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Abstract 

The problem of Being as a concept is one that has pervaded every facet of human 
endeavour from the family to the society, to countries.  This problem has also eaten deep 
into the fabrics of different systems instituted by man to make his living better. Rather 
than collaborate to bring about the best for man, these systems antagonize each other 
thereby making life more difficult. This paper argues the position that the primary and 
root cause of crisis, conflicts and regression in human societies is the problem of Being 
exemplified in the misrepresentations of Being whereby rather than see the differences of 
beings as aspects or profiles of Being which need collaboration to get a whole that would 
be beneficial these beings see themselves as individual wholes’ willing to subsume the 
other. We further argue that the solution to this situation is to go back to the basis and 
resolve the problem of being through the accommodation of non–being by being which 
would lead to an amicable management and easy resolution of conflicts and contest 
within systems and people and between systems and people. This is essentially so because 
conflict is believed to be ontological in man but it can be minimized. More so, conflict is 
sometimes essential for change but it should not be allowed to degenerate into a thing of 
destruction. 
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Introduction  

Being ‘is’, non – being ‘is not’, is the greatest cause of calamity of systems and societies. 
Speaking in the same vein, this could be interpreted as ‚I am‛, ‚the other is not‛, and if 
this is the case, then away with the other knowing full well that this is also what is in the 
mind of the other, who then survives.  Man has used his hand (intelligence) to develop his 
society and is unfortunately using his feet to destroy the same society.  Every society is 
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naturally made up of differences; different people with different physical structures, 
different reasoning capacity, different economic systems, different political systems, 
different religious systems, different cultural systems, different belief system and different 
individuals with different idiosyncrasies. These differences do not normally mean 
contradictions but our attitudes towards these differences lead to contradiction and the 
genesis of this is the problem of Being. 

How did this come to be and how do we get it out of being (existence) will be the focus of 
this paper and to do justice to this we shall proceed by attempting an understanding of 
what Being is. Thereafter we shall discuss how this problem of Being began and how it 
was transmitted into the fabrics of our society thereby leading to untold crisis. This shall 
be exemplified with the tension and consequences inherent in the capitalist and socialist 
socio-economic system. We shall then proffer a solution to resolving the problem of 
Being using the phenomenological approach which allows things to be seen in their true 
light. This method will be used among others which include, becoming in Hegel’s 
dialectics and Leibniz’s theory of pre-established harmony or hypothesis of concomitant 
and see how such resolutions can be transmitted back into our societies thereby creating a 
basis for crisis resolution and an opportunity for human growth and development.  
 
Understanding Being 

The question of being has been a central concept in philosophical discourse over the 
periods of philosophical history.  In the ancient pre-Socratic period, this search took the 
posture of the quest of the ultimate source of all creation thus being cosmological in 
nature.  This can be likened to a search for the ultimate Being which is the source of all 
beings.  Thales posited water, Anaximander proposed apeiron while Anaximenes 
suggested air. Others followed suite with some pitching in atoms while other voted for the 
four basic elements – air, water, earth and fire. 

Within the same period the philosopher who seemed to propose a well articulated 
conception of being and also laid the foundation for the misunderstanding and 
misrepresentation of being which from then till date has continued to cause crisis emerged.  
This was Parmenides.  A clearer exposition of his thought would be done when discussing 
the problem of being but his main focus was that being is one eternal and unchanging.  
Plato towed this path of eternal and unchanging but differed saying that being was 
multiple. He asserts that it is the forms in the world of forms that are beings; these are the 
realities, eternal and unchanging realities reflected in things around us.1 The idea provides 
the prototype for every other thing“ the prototype idea has three basic properties: it is 
the-in-itself, it is the true being and it is supra-sensible.2 Aristotle defined being as 
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Essence“ and conceived being as equivocal except in one of its region where being is 
univocal, the region occupied by the divine.4 Augustine viewed that God is being itself,5 
while St. Aquinas believes that being is the act of existence, as act being is the most real 
of everything being is the effect of God on created things“ being is the expression of 
divine intelligence and will.6 Aquinas however maintains that God is Being par excellence 
while creatures are beings in analogical sense only.7 Several conceptions of Being 
continued to emerge with inherent contradictions until in contemporary period when 
Martin Heidegger got interested in the question and asked the question ‚do we in our own 
time have an answer to the question of what we really mean by the word being?8 This 
brought different insight into the understanding of being and shed brighter light on how 
being had been misconstrued thereby leading to problems. But how exactly did this 
misconception set in the first place.  
 
On the Problem of Being     

Professor Jim Unah categorically states that the concern with the problem of being is 
traceable to the thesis of Parmenides.9 Stating this point clearly Copleston writes that his 
doctrine in brief is to the effect that Being, the One, is, and that Becoming, change is 
illusion. For if anything comes to be, then it comes either out of being or out of not-being. 
If the former then it already is – in which case it does not come to be; if the latter, then it 
is nothing. Since out of nothing comes nothing. “ His first great assertion is that ‚it is‛. 
‚It‛ i.e. Reality, Being, of whatever nature it may be, is, exist, and cannot be.10  

This single assertion became a generational plague that rattled the thought and systems of 
man. Put in a different mode this thesis of Parmenides can be stated thus; what ‘is’, is 
what you believe and what you do not believe or accept ‘is not.’  This thus leads to 
projection of your own point of view and denigration of other points of view.  Whereas 
according to Unah all these points of view are aspects or profiles of reality that are 
interconnected. Unah writes further that the practice of magnifying an aspect of reality as 
the totality of reality, the practice of expanding an aspect of being and insisting that it is 
the whole of being or being itself has created confusion in the house of being.11   This then 
generated further problems. According to Unah 

(i)the presentation of aspects or profiles of being as being as being itself 
objectifies reality; (ii) objectification of reality makes things rigid, creates a world 
of inflexible things, ideas and people and (iii) a world of rigidity, inflexibility, 
inelasticity, creates room for contest and conquest and the attitude of vengeance 
all of which sends being on compulsory leave, on exile.12 
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Whatever is not my view becomes a non-being, whatever is not my understanding of 
reality become a non-being and what do we do with non-being but to cast it away, banish 
it, fight it wherever we see it and destroy it.  Of course all these actions against non-being 
will not go unretaliated because what is viewed as non-being by some is the actual being 
for others who also view the other as non-being. This situation surely brings about a 
restive society as will be exemplified in the next section. 
 
Transmitting non-being to Social Crisis   

The conflict against non-being is prevalent in every facet of every society through 
conflicting ideologies.  Whether economic, religious, ethnic, political etc, refusing to 
acknowledge the other surely leads to crisis. We shall use the economic cum social 
conflict between capitalism and socialism as a brief example but not before attempting a 
brief definition of conflict as understood generally though caused by misunderstandings 
of being and non-being. 

Conflict as understood according to Ron Fisher is defined as an incompatibility of goals 
or values between two or more parties in a relationship, combined with attempts to control 
each other and antagonistic feelings towards each other.13 Conflict is also seen as the 
struggle between opposing forces.  Conflict may involve two or more actors and could be 
over resources, ideas, values, wishes and desires, or deep-seated needs.14 This is a 
practical manifestation of the conflict between being and non-being. Both parties now live 
with threat.  And Fisher says further that; 

Threat leads to counter threat, usually with higher stakes at each go-round.  
Selective and distorted perception justifies a competitive and cautions approach as 
opposed to a trusting and cooperative one“ competition breeds competition, 
rather than cooperation“ Each party believes in the evil intentions of the other 
and the inevitability of disagreement, and therefore takes precautionary actions 
which signals mistrust and competitiveness.  When the other party responds with 
a counteraction, this is perceived as justify the initial precautionary measure, and 
a new spiral of action and counteraction begins.  Through the norm of reciprocity, 
stronger resistance, but more contentions attempt to gain the upper hand.  With 
each succeeding spiral of conflict, polarization grows and the parties become 
more adamant and intransigent in their approach to the situation.15    

Let us now see how this plays out in the capitalist and socialist systems and how it led to a 
cold war of over four decades.  Capitalism is an economic, political and social system 
based on private ownership of property, business and industry, and directed towards 
making the greatest possible profits for successful organizations and people.16 Socialism is 
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seen as the set of beliefs which state that all people are equal and should share equally in 
the wealth of the country or the political system based on these beliefs.17 

Socialism cum communism is thus a system where government controls production and 
resources. It decides where people live and work.  In capitalism on the contrary people 
and business control the production of goods.  People decide where they live and work. 

Bradley Thompson writes that throughout history there have been two basic forms of 
social organization: collectivism and individualism. In the twentieth – century, 
collectivism has taken many forms: socialism, fascism, Nazism, welfare – statetism and 
communism are its more notable variations.  The only social system commensurate with 
individualism is laissez-faire capitalism.16  Under socialism, a ruling class of intellectuals, 
bureaucrats and social planners decide what people want or what is good for society and 
then use coercive power of the state to regulate, tax, and redistribute the wealth of those 
who work for a living“ The morality of socialism can be summed-up in two words: envy 
and self-sacrifice. Envy is the desire to not only possess another’s wealth but also the 
desire to see another’s wealth lowered to the level of one’s own.17 Having criticized 
socialism thus Thompson goes ahead to paint capitalism in the best light.  Capitalism to 
Bradley is the only moral and just system.  Capitalism is the only moral system because it 
requires human beings to deal with one another as trader“ that is as free moral agents 
trading and selling goods and services on the basis of mutual consent.  Capitalist is just 
because the sole criterion that determines the value of thing exchanged is the free, 
voluntary, universal judgment of the consumer.  Capitalism is the only social system that 
rewards merit, ability and achievement regardless of one’s birth or station in life.18 

This sort of antagonistic view of the other and believing ‚only‛ in the self is caused by the 
problem of being and definitely leads to nothing but crisis and conflict as seen in the cold 
war.  Before the cold war, USA which operates a capitalist system had depicted USSR 
which operated a socialist system as almost the devil incarnate but because they had a 
common enemy in the German Nazi they collaborated in the second world war.  At the 
end of the war after defeating their common enemy both countries took to war on the 
ideological front.  The cold war is the name given to the relationship that developed 
primarily between USA and USSR after the World War Two. The Cold War dominated 
international affairs for decades and major crises occurred – the Cuban Missile crisis, 
South and North Vietnam war, North and South Korea war, the Berlin Wall etc. For many, 
the growth of weapons of mass destruction was the most worrying issue“ Neither side 
ever fought each other but they did fight for their beliefs using client states who fought for 
their beliefs on their behalf.21 
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For instance this rift brought a separation between North and South Korea which fought a 
war between 1950 and 1953 because South Korea was capitalist while North Korea was 
socialist and got support from China.  They fought a bitter war and tension still remains 
till date between both nations irrespective of the fact that they have a lot of similarities.  
The same thing happened in Vietnam when the Americans supported South Vietnam an 
anti-communist state against North Vietnam a pro-communist state which got its own 
support from communist Russia or communist China. 

Such conflicts manifest in religion, ethnicity, politics etc, and they can all be traced to the 
problem of being, and the solution also lies in resolving the problem of being. 
 
Resolving the Problem of Being      

The solution to any problem can never be gotten without knowing and dealing with its 
root cause just like you cannot, know what medicine to apply to an ailment without 
knowing what ailment you are dealing with. Having established that the root cause of 
conflict and crisis is the problem of being, that is, the traditional treatment of being which 
aims at doing away with non-being rather seeing non-being as that which makes being 
what it is.  Such treatment compound the problem and leads to crisis because in the course 
of negating non-being, being itself is lost, what is left is aspects or profiles of being.  Such 
misrepresentation causes crisis. Thus, to Being must we return it solve the problem of 
being.  

An understanding of being according to Unah is that it is a vast expanse of unchartered 
territory of possibilities, an unfamiliar difficult terrain“22 Heidegger asserts that it is 
important to understand that Being is not an entity, for this would make it simply one 
being alongside other beings“ Being is the light that illuminates everything else.23 The 
mistaken conception of being, Heidegger thinks emerged from a detached, theoretical 
relationship to the world.  In that light entities appear like mere presences, and thus 
presence becomes the central metaphor that determines all philosophical conceptions of 
being.  Something is known to exist only when it presents itself in person“ But when 
anything is merely present, it is experienced in a detached fashion – simply there.24 For 
instance tools become ‚merely present‛ only when they fail, e.g., when they break, are 
missing, or cannot operate.  Then their raw presence suddenly emerges.25 This sort of 
situation prevails because of discriminatory attributes and modes of viewing being.  
Heidegger beliefs that the more characteristic and engagement“ when practically 
engaged, people are attuned to their environment; person and world interlock. Within this 
perspective, skepticism, is unthinkable, nothing could be accomplished if the world were 
not ready to hand.26 The best mode of achieving this task is through the phenomenological 
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method which allows things to be seen and appreciated as they are rather then seen from 
perspectives, or profiles or aspects. 
 
Phenomenology as an Antidote to the Problem of Being    

Phenomenology urges us to approach things and issues with an unbiased, open mind, 
without preconceptions. Let things be, let things speak for themselves is the 
phenomenological principle.27 Phenomenology according to Unah and Osegenwune 
asserts that thinking is always object oriented.  Whenever we think, we always think of 
something.28 This is Edmund Husserl’s concept of intentionality. 

Describing intentionality, Samuel Stumpf writes that; 
By intentionality, Husserl means that any object of my consciousness“ is 
something meant, construed, constituted that is, intended by me. Pure 
consciousness has no segments it is a continuous stream. Our primitive perception 
consists of the undifferentiated world.  The separate objects of perception are 
those parts of the stream of consciousness which we as subjects constitute by 
intending them.29    

Unah and Osegenwune point out that since whatever a person experiences or thinks about 
is always something, then even if what you think about is different from mine it is still 
something just as much as mine is something.  Hence the phenomenological attitude is 
live and let live‛.30 

We can thus infer that the phenomenological attitude is one that breeds tolerance because 
by accepting that just as your thought or consciousness is directed towards something, that 
of the other person too is directed towards something.  Irrespective of what each person’s 
thought is directed toward we all partake in that same process of intentionality and going 
by the phenomenological dictum of unbiased, open mindedness, presuppositionless 
position that thought of the ‚other‛ should be so seen.  When the capitalist is unbiased 
about the thought of the socialist, when the Muslim does not have a presupposition about 
the Christian, when the Yoruba is open minded to the Igbo, then there is a lesser 
likelihood of crisis, conflict or intolerance of any form generating. 

Reality is viewed from different perspectives according to Unah and Osegenwune and to 
claim that there is one and only one perspective from which reality can be viewed and that 
all men must view it from this perspective alone is to make a false claim and sow the seed 
of intolerance.31 Professor Wole Soyinka in the same vein while reacting to religious 
intolerance calls it ‚the reality of structured ignorance amongst the religion.  This 
structured ignorance manifests as intolerance and misconception of other systems of 
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beliefs whether as philosophies, religions and worldviews.‛32 Unah also calls it the tribal 
mindset which is the feeling, point of view or orientation that beside what I know, what I 
understand, that is, beside the values that I cherish and the system of meaning with which 
I am familiar, there is total nothing or emptiness which contains nothing whatsoever.33 All 
these attitudes can be subsumed in the total embrace of phenomenology.    

Essential in the characteristics of phenomenology is its method of describing things as 
they appear exactly to us without forcing them into straight jackets of our prejudices and 
preconceptions.34 Phenomenology thus best suites resolving the problem of being by 
letting us see things freely whether they are described as being or non-being. 
Phenomenology lets us accept non-being as part of reality and rather than attempt to 
extinguish non-being and causing crisis in the process, we should see it as that which 
makes sense of our own being.  Because without something to identify as non-being we 
won’t be able to assert ourselves as being. Unah put this succinctly by saying; 

I am because others are. By affirming the other I simultaneously affirm my own 
being.  My being is meaningful only relation to the other.  Without the other, I 
myself who reduces the other to nothing is indeed nothing.35 

 
Conclusion   

It is certain that no man can live in isolation. We must at different times interact with 
different people. Different people are bound to have different idiosyncrasies, orientation 
and so on. In this wise the phenomenological attitude of letting others be is the best to 
resolve and more importantly avoid crisis.  

The traditional treatment of objectifying or holding on to aspects of being as being has 
been shown in this paper to be cause of crisis and understanding of being especially in the 
phenomenological light has also been shown to be the a good way to resolving crisis 
thereby creating an enabling environment for the flourishing of the human mind and 
person which is essential to bringing about creativity which leads to development of the 
society.  Development cannot happen in an environment of crisis and since this is the only 
world in which we can exists the onus is on us to develop it to the best it can be. 
Antagonistic, casting and destructive attitudes lead only to regress.  Elements of socialism 
can be applied in capitalism as is observed in the United States of America (the champion 
of capitalism) as a mode of cushioning the effect of the recent regression.  Also since God 
is the central focus in religion, I need not kill the other as a mode of showing God that I 
truly love and am worshiping Him. It is never possible to make everyone have the same 
beliefs, systems, thoughts, ideas or ideals and since variety is the spice of life, accepting 
the ‚others‛ flavor to be is always a seed of peace and progress. 
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To this end, we submit to the notion of C. S. Momoh that conflict is a permanent feature 
of reality, and that the best man can ever accomplish is to strive to manage and contain 
it.36 This thesis that conflict is a permanent feature of reality according to Momoh is 
ontological in the sense in which it can be taken to be a law of nature whereas the thesis 
that conflict is a fact of life is existential in the sense in which it can be taken to be a law 
of living. Any ontological thesis is general, stronger, and superior to any existential thesis 
which is particular and specific. The existential derives from the ontological. Life derives 
from nature. Living is an aspect of reality.37 

So if living is an aspect of reality, if conflict is an aspect of reality, and if differences is 
also an aspect of reality, then we can endeavour to accommodate ourselves most of the 
times and judiciously manage our conflicts when they do occur. 
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