity, Siger could but score. Let us admit, he 
says, that existence is constituted, or, 
Thomas to say it, quasi constituted by the principles of reaIity. 
Now, what are those principles? but three: matter, 
form (whose uuion constitutes the substance) , accident. If 
anything at alI, existence has to be either matter, or form, or 
accident. Now, Thomas himseIf says, and rightly, that not 
an accident; on the other hand, he that existerce 
is matter, because matter is potency, to be is an act; nór 
does he say that existence is form, because, if he said so, existence 
wouId not ha ve to be added to essence: wouId 

in right. Siger's victory is complete. 
with Brother Thomas, that existence is superadded to form, 

to accident i8 nothing less, Siger scomfulIy remarks, 
than ponere that is, to add a fourth 
one to the three known constituent principles of reaIity. 

To us, this does not have the appearance of a high crime. If 
three not enough, why not a fourth one? But the 
irony of quite excusable if we that he 
disciple of Aristotle through the commentator 
Averroes. Now, here is a man, Brother who calIs Aris-
totle P the PhiIosopher; who speaks Aristotle's own 
phiIosophical matter, form , essence, substance, accidents, 

who nevertheless attempts to say something for which such 
11 Siger of Brabant, oþ. cü., pp. 135-136. 
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world. He would. in no sense of the word "heing," be the cause 
of phY8ical 8uch as God, would not be a 
metaphysical cause. If, as Thomas Aquinas ßnd many 
Averroists have the God of Aristotle is the Maker of the 
world. the for it is that He actually is, for all beings, the 
cause of their very being. They owe to move if 
they move, to live if they live and to koow if they k:'ow,but to b.e: 

were what Aristotle thought them to be, they would 
be very far free never to think of God. Trne enough, 
they would have very little, if Him, since 
He Himself would not even be a 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 is such a thing as A piety." To pray 
to the God of Aristotle would be pointless, in so at least, as 
prayer ;ncludes 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 uuiverse. 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 subsisting 
substance, that is, a substantial act, but nothing else. His actuality 
is a self-contained one. He is an act to alone, and this is 
why what happens outside Himself is not due fact that He 
loves, for He loves Himself only, but to the fact that He is loved. 
He to be what He is, in order to foster in other Pure 

inferior to Him yet no less etemal than He is, a permanent 
love for His own perfection and a permanent to be united 
with Him. Such are the divine Intelligences, and, as their desire 
of the reaches matter, a matter no less etemal 
than is the everything eternally falls into place and 
eternally virtue of that love which, in the words of the 

tI uAtl brettiler, _tlico quod et 
torum d maxime A in De substanHa orbis d in libro Destructio des-
tructionum respondenl quod abstraclum dal motum corþm 
cadesJi, sed dal sibi tsse. et aeternam in HeHas 
Hebraèus, UJrum m14ndus sü-effectus, in J anduno, De þhyslco auditu 

VI lect. 1, ed. Cathala, 
0. 1164. 

Die Oþuscula de • • 14nd de Somþniis 
d liUéraire du 8g. (Paris. J. 

pp. 306-.,\07. 

not essence itself in its 8upreme degree of actußlity? "Esse 
per modum actus maximi," that is to say, any fully con-

exists in its own right.u 
Siger's metaphysics of being thus remains, on the whole, the 

as this is why, even after the decisive 
intervention of Thomas Aquinas, his philosophy rejects 
mere verbal illusion. Yet, like those of 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. 1 am here alluding to the fact 

many Christian theologies, during the Middle Ages and 
have expressed both themselves and their philosophies in 

tne language of Aristotle. This is eminently true of the doctrine 
of Thomas Aquinas, so much so that, deceived by what is an 
irresistibly misleading appeamnce, too many of his historians havc 
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 fina1ly assimilated its substance within 
his own personal thought. 

What allowed him to do 80, and what accounts for the fact 
that between the Averroists and himself conversation ,md dis-

were possible, is precisely that they wcrc alI con-
cemed with the concrete reality. What Aristotle had said 

the whole truth, yet 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 bccn and 
always will be. Wholly innocent of existence, no qucstion can 
arise beginuing or its end, or even about the 
of koowing how it is that such a world actualIy is. It is. :md 
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 of my koowledge, Thomas Aquinas has never spoken 
of the Aristotelian a creatcn world; on the other hand, 

his that, in thc 
doctrine of Aristotle, God is not mcrcly thc Primc Movcr of the 
world, but that he also is its Prime M:lkcr. 

N othing could have been bettcr calculat<>d than this 
subtle distinction betwecn l\lakcr and Creator, to hclp 
us in ascertaining the true nature of Aristotclian being. If the 
God of Aristotle were nothing morc than.the Prime Mover of the 

!lI Siger of Brabant. oþ. cit., p. JJ7 
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being the world of substance is! Yet, there certainly_ 
be some development, some history in the actual 
world in which we live. It is now beginning to as though we 
made 80me mistake in discounting But we 
have not yet exhausted the list of its metaphysical 
Indeed, oñe of them, namely, "essence," has played such a part 
in 8haping the history of modem philosophy that, before_ tuming 
to exiStence, we must single it out for detailed consideration. 
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altissimo þoeta, 8un and the other 8tarB." Where 
there is motion, there is life. Divine intelligences and heavenly 

subsist by themselvcs; like the First, 
gods and the life they live is divine. Below them, in immediate 
contact with this 8ublunary world and even engaged in it, are those 
intelligible realities which, too to subsist and endure by 

8tand, 80 to in need of 80me material support. 
They are the 8pecies. Intelligible forms , and therefore no 
eternnl than the gods, they nevcrtheless are not by themselves, 
but they run, 80 to 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, 80 that, for each of them, individual, 
but the species is the true rcality. In 8uch a world, everything is 
indebted to the First for all that it is. From the heavenly beings, 
whose very subst,mce it is to be pure acts of contemplation and 
love of the First down to the humblcst being whose 
very substance it is to share, while it lasts, in the intelligible form 

its species, nothing can be found which is not indebted to the 
First for all 'that which as The world 
Aristotle owcs its divine maker evcrything, its existence. 
And this is why it 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 world of of scicnce 
8tantly ch,mging around it. Whether you look at it in the 
thirkenth, fourteenth , fifteenth or 8ixtcenth century, the world 
of A verrocs remains substantially the samc, and the Averroists 
could do little more than eternally themsclves, because 
the world of Aristotle was an eternally sclf.repeating world. 
It has opposed Christian thcologians when they taught that God 
conld have madc anothcr world th,m the one He has made. It has 
resisted Christian thcologians when thcy maintaincd that, in this 
God.made world, there takc place such evcnts the work 
of frcedom and escape necessity. Because theology beforc 
anything else, a history full of unpredictable cvents, it has branded 
theology as a myth, and scicnce itsclf has fclt the weight of its 
hostility. Itse!f 8cicntifically sterile, there is not a single scientific 

which, 80 long fLS it ln.stcd, it did not raise an 
indignant protest. And no wonder, for, since the world of Aristotle 
has no history, it nevcr changcs and it is no one's business to changc 
it. No newness, no devclopment, no history, what a dead lump 
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