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Among those who pay homage to Parmenides as a source of unquenchable inspiration for Western thought, we now 

revisit the Poem Of Nature as the birthplace of the principle of causality through the elimination of non-being at the 

origin of being. Indeed in Parmenides’ Poem, a negative conviction can be found—the refusal that the non-being is 

at the origin of the being—which leads most philosophers to the affirmative conviction that something is at the 

origin of the being. The two convictions are two rational beliefs which have stimulated ancient Greek philosophy, 

and have continuously represented a structuring axis in the history of Western thought. With Aristotle, that 

affirmative conviction was converted into a principle of causality, that is, into a principle which requires a causal 

explanation for the intelligibility of reality. In Latin Middle Ages, we find a singular figure who promotes the 

synthesis of the two fundamental beliefs, the negative conviction, explicit in Parmenides, and the affirmative 

conviction, explicit in Aristotle: It is Saint Anselm. In an initial chapter (III) of his first work, the Monologion, 

Anselm declares that “nothing is by nothing” (nihil est per nihil), and that consequently “all that is, is not but by 

something” (quidquid est, non nisi per aliquid est). All of Anselm’s metaphysics is an analysis and a development 

of this affirmative rational belief. Therefore, we claim Parmenides’ paternity of Saint Anselm’s metaphysics, of 

whom one may say he was the medieval Parmenides. 
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Claiming Parmenides’ paternity of groundbreaking paths in the history of Western philosophy has become 

a commonplace among historians and thinkers of our philosophical tradition. However, “commonplace” does 

not mean here a place of repetition and banalization of ideas. The return to Parmenides is a “commonplace” in 

the sense that it is a place frequented by many, who do not necessarily exclude one another, among those who 

cannot circumvent and avoid said place when questioning themselves on the mystery of how that which the 

Greeks once conceived as Philosophy, still endures. 

Among those who pay homage to Parmenides as a source of unquenchable inspiration for Western thought, 

is José Trindade Santos, renowned philosopher and exegete of Plato’s texts and ancient philosophy in the scene 

of Portuguese philosophical thought. In Parmenides’ Poem, José Trindade Santos apprehends the origin of the 

classic logical principles—identity, non-contradiction and excluded middle—which offer structure to our 

rational thinking.1 Not excluding this line of actualization of the speculative potential of the Poem, wherein we 

acknowledge the ingenious labor of its interpreter, we now revisit the very same Poem Of Nature as the 
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birthplace of the principle of causality through the elimination of non-being at the origin of being. Let us 

consider Parmenides’ text (B 8.6-13):  

Indeed, what origin would you investigate in it? How and where would you add it? Nor shall I let you speak of the 
non-being; not at all: for it is not speakable, nor thinkable, for it is not. And what necessity would impel its birth, before or 
after, proceeding from nothing? Hence, it is necessary that it is completely, or not at all. Not even the strength of 
confidence shall consent that something (remotely) near the being is born from the non-being.2 (1997, 20-21) 

After mentioning several attributes of the being, among which inborn (ἀγένητον), Parmenides takes a step 

back and questions: For what could give birth to the being? The non-being? However, this hypothesis is so to 

say ruminatingly dilacerated in the cited passage: The non-being does not share the same attributes as the being; 

it is completely alien to the being and no conviction forces us to associate it with the being. Quite conversely, 

the emerging conviction here is that the being cannot originate from the non-being, and hence it is inborn. This 

attribute is a consequence of that conviction: The being is inborn because it cannot come from the non-being.  

Here, in this conviction, we find a commonplace among philosophers of Greek tradition. Indeed, a place 

frequented by the oldest philosophers of nature, which sought for the principles of the cosmos: For how would 

that search be possible, if not based on that sort of aversion to the emptiness at the origin of things, which 

Parmenides expresses and perfects by negating an origin of the being from the non-being? The quest for the 

original substances of reality, which greatly characterizes Pre-Socratic philosophy, cannot but partake in 

Parmenides’ conviction that the being cannot come from the non-being.3 In the non-being, there is no 

substance, force, or thought which might render things manifest: There must be something in the origin of the 

latter, be it material or immaterial. 

Such affirmative conviction is correlative of the negative one we find in Parmenides, both being as two 

sides of the same coin: the negative conviction, that is, the refusal that the non-being is at the origin of the 

being, leads most philosophers to the affirmative conviction that something is at the origin of the being. The 

two convictions are two rational beliefs which have stimulated ancient Greek philosophy, and have 

continuously represented a structuring axis in the history of Western thought: In the beginning, there is, nearly 

always, something—be it a matter, a thought, an idea, or a word… 

The correlation of the two fundamental beliefs is in such a way consolidated in Aristotle that he ratifies as 

cause that which is at the origin of what is. There is no true knowledge without cognition of causes, for the 

dissociating step between knowledge and experience is given by the consideration of causes.4 According to 

Aristotle, the merit of the preceding philosophers was the discovery of various causes—material, efficient, and 

formal ones—which determine the construction of our knowledge of reality, and prepare us for the discovery of 

the final cause, which the Stagirite himself would introduce. With Aristotle, the affirmative conviction that 

there must be something at the origin of things was converted into a principle of causality, that is, into a 

principle which requires a causal explanation for the intelligibility of reality. 

In Latin Middle Ages, we find a singular figure who promotes the synthesis of the two fundamental beliefs, 

the negative conviction, explicit in Parmenides, according to which the being cannot come from the non-being, 

and the affirmative conviction, explicit in Aristotle, according to which all being comes from something: It is 

Saint Anselm, who is thought to not have read Parmenides, nor to have known Aristotle beyond rudiments of 

the logica vetus. And yet, Anselm declares in an initial chapter (III) of his first work, the Monologion, that 

“nothing is by nothing” (nihil est per nihil), and that consequently “all that is, is not but by something” 
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(quidquid est, non nisi per aliquid est), as follows: “All which is, is either by something or by nothing. But 

nothing is by nothing. In truth, one cannot think that something is by nothing. Hence, all which is, is not but by 

something” (1986).5 

Nothing is by nothing, because it is unthinkable that something be by not-something: Thus, expresses 

Anselm the same rational aversion towards the emptiness at the origin of the being which is common to the 

heritage of Greek philosophy. But more radically than the absence of an original matter or a material principle, 

that unsustainable emptiness is the absence or negation of the being as was indicated by Parmenides. Anselm 

shares the same fundamental conviction of Parmenides, which is the negation of the non-being at the origin of 

the being. From such a negation, one deduces on the one hand the negation of the origin of the being, which is 

explicit in Parmenides—the being is inborn—and on the other hand the affirmation of being at the origin of the 

being, which is explicit in Anselm’s principle “all that is, is by something.” Indeed, all of Anselm’s metaphysics 

is an analysis and a development of this principle. 

However, Saint Anselm is not acknowledged by this fact, rather he is celebrated by his argument in the 

Proslogion in favor of the existence of God, which gave rise to several congeneric arguments, and many other 

refutations. Only the concept of God in Anselm’s argument is not to be understood without some of the 

attributes of the being in Parmenides, such as, for instance, the one of inborn: If God were not inborn, that is, if 

God had been born, then He would not be something insurmountably thinkable, for He would be surmounted 

by something thinkable devoid of beginning. And, in turn, this attribute of inborn is not to be understood 

outside the signification of the being by itself (per se), which is the one that does not depend on any other cause, 

and hence is a non-relative form of being by something (per aliquid), but nonetheless is covered by the 

principle “all that is, is by something.” 

In truth, this is the principle which we have apprehended at the top of Anselm’s metaphysics, which we 

have designated as “principle of the relational disposition of the being, according to a relation by something” 

(1999).6 This is the principle which rules over all the being which is mediated by the relation by something 

(per aliquid). Two other principles are structurally solidary with the latter: the “irreflexivity principle” and the 

“asymmetry principle” of the same relation by something.7 The irreflexivity principle of the relation by 

something establishes that nothing is relationally by itself, that is, nothing is born from itself or nothing is made 

by itself.8 In turn, the asymmetry principle of the relation by something establishes that the two terms of the 

relation by something are not reciprocally or symmetrically by each other, that is, no being is born from what is 

born from it, or no being is made by what is made from it, “for it is irrational to think that anything is by that 

which it originates.”9 Hence, these three fundamental principles of Anselm’s metaphysics rule over the 

relations of origin of the being. 

Three other principles are structurally solidary with these three relational principles: one of difference and 

two of order. If, in light of the irreflexivity principle of the relation by something, no being is born from itself or 

is made by itself, then the terms of this relation are necessarily distinct. Such is postulated by the principle of 

difference between the terms of the relation by something: “All that comes to be from something or by 

something, is not at all the same as that from which or by which it comes to be.”10 Hence, the relation by 

something generates difference between the terms which constitute it, and hence alterity of one in regard to the 

other. But both of them, inasmuch as one is originated in the other, and consequently depends on the latter, 

cannot be pair terms, nor can they be placed alongside. That which is by something and that by which 

something is, must be rendered uneven, and ordered according to the principle of order of the relation by 
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something, which is also a relation of dependence, and which therefore establishes that the original term is 

greater than the originated term.11 And, within the scope of a relation by something, nothing can be rendered 

different and uneven as other greater or lesser, but by being what it is.12 Such is postulated by the principle of 

priority of the being over the being-other, according to which the other is second in regard to the being, and is 

only thinkable in the domain of the being.13  

Hence, in Saint Anselm’s philosophy, we find six principles which are essentially congruent amongst 

themselves—the one of relational disposition of the being according to the relation by something, the one of 

irreflexivity of the relation by something, the one of asymmetry of the same relation, the one of difference 

between the terms of the relation by something, the one of order of the terms of the same relation, and the one 

of priority of the being over the being-other—six principles laid upon Anselm’s Parmenidian conviction: 

“nothing is by nothing.” Now, those six principles arose in Saint Anselm with the same unquestionable 

necessity with which the being arose in Parmenides. But, unlike Parmenides’ being, which is not relational, 

Anselm’s six principles of being by something rule over fundamental relations of the being, and are therefore 

maximally universal principles which may legitimately be classified as metaphysical principles of Saint 

Anselm’s philosophy. 

The relations ruled by the six discriminated principles of Anselm’s metaphysics are, first and foremost, 

relations of origin, and among these, relations of causality immediately spring to our mind. The effect of a 

cause is something which is by something, in Anselm’s sense of a relation by something. All the principles of a 

relation by something are applied pertinently to the relation cause-effect: A causal relation is irreflexive, 

inasmuch as it excludes self-causation or self-production; a causal relation is asymmetrical, for a cause cannot 

be an effect of its effect, nor can an effect be the cause of its cause; a causal relation implies difference and an 

order of greater (cause) and lesser (effect) between its terms; and a causal relation cannot originate the alterity 

of that which is effect, if not through the cause. Hence, relations of causality are those to which Anselm’s 

metaphysical principles of being by something most obviously apply.  

Since these principles, which rule over causal relations, rest upon Parmenides’ conviction that “nothing is 

by nothing,” we may infer that the rational understanding of reality by means of a causal explanation has its 

remote origin in that same conviction. Anselm’s metaphysics of being by something very acutely points to that 

origin, while simultaneously revealing its Greek philosophical nature. 

However, Anselm’s metaphysics should integrate a different heritage: the Judaic-Christian tradition. Now, 

this tradition conveyed the idea that the world had been made from nothing, and that this was the expression of 

the immense power of God the creator (2 Mac 7, 28). Hence, the idea of something having been made from 

nothing (ex nihilo) could not be completely irrational. So much so, that Saint Anselm integrated it in his 

metaphysics, as the contrary of being by something. Let us see how. 

Indeed, the metaphysics of Creation in the biblical tradition gave Saint Anselm yet another reason to once 

again question the meaning of nothingness in its origins. Hence, we find the author of the Monologion 

radicalizing the question, while questioning himself on the supreme being, namely, if he may somehow be 

understood as being from nothing: 

In truth, it is not by nothing, for in no way can it be intelligibilized that what is something be by nothing. And if, in any 
way, it is from nothing, either it is by itself, or it is by other, or it is by nothing from nothing. But it is said that in no way 
can something be by nothing. Hence, if in any way it is from nothing, then either it is by itself, or it is by other from 
nothing. But by itself, nothing can be from nothing, for if something is from nothing by something, then it is necessary that 



ANSELM’S METAPHYSICS IN THE LINEAGE OF PARMENIDES: NIHIL EST PER NIHIL 

 

476 

that by which it is, be first. Hence, since this essence is not prior to itself, in no way can it be from nothing by itself. And if 
it is said that it existed from nothing by any other nature, then it is not supreme in relation to all things, rather it is inferior 
to something.14 (19; 22-31) 

In this reflection, Anselm nearly seems to reenact Parmenides. The question of the origin of the supreme 

being from nothing is analyzed according to three hypotheses. The first one is the hypothesis of being from 

nothing by nothing, which is immediately excluded by Parmenides’ conviction that nothing is by nothing. The 

second one is the hypothesis of being from nothing by itself, and this one is eliminated by two general 

principles of the relation by something: the irreflexivity principle of this relation, and the principle of 

greater/lesser order between the terms of that relation. The third one is the hypothesis of being from nothing by 

other, and this one contradicts the attribute of divine supremacy. Hence, in light of the most general principles 

of being by something, in no way can the supreme being be from nothing. In no way, that is, in a causal or 

relational way. 

However, there is a purely negative way, according to which one may understand that the supreme being is 

from nothing, namely, as unmade. In this case, to be from nothing is the same as not being made, or not being 

caused.15 Ex nihilo, with regard to the supreme being, therefore means negation of causal dependence. 

In turn, with regard to being caused, ex nihilo cannot mean negation of all causal dependence, but it can 

mean negation of a particular cause, as is the material cause. In fact, Anselm considers the material cause 

among the three types of cause that he distinguishes: the efficient cause, the material cause, and the adjuvant 

cause.16 The idea of a production of something devoid of material cause is compatible with the biblical sense 

of ex nihilo creation, in which matter is not a cause, but an effect. In this, the biblical idea of ex nihilo creation 

differs from ancient Greek philosophy, which repeatedly admitted matter as cause and principle. Even in the 

cosmogony of Plato’s Timaeus, this conception prevails, since there creation is an ordination of chaotic, yet 

original matter. Actually, Anselm never says explicitly that the ex nihilo creation is a creation devoid of material 

cause. Perhaps this would be too opposed to the Greek rationality which is still profoundly embedded in his 

metaphysics. 

Conversely, Anselm’s most suggestive analogy to interpret the ex nihilo creation allows us to insert the 

concept of nothingness in the scope of a table of contraries, which in turn is perfectly compatible with the 

heritage of Greek philosophy. Here is the analogy: Just as he who was poor is now rich, and just as he who was 

sick is now sane, so are all things which were nothing now something.17 In this analogy, nothing is a contrary 

of deprivation, just as something is a positive contrary. Furthermore, nothing becomes the genus of all 

contraries of deprivation, and something becomes the genus engulfing all positive contraries. And the ex nihilo 

creation is the transition of contraries of deprivation to positive contraries. Here is an interpretation of the 

biblical idea of ex nihilo creation which, so to say, makes peace with the heritage of Greek philosophy, which is 

still an indirect, yet profoundly structuring axis of Saint Anselm’s thought. 

Hence, certain meanings of the expression ex nihilo are philosophically and theologically pertinent, and 

therefore they need to be rendered compatible with the prime principle of Anselm’s metaphysics: the principle 

of the relational disposition of the being according to a relation by something—all that is, is not but by 

something. The very conception of God as Trinity would demand this, for in divine Trinity there is a Person, the 

Father, which proceeds from no other, and which is therefore ex nullo, that is, from no one. Hence, in a later 

work dedicated to the procession of the Holy Spirit, De Processione Spiritus Sancti, Anselm would complement 

his prime principle with the principle of the contrary of a relation by something, which is stated as follows: “All 



ANSELM’S METAPHYSICS IN THE LINEAGE OF PARMENIDES: NIHIL EST PER NIHIL 

 

477

which is, is either by something or by nothing.”18 This principle is the concession that a relation by something 

admits contraries. The relation by something is the great genus of the relations of origin, namely, causal 

relations. But the deprivation of the relation of origin, that is, the contrary of deprivation, of the relation by 

something, is necessary to the conception of that which is original. That is why Anselm had to integrate that 

contrary of deprivation in his metaphysics of being by something. 

In a word, something which is by nothing, or from nothing: Is this a parricide against Parmenides? Not at 

all: the expressions per nihil and ex nihilo apply to exceptional cases, which, as the saying goes, confirm the 

rule, and are always concepts of deprivation. Hence, Parmenides’ paternity of Saint Anselm’s metaphysics, of 

whom one may say he was the medieval Parmenides, suffers no blow.  
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