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H E R A C L I T U S  TO P ARMENI DE S

Preface

T h e  f o l l o w i n g  l e t t e r  i s  n e i t h e r  fiction  nor forgery. It is a 
conjuration. A  d eep  m en ta l sickness o f  our tim e  is a ttacked  and  
conjurem ent or exorcism  is n o t an unheard-of cure. In  a strange  
obduration o f our v ision , w e  are tak ing it  for granted  th at an y
body born in G reece b etw een  H om er and  P lo tin u s had  to  h ave  
a “G reek” m en ta lity , u n alloyed  by Jew ish, id est p ro p h etic  an d  
m onotheistic  e lem en ts. O n  th e  oth er h an d , w e are n o t surprised  
to find th at in  Israel, th e  E gyp tian  or th e  C an aan itic  or G reek  
features have o ften  eclip sed  th e  gen u in e  Israelitic fu n ctio n .

T h e approach to  th e  peculiarly G reek  errancy (as th e  G reek  
Fathers o f th e  C hurch  ca lled  th e  O dyssey  o f th e  G reek m in d  
in retrosp ect), w h ich  w e here propose, is a d ifferent o n e . F rom  
Hom er to  P arm enides th e  road w as still op en , th e  door to  a 
com m on spirit o f m an  was n o t c losed . S olely  after or w ith  
Parmenides d id  th e  m etap h ysica l prison start in w h ich  subject 
and object, m in d  an<J b od y, nature and  society  w ere forever 
split. From  P arm enides to  H eidegger a tim e-co n tin u u m  exists 
and w hoever enters th is m aze ca lled  m etap h ysics or even  p h i
losophy, loses h is m em b ersh ip  in th e  pre-G reek h u m an ity . In  
revenge, h e  calls th is pre-G reek h u m an ity  p rim itive or u n civ ilized or barbaric. It is true th at all p h ilo sop h ica l term s are o f  Greek origin as th e  term  p h ilo sop h y  itse lf is; lo g ic , e th ics, 
physics, th eology , all are G reek term s and  products o f  th e  m in d  that b eg in n in g  w ith  P arm enides seced ed  from  th e  rest o f  th e
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race as peculiarly G reek and  is fou n d  in all “sophisticated” 
m in d s today.

T h e  p o in t o f em barkation— and th is is n o  accid en t b u t occurs 
at any such d ecisive ep o ch — was m arked off by Heraclitus. 
H eraclitus was le ft  b eh in d  by th e  p h ilo sop h y  o f  “b e in g ” and by 
th e  record o f h is protest w e have th e  m eans o f fin d in g  our own 
bearings w h en  overw h elm ed  by th e  lures o f  “reason” in  our own 
age or in any age. T h e  C hristian  Fathers have given  Heraclitus 
th is h on or o f h av in g  b een  a C hristian  before C h ristian ity . And 
w h en  th e  socia lists— after H eg e l— tried to  free m an k in d  from 
th e  fetters o f abstraction  and  id eology— F erd inand  Lassalle 
ch ose  H eraclitus as h is “G reat A rgu m en t” in  contrast to  Marx 
w h o  attacked  th e  m odern  Parm enides o f h is day, H egel. Every 
tim e has its new  form  o f sophistry and p h ilosop h er. W e  have 
sym b olic  logic , w e have H eidegger and  Sartre. A n d  again, 
H eraclitus m ay save us. A ye, it seem s to  m e th at th is tim e, once 
for all, w e m ay really break th e  v icious circle o f  th e  m etaphy
sicians. T h an ks to  th e  sufferings o f  th e  last forty years, the 
bluff o f m etaphysics can be ca lled . T h ere  is o n e  m ore hurdle in 
our way. T h ey  w h ose  jargon n ob od y  can con trol or check , have 
n ick nam ed  th e  sim p le  and  p o litica l and straightforw ard Hera
clitu s “T h e  D ark” lest an ybody read h im . For th e  naive, primi
tive, norm al m em ber o f any com m u n ity , H eraclitus is simple, 
and th e  g en tlem en  from  P arm enides to  H eid egger are th e  ones 
w h o sit in  th e  sm oke-filled  room  o f their ow n  d efin ition s. H ence  
th e  fo llo w in g  d o cu m en t is com p osed  w ith  th e  u tm o st /espect 
for our sources and  tries to  conjure up th e  eternal issue in  terms 
w h ich  id en tify  our situ ation  and  th e  situ ation  in  500 B .C .

Heraclitus of Ephesus to Parmenides of Elea

E p hesu s, O n  th e  day o f  Zeus thunders
M y Parm enides,

Y ou  k indly w rote to  m e  o f your n ew  gen eralization s. O n e  of 
th em  you  call “ th e b e in g ,” to  w h ich  you  op p ose th at w hich  
sh ou ld  n o t b e, m ee on. A n d  you  request m y o p in ion .

If I was th e  gruff m an they pretend  m e to  be, I w ou ld  sim ply
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say the new  term  “th e b e in g ” is the on ly  m ee on to  m e, th e  o n e  
term w hich  w e shou ld  never use, because it was n o t m ean t to  
be said or th ou gh t by m ortal m an. B u t I am  n o t as gruff an d  I 
see you and m e q u ite  w ell defined , stan d in g  in a to ta lly  d ifferent 
situation and therefore a im in g  at th e  very op p osite  types o f  
articulating. 0

M y p o in t of v iew  and your p o in t of view  are loci standi, 
and we do n o t stand  in  th e  sam e place. I o n ce  fou n d  m yself 
as the leg itim ate  ap p o in ted  first m ayor o f our free port and  
city. I have succeeded  in to  a succession  of illustrious nam es  
and offices of th e past. Y our words aim  at th e  m in d s o f young  
men w ho still play around. T h ey  do n o t yet serve their co u n 
try under any specific ap p o in tm en t or nam e. Y ou , so to  speak, 
address that e lem en t in  a m an w ith  w h ich  h e  still is a stu 
dent before graduation . T o  th e m an before h e is in itia ted  you  
address your generalizations.

M y aim  has b een  to  speak to  th ose  w h o  can th in k  because  
they have b een  ap p o in ted . In practice, th is m ay seem  to  be  
quibbling. Y our reader m ay be as old  as m in e. B u t to  talk to  
a man on th e first day after h e  has taken office and to  gener
alize for h im  as I have tried to  do, so th at h e  m ay find his 
way in the m aze o f inn u m erab le contradictory fu n ction s, is 
one thing. A nd to  speak to m en  to w h om  th e w h o le  universe  
is still on  undivided  space because th e  powers th at b e  protect  
them in their w anderings and  m usings, as you speak, is q u ite  
another. T h eir  universe is a w orld o f play.

Let m e prove th is first o f all. Y ou  m eet m in d s at play. For 
the real world is n o t on e  un d iv id ed  space. T h e  k n ow led ge o f  
the real w orld is entrusted  to  m en  after th ey  h ave cut o u t  
paths through tim es and  spaces by their b esto w in g  nam es, 
rank, and degree to  th ose  w ith  w h o m  they live, in m u tu a l rec
ognition. A ll k n ow led ge of th e w orld is pred icated  on  m u tu al 
recognition by n am e and in trod u ction  to  each other. O f m y  
listeners I have th o u g h t as p eop le  w h o  had experienced  h ow  
names op en ed  up op p ortu n ity , h ow  th ey  stip u lated  in so m any  
words as were required to  perform  so m an y acts a m on g  th em 
selves. T h ey  w ou ld  address each  other by n am e so as to  le t  
each other pass or b lock  th e way. T h ey  w ou ld  give orders,
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th e  orders o f their  office, so th at it m ay b e d o n e  and  then 
en acted  as having  b een  d o n e  at such and  such a date. My \ 
listeners, th en , use nam es to  h e lp  or to  obstruct each other, 
and th ey  use verbs to  b eg in  or to  end  an act w ith in  society, j 
T h ey  respect verbs n o t as sta tem en ts o f  facts b u t b ecau se  they j 
m ake us turn agenda in to  acts, acts in to  facts, and  conjugation ; 
is th e  purpose o f their sp eech . j

It is th e  illu sion  o f th e  o p en  h ea th , o f th e  em p ty  w alls of ; 
study halls, to  th in k  o f  words as devoid  o f  action , o f action  as [ 
p ossib le  ou tsid e  o f  sp eech . T h is  illu sion  n ow  is n ourished  by 
you , Parm enides. Y our term  “b e in g ” tries to  m ake th e  play
grounds sovereign. L et m e exp la in  to  you  h ow  I fee l about 
th e  w aterfall o f u n p o litica l th o u g h t w h ich  you  are ab o u t to 
un leash . Y ou  w ill perhaps ad m it th en  th at I am  n o t ignorant 
o f th e  relative truth  o f your procedure b u t th at it strikes me 
as absurd th at you  try to  give it th e  prim acy in  tru th . T here
fore, I first h ave to  give th e  dev il h is d u e. Y es, you  m ay talk 
ab ou t an yth in g  under th e  sun in  your theories, Parm enides. 
B u t you  can n o t alter th e  fact th at there alw ays rem ains a dif
ference o f  th e  first order b etw een  speech  and  talk. T h is  distinc
tion  con sists in  the form  o f th ese  tw o  m anners o f expression. 
S p eech  is form al, talk  is in form al. S om e truth  ca n n o t b e  ex
pressed in form ally . B u t you  proceed  to  d o  it just th e  same. 
H en ce , a foresh orten ing  o f th e  truth  m u st result if th e  formal, 
“h igh b row ” truths o f  cou rth ou se  and  tem p le , cou n cil and  army 
are translated  in to  th e  in form al language o f  acad em ic discus
sion  and  private d ia logu e and  fireside chats.

In our nurseries an d  p laygrounds, after m eals and  in the 
b o so m  o f th e  fam ily , w e  do n o t speak b u t talk. T h e  speaker 
is in  harness in th e  un iform  o f h is office; th e  talker is in  shirt
sleeves and slippers. For to  talk m eans to  h ave relaxed. W h ile  
w e relax, w e m ay b e in form al. T h e  sam e judge w h o  sends a 
m urderer to  th e  gallow s, m ay crack in form ally  a joke five 
m in u tes later. B u t h e  ca n n ot pass th e  sen ten ce  b y  talk  nor 
m ay h e  joke by u sing  form al language. A n d  here you  see the 
d ilem m a. T h e  judge cannot pass h is sen ten ce  valid ly  except 
by u sing  form al language. B u t h e  co u ld  b lasp h em e aga in st the 
san ctity  o f  h is office by p laying w ith  its form ulas. O n ly  he
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“may” n o t if h e w ishes to  b e a good  judge. E veryth ing h in ges  
on this d istin ction  b etw een  “can ” and  “m ay .” Form al speech  
may n ot be used by th e  m agistrates as a joke. Inform al talk  
cannot be used by th e  officers w h en  officiating. Y ou  can n ot  
pass sen ten ce by ta lk ing off th e  record. Y ou  m ay n o t pass th e  
time by u n d erm in in g  th e  sanctity  o f  your office.

Our children p lay h op scotch . T h is  is a play w h ich  im itates  
the serious procession  o f  th e  dead through  h eaven  and  h ell, 
when th ey  are b rou gh t b efore their judges in th e  after-life  
as we were tau gh t by th e  E gyp tian  priests. T h e  d istin ction  
between speech  and  talk  w ou ld  never b e  lo st if w e still lived  
in the days o f th e  an cients w h en  n eith er  w o m en  nor children  
spoke at all. B u t n ow  everybody learns language. A n d  n ow , 
the forms o f th e  law  and o f w orsh ip  are exten sively  p layed  
with by th e young. In  fact, all our ch ildren  toy  w ith  th e  
legal processes o f  their  elders. T h ey  play m arriage and  war 
and paw nshop, and  due process o f law , in their p laying w ith  
the forms and categories there estab lish ed . A n d  in  their ch ild 
ish tongue, th e  d istin ction  b etw een  th e  form s w h ich  m ay n o t  
be used and w h ich  ca n n ot b e  used, van ishes. T h erefore, le t  
me m ake th is d istin ctio n  b etw een  form al speech  and  in form al 
talk th e m ain  top ic  o f m y letter. For if ch ildren  cou ld  fuse  
low-brow and high-brow  ad libitum, your ch o ice  o f th e  term  
“being” w ou ld  b e  im p eccab le . It w ou ld  just round  o u t th e  
vocabulary o f in form al th in k in g . T o  m e, how ever, th e  realm  
of inform al talk  c a n n o t transgress certain lim ita tio n s. T h a t it 
is im possib le to  say th e  th in gs of greatest im p ortan ce arbi
trarily and in form ally , m ay b e  seen  from  a list o f exam ples.

W h e n  I sen t an em bassy to  M iletu s, m y m essengers prob
ably said rather in form ally , as w e are good  fr ien d s: “W e  have  
come to te ll you  such and su ch .” B u t th e  stark truth b eh in d  
their in form al talk  w as th e  herald's or th e  usher's form al ca llin g  
out: “T h e  am bassadors from  E p h esu s,” and th e  form al address 
of their credentials: “T o  th e  P eo p le  o f  M ile tu s ,” lest T hey b e  
liars. W h e n  a ch ild  says “d ad d y” and  “m o m m y ,” th e  stark 
truth b eh in d  th ese  in form al words is th at th e  parents are th e  
child’s father and  child 's m oth er and  th at a p u b lic  record  
actually calls th em  so. T h e  p u b lic  record ca n n o t speak o f
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daddy and m om m y; for th e  o p en in g  o f a co m m on  life  is 
granted  to  th ose  on ly  w h o are called  fathers and  m others in 
our city.

Y ou  have w ritten  to  m e ab ou t your find because I am  Her
aclitus and you are P arm enides. T h ere  is m ore persistence in 
your b ein g  P arm enides than  in  th e  “y o u ” app lied  to  Parm en
ides by H eraclitus in this present letter. S om ew here th is, your 
official nam e, m ust occur a lth ou gh  I m ay n o t use it in the 
con tex t o f th e  letter at all. F or sim plicity 's sake, w e here 
speak o f you and  I and m e, and  w allow  in in form ality . Sim i
larly, at our sym posia, w e  m ay rant and  curse th at som eth ing  
is rotten , and th e w icked  w ill b e acq u itted  anyw ay. N ever
theless, in back o f such “so m eth in g s” and  “anyw ays,” definite  
m isdem eanors m u st be u nderstood . W h e n  I get up  in  the 
m arket p lace, I ca n n o t sim ply say th at so m eth in g  is wrong. 
I m u st say w h eth er th e  m ayor is a tyrant, or th e  demos an
archical, or th e  judges corrupt.

Inform al speech  can never id en tify  reality to  its h ighest 
possib le degree. N e ith er  “ I ,” nor “y o u ,” nor “h e ” nor “it” 
are th e  com p lete  procedure fox id en tifica tion . T h e y  are pro-
n ou n s. T h e  list,

daddy m om m y
I you
h e it
this th at /
anyw ay so m eh ow
Jennie M ik e

is a list o f pro-nouns w h ich  w e use instead  o f n ou n s when  
w e talk in form ally .

P ronouns are a com p rom ise  b etw een  th e real n am e o f  a 
person or a th in g  and th e  p o in tin g  finger w h ile  such person  
or th in g  is w ith in  th e reach o f our sense p ercep tion . T o  call 
a spade a spade is o n e  th ing; to  p o in t to  th e  spade w h ile  it 
lies before us, w h ich  sim ply  requires th e  gesture and  a “ there!,” 
is a to ta lly  d ifferent act. O n e  is th e  act o f  n am in g, th e  other  
is an a ttem p t to  reduce n am in g  to  its in form al m in im u m .

K eep  th ese tw o situ ation s in  m in d : th e  so lem n  way* o f call-
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ing out names while in our temples or at our gatherings, and 
the animal ways of crying and whistling, and you will no 
longer overestimate the compromise affected between the two 
by the young. In the presence of folks or food, the animal 
cub and his mother get by with grunting and barking and 
whistling. Our children compromise and we the parents gladly 
compromise with them, whenever we use pronouns, nicknames, 
slang, between the full names of the initiated and the laziness 
of the private home.

Forgive me when I repeat once more, in contrast, that no
body can function in his office unless his name is recognized. 
I must repeat this because from there we may go on to your 
generalization's strange assault on life's functioning.

The mariner calls out: gangway for the doctor, and that 
may save a sick sailor's life. The political power of names 
makes people circulate. Names signify our division of labor. 
They make room for a man and a thing. The “throne," the 
“hustings," our “tongue" as Greeks, the “eye of justice," the 
“thunder of Zeus," those were all names whose invocation 
made people move out or in. I understand that, among you, 
the words for “things" are thought of as mere etiquettes for 
physical objects. And “mother tongue," “the eye of God," 
“the thunder of Zeus," you call metaphors. For heaven’s sake, 
Parmenides, “mother tongue" is the original meaning of 
tongue. A chair or throne was a throne first before it ever 
was a “thing." Speech  is creative metaphor. And only talk is 
emptying thrones, tongues, hands, thunders, into mere physi
cal objects. But let me be forgiven for getting angry at this 
point. For it was not my purpose to digress about the priority 
of metaphor. What I really wish to agree with you on is the 
necessity that all names are reciprocal.

Names make no sense unless they stand in mutual relation. 
Mother is not mother unless she may call, under the law, 
somebody the father. Brother is brother to a sister. And unless 
he calls her sister and she calls him brother, the name is 
worthless. The general and the sergeant, the master and the 
apprentice, the army and the navy make room for each other, 
in the wonderful whole of names. All names belong to this
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holon, to society. No name is good without the others. The 
Pan of the universe drives people panicky, that is they lose 
speech. The holon of the city gives everybody a name in such 
a manner that everybody else now can be named by him, too.

When men philosophize about the world, the whole nomen
clature of real titles, offices and names must be on their minds 
before they may generalize. Zeus and Artemis are the Gods 
of Ephesus. Only informally, we talk of them as “the divine.” 
The divine comes in handy when we dislike to be solemn. But 
it has to be added to the list of pronouns. Neuters are one 
more version of the eternal pronoun of our informal nature. 
Why? Because Zeus and Artemis are reciprocal interests, “the 
divine” has lost its mutuality of functioning names. Nobody 
can be sure to what other part of reality “the divine” recipro
cates. To those who never have invoked one single God, fear
ful to use the right name for him, the divine does not mean 
a thing.

Please allow me to sum up the argument as it has unfolded 
so far. There are three stages of linguistics: animal sounds, 
formal speech, informal talk. The step which separates the 
animal world from man is not the step from the rooster's cry 
to the baby's lullaby. It is in the jump from a sound to a 
name. In the formal world of names, all names are reciprocal 
and make room for speakers and answers or give way to each 
other, in one holon. Then rises the realm of the informal, in

. f.which words lie together as the toys of a child in the circle 
on the beach, encyclopedically, and that is without reciprocity 
of speakers and listeners.

There could be no informal speech unless we had created 
and did retain formal speech. Names have priority over pro
nouns. One cannot derive names from pronouns. Names are 
free creations; pronouns are natural derivatives.

By now, I hope that I have convinced you that the low
brow is the reflection of the highbrow, in the mind of the 
young, the relaxed, the players. Unless I have convinced you, 
the second half of this letter on “being” itself will not satisfy 
you. For in this second half I intend to apply the findings
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for our names to the meaning of verbs, in human speech. The 
noun-pronoun relation is of old standing. But you now parallel 
this relation by a verb-proverb relation. And this is new.

We have gotten over the shock of daddy and mommy and 
“it rains” for Zeus rains. But that Zeus who thunders, shall be 
said to “have being,” Artemis who hunts, to be subsumed 
under “being,” shocks us still. You say that verbs may be 
turned into an omnibus ersatz pro-verb, as names may become 
pronouns. As the children play with the city, so you invite 
us to play with the gods.

What of it, you will reply. Is this not ineluctable? It is the 
obvious trend of evolution.

My Parmenides, Gods are not men. Two facts about the 
Gods make them different from mortal men. And “being” will 
forever dampen the crowd’s eagerness to learn of these two 
facts. What are they? The first is: we meet the Gods in the 
opposite manner from our fellow-men. The other is equally 
important: no one God is always with us.

As to point one, may it suffice to say this. When a man 
approaches us from afar and we cannot recognize him, he 
already is a man to us though not yet identified. Then he 
begins to act and then we specify who he is. With Gods, it 
is the other way. Their acts are the only facts known of the 
Gods. We see them in their acts first and never see much 
more of them. Tremendous movements of army against army 
allow us to say that Ares rages. The harvest’s bounty shows 
us how Demeter blessed our fields. As a result of this differ
ence between Gods and men, we are satisfied to give names 
to people. Nam es never suffice for Gods. It is their specific act 
which compels us to believe in the specific God. And it is 
the actuality created by the God’s activity which compels us 
to worship the reciprocal Goddess. Surrounded by majestic 
catastrophes and bounties, we speak of the Gods in as far as 
acts £tage our human drama, and we speak of Goddesses as 
we are made secure by the actualities created around such 
dramatic action. The cities and the virtues and the processes 
of law are the recurrent actualities of our Gods’ initial acts.
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Take away these acts of the Gods and the actualities of our 
akropoleis, our temples, our laws, and the wide earth becomes ineffable again.

The Gods have acted all the verbs which now form the 
matrices of our vocabulary. For verbs preserve the acts of Gods, 
not men. The verb and the specific verb is the lifeblood of 
a God. He commands, he blesses and he rises and he curses 
and he thunders. He exalts and he humiliates. Always does he 
become known in his act and never outside of it. Our point 
of contact with the Gods is in their acts. This has a grave 
consequence. Humans can drop their official masks. They can 
play. The Gods as far as they come into our lives never play 
with their function. We have no other way of coping with 
their acts except by taking them seriously. Homer has the 
Gods relax, I know, but this is not his source of information 
for the Gods. Of men we know after we have met them at 
games, and in the privacy of the home. Here, the playground 
is the best introduction; not so with Gods. If you ever wish 
to meet him, forget the manner of being introduced to your 
friends. The Gods cannot be known outside their serious acts.

Your term, “being,” however, plays with all verbs. This, no 
God can survive. You take his scalp when you suppress his 
act.

Point two is even more readily overlooked. As the God acts, 
his act comes kairoi. At the appointed instant, his act makes 
its entrance and its exit. Today, he thunders, tomorrow he 
lifts Ganymedes to Olympos. Yesterday, Poseidon raged against 
Odysseus. Tomorrow, Hermes will go to Kalypso and consult 
with her on the hero's homecoming. We pray or deprecate 
the future acts of the Gods, we prophesy their approach, we 
thank them for their fulfillment in our festivals. TTiis means 
that any God acts at his appointed hour. They befall us and 
they leave us again. And we are challenged to use a certain 
acuteness of our time sense. Now, that the Gods act is en
shrined in our verbs. And this is obvious. It is less obvious 
that the appointed hour also is embalmed in the matrices of 
all our spirit. Is it not the wonderful form of any verb that 
it cannot help expressing the appointed hour by placing us
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either before, or in, or after the event? In this sense, I have 
spoken of Fire. It was, I wrote, and it is, and it shall be. For 
Gods pass and return.

Alas, my own step of lumping all the acts of the Gods to
gether when I said: it was, it is, it shall be, now may be held 
against me. “Why do you bear a grudge against Parmenides? 
Is not your word, it was, it is, it shall be, as weak a term as 
any pronoun? Is it not exactly the omnibus pro-verb, this 
‘instead-of-all-specific-verbs’ which you fear in Parmenides?”

Well do I know that I may be accused of heralding your 
own innovation. But while your “being” may make people 
think of Gods outside their acts, I felt that none of my citi
zens could slip in this manner as long as the act kept its 
refreshing unexpectedness before, and now, and after. Thus, 
you never are sure. “Fire” is uncertain in its central character. 
It is extinguishable, although it flares up again. And I was 
in deadly earnest with my generalizations. On the crossroads 
of the earth, our city has introduced so many exotic crafts 
and guilds that the reciprocity of all their professions had to 
be freshly stressed. The ebb and tide of everybody’s participa
tion in the life of the holon, I tried to drive home.

Your term “being,” however, is not the result of such a 
pressure for political harmony. It is a mirror of life, no medi
cine for its confusions. With the Gods, their appointed hour 
is our appointment with our destiny. “Being” is indifferent 
to the God’s appointment with us. His absence of his presence 
you suggest shall make no difference. “Being” is good enough 
for spectators of life. But men must know when Gods ask us 
to speak, and when to fall silent. To children on whose lips 
no God ever placed any words and never silenced them with 
awe, “being” is as good a word about reality as “he” for the 
king, and “she” for the maid. But “it” is not a word for any 
God as it wipes off our brow the sweat of fear and trembling 
and expectation and despair.

This, then, is the manner of real speech, that he who tries to 
join a living community of speaking members must humbly 
ask what is going on. Our words for the question what, who, 
how, where, etc., are all fillers and they are whispered with
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no less breath and emphasis than the known parts of the sen
tence. The man who asks for the road to Ephesus, must say: 
where does the road to Ephesus go? And he thereby shows 
that he cannot complete the sentence himself. He already 
knows the name of Ephesus or road and the word go. But 
“where” is to be thrown out by the competent answerer who, 
as a full-fledged resident of the place, can distinguish Millers 
Pond from Hangman's Corner. The resident, in his answer, 
directs the outsider so that he is enabled to complete the 
sentence: the road to Ephesus leads by Hangman's Corner.

Real speech, then, gives the man second rank. To ask is to 
look for fuller information by those who know. This normal 
service of question and answer, that it is a feeder into partici
pation in a going concern, is perverted in your students' man
ners. You now ask the ignorant and promise that the experts 
will be enriched by the answer of the ignorant. This sophistry 
makes the question afi independent act which no longer pre
supposes somebody who can be asked because he knows. The 
revolution will shake every commonwealth. For the know- 
nothings now are not only asking the questions but they now 
feel unencumbered by any existing answer.

Parmenides, Parmenides, by making him who must ask, at 
the same time that man who also can give the answer, law 
and government will become impossible. The gymnasiums 
filled with naked, beautiful but inexperienced boys will pro
claim their own untested truth as the answer is given 1:here 
and not sought from those who do not have to ask because 
they have mastered the replies by their actions and habits since 
time immemorial.

You detach the students from the wise, the young from the 
old, and the ingenious tapestry of life between the many gen
erations of man is replaced by a wild scramble of contem
porary boys without memory and their flatterers, admirers and 
bought tutors among the old. For such a crowd of men who 
live by curiosity and who answer their own questions in an 
obscene self-love, the only way out is your way: to proclaim 
generalizations like “being,” abstracts like “it” and “they.”

I did generalize, too, but I still did it for the adult and
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officiating citizens. Everyone of our guilds and crafts—to say 
nothing of judges, priests, captains, and police—every activity 
in our city has come into existence because a God sponsored 
their acts. Pray, said the God, and the priest prayed. Bake, 
tailor, hunt, guard, the God commanded, and he who baked 
became the baker, he who tailored became the tailor, he who 
hunted became the hunter of our good city. Without this 
obedience to Hephaistos, Hermes, Zeus, no poietes would work 
the statues of the Gods, no merchant would go to market, no 
judge would uphold the Themis. In the division of labor of 
our city, every citizen got his good conscience from the verbs. 
They explained to him the rhythm, the beginning and the 
end of his activities within the sacred calendar and liturgy of 
the whole. Our city moves in the trance of a cosmic dance 
in which judge and baker know their password because of 
their names.

I have tried to purify this dance and to prevent confusion, 
by assigning to every member his rise and fall, his going and 
returning. The city requires both, great zest and transient 
zest. The most eager judge must stop when meal time has 
come. Where many must act seriously, yet differently and at 
different times, I tried to restate the commonwealth’s paradox 
of transient zest. The appointed hours and the appointed of
fices must both be brought on by us; for this reason our names 
and titles are specific and formal, and our acts are God-ordered 
and God-rescinded. The names of the Gods and the names 
of men are reciprocal. Neither means anything by itself.

You, Parmenides, have abandoned the serious liturgy of city 
life. You wish to see the Gods. For this contemplation which 
you take to the playground, you send the times on vacation. 
You are like the barker in front of the circus who promises 
a magic mirror of the universe. The man who enters his booth 
relaxes. He loses his identity. He is one of the crowd. The 
people is changed into the public.

The public is a bunch of cowards always. Your boys now 
can debate about the universe without the fear of blasphemy. 
It may be an interesting topic in the palestra whether the 
divine has “being/’ The council of our city must try to find
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out whether Zeus blesses or curses, whether Hera sends discord or peace.
You treat as a topic of relaxation the very acts which never 

relax. Out of the affairs of the community you produce gen
eralizations. You complete the secession of our playboys from 
our citizens. For this reason, I have to draw the line between 
you and me.

I still try to speak to everybody as a citizen who at any 
time may officiate. You address the informal daddy or kid in 
all of us. For by now you will not deny that the scalping of 
names, in which you have taken the last step, is permissible 
solely to those who talk, never to those who speak. “Being” is 
the scalp of the divine acts and the political names. This 
scalp hangs dangling from your belt. To hell with your “pro
noun,” to hell with your pro-verb “being.” Or we all shall 
find ourselves in hell.

Heraclitus


