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Jjourney in a blaze of light, as befits one who ‘knows’. The point of
the narration is suggested rather by the obstacle that has to be passed
and by the destination, the two things (apart from description of the
chariot and its movement) upon which the poet dwells. Parmenides
seeks to leave the familiar world of ordinary experience where night
and day alternate, an alternation governed — as Anaximander would
have agreed (110) — by law or ‘justice’. He makes instead for a
path of thought (‘a highway’) which leads to a transcendent com-
prehension both of changeless truth and of mortal opinion. No less
important is his message about the obstacle to achievement of this
goal: the barrier to escape from mortal opinion is formidable, but
it yields to ‘gentle argument’.

The motifs of the gates of Day and Night and of divine revelation, |
modelled on materials in Hesiod’s Theogony, are well chosen to convey
both the immense gulf which in Parmenides’ view separates rational
enquiry from common human understanding and the unexpectedness
of what his own reason has disclosed to him (cf. for both these points
Heraclitus, e.g. 205, 206, 210). And religious revelation suggests both
the high seriousness of philosophy and an appeal to authority — not,
however, an authority beyond dispute: ‘Judge by reason my strife-
encompassed refutation’ says the goddess later (294).

289 Fr. 5, Proclus in Parm. 1, p. 708, 16 Cousin
... Euvov B¢ pol éoTv
omrmrofev &pEwpan TEOL y&p A i€opon albbis.

289 Itis a common point from which I start; for there again and
again I shall return.

289 fits neatly after 288 and immediately before 291, at any rate if
its point is that all the proofs of 2969 take the choice specified in
291 as their common foundation (cf. also 294).

! With 289 may be compared 290 Heraclitus fr. 103, Porphyrius in lliadem x1v,
200 §uudv dpxn kol wépas i kiKAou. (In a circle beginning and end are common. )
But despite his talk of ‘well-rounded truth’ Parmenides need not be implying
here that his own thought is circular.

TRUTH
(i) The choice

291 Fr. 2, Proclus inTim. 1, §45, 18; Simplicius in Phys. 116, 28 (lines
3-8)
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€1 8 &y’ Eywv Epéw, kémoal 8E ou uibov dkoloas,
oitrep 680l polvan 81310165 gio1 vofjcar
1) pév &1rews EoTIv Te Kol ¢os oUk EoTi phy elvan,
TetfoUs EoTi kéAeuBos (CAANBein y&p STTNSel),

5 1y 8 o5 oUK EoTIv Te Kol G5 Xpecov EoTi pry elva,

THv 81 To1 Ppdzw Tovameuléa Eupev dtapTrdy:
oUte y&p &v yvoins T ye un v (oU y&p &vuoTdHv)
olUTe ppdoais. | :

"\

291 Come now, and I will tell you (and you must carr.\yqu
account away with you when you have heard it) the only ways
of enquiry that are to be thought of. The one, that [it] is and that
it is impossible for [it] not to be, is the path of Persuasion (for she
attends upon Truth); the other, that [it] is not and that it is
needful that [it] not be, that I declare to you is an altogether
indiscernible track: for you could not know what is not — that
cannot be done — nor indicate it.

The goddess begins by specifying the only ways of enquiry which
should be contemplated. They are plainly assumed to be logically
exclusive: if you take the one, you thereby fail to take the other. No
less plainly they are exclusive because they are contradictories (cf.
296, 16 ‘the decision on these things lies in this: it is or it is not’).}
What is the ‘[it]” which our translation has supplied as grammatical
subject to Parmenides’ verb éstin? Presumably, any subject of enquiry
whatever — in any enquiry you must assume either that your subject
is or that it is not. Interpretation of estin itself, here rendered
awkwardly but neutrally as ‘is’, is more difficult. The two obvious
paraphrases are the existential (‘exists’) and the predicative (‘is
[something or other]’). To try to decide between them we need to
consider the arguments in which estin most prominently figures,
particularly the argument against the negative way of enquiry in
lines 5 to 8 of 291.

Unfortunately consideration of this argument is not decisive.
Certainly it appears impossible to know or point out what does not
exist: nobody can be acquainted with Mr Pickwick or point him out
to anyone else. But a predicative reading of Parmenides’ premiss is
also plausible: it seems impossible to know or point out what is not
something or other, i.e. what possesses no attributes and has no
predicates true of it. Clearer is 296, 5—21, where an analogous
premiss — ‘it is not to be said nor thought that it is not’, lines 8—g — is
used to argue against the possibility of coming to be or perishing. The
point Parmenides makes is that if something comes to be, then it must
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previously not have been — and at that time it would have been true
to say of it ‘it is not’; but the premiss forbids saying just that; so there
can be no coming into being. Now ‘come to be’ in this context is
plainly to be construed as ‘come to exist’. Here, then, ‘is not’ means
‘does not exist’.

At 296, 10, however, Parmenides goes on immediately to refer to
what does not exist (hypothetically, of course) as ‘the nothing’ (cf.
293, 2). This suggests that he understands non-existence as being
nothing at all, i.e. as having no attributes; and so that for him, to exist
is in effect o be something or other. When later (e.g. 297, 22—5; 299,
46-8) he uses the participle eon, ‘being’, it is much easier to construe
it as ‘reality’ or ‘the real’ than as barely designating existence. And
what makes something real is surely that it has some predicate true
of it (e.g. ‘occupies space’). If this line of interpretation is correct,
Parmenides’ use of estin is simultaneously existential and predicative
(as KR held), but not therefore (as KR concluded) confused.

From the unknowableness of what does not exist Parmenides
concludes directly that the negative way is ‘indiscernible’, i.e. that
no clear thought is expressed by a negative existential statement. We
might put the point thus: ‘Take any subject of enquiry you like (e.g.
Mr Pickwick). Then the proposition “Mr Pickwick does not exist”
fails to express a genuine thought at all. For if it were a genuine
thought, it would have to be possible to be acquainted with its
subject, Mr Pickwick. But that possibility does not obtain unless Mr
Pickwick exists — which is exactly what the proposition denies.” This
line of argument, in one guise or another, has exercised a powerful
attraction on many philosophers, from Plato to Russell. Its conclusion
is paradoxical, but like all good paradoxes it forces us to examine
more deeply our grasp of the concepts it employs — notably in this
case the relations between meaning, reference and existence.?

1 A difficulty: Parmenides further specifies the first way as ‘it is impossible for
[it] not to be’ and the second as ‘it is needful that [it]} not be’, which are not
contradictories. A solution: perhaps these further specifications constitute not
characterizations of the two ways, but indications of their incompatibility. Line
3 will be saying: the first way is ‘[it] is’; and it follows necessarily that, if
something is, it is not the case that it is not. So matatis mutandis. for line 5.

% Editors often complete the half-line 291, 8, with a fragment known only in quite
different sources: 292 Fr. 3, Clement Strom. vi, 23; Plotinus v, 1, 8 16 y&p
aUTd voelv Eomiv Te xai elvan. (For the same thing is there both to be thought of and to
be.) If thus translated (but some render: ‘Thought and being are the same’),
it does sound as though it may fit here; 293, 1 shows that Parmenides explicitly
deploys considerations about what can be thought, not just what can be known,
in the context of argument against the negative way. But if so it is surprising that
neither Proclus nor Simplicius quotes it at the end of 291. And it is hard to see
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what contribution it adds to the reasoning of 291, 6-8. (If noein meant ‘know’
here, as e.g. C. H. Kahn (Review of Metaphysics 22 (1968-9), 700-24) thinks, then
perhaps 292 would simply be another way of putting 291, 7-8. But noein is used
by Parmenides in parallel with simple verbs of saying (293, 1; 296, 8; cf. angnumon,
296, 17), and so must be translated ‘think’.)

(ii) Mortal error

293 Fr. 6, Simplicius in Phys. 86, 27-8; 117, 4-13
xph TO Aéyew Te voelv T° 2dv Eupevar EoTi y&p elvan,
undtv 8’ oUk foTiv: T& 0 &y ppdgecdan Guwya.
TpTNS Yap 0° &9’ 680U TawTns Bizfiolos {eipyw),
aUtdp Errelt &md Tiis, fjv 81 PpoTol eidbTes 0UBEY

5 mA&TTOVTAL, Sikpavor: &unyavin y&p &v alTGV
othBeo1v 180ver TTAaKTOV véov- of B¢ popolvTal
Kol Suds Tuproi Te, TEBNTOTES, dxprTa PUAL,
ols TO TéAew Te Kai oUk elvar TaTdV vevduioTal
koU TadTdY, TévTwv 8¢ TaAivTpoTds éoTi kéAeubos.

293 What is there to be said and thought must needs be: for it
is there for being, but nothing is not. I bid you ponder that, for
this is the first way of enquiry from which I hold you back, but
then from that on which mortals wander knowing nothing,
two-headed ; for helplessness guides the wandering thought in their
breasts, and they are carried along, deaf and blind at once, dazed,
undiscriminating hordes, who believe that to be and not to be are
the same and not the same; and the path taken by them all is
backward-turning.

Parmenides’ summary of his case against the negative way (lines 1-3),
which says in effect that any object of thought must be a real object,
confirms  despite its obscurity that his rejection of ‘is not’ is
motivated by a concern about whatisa possible content for a genuine
thought. It is followed by a warning against a second mistaken way,
identified ‘as the way of enquiry pursued by mortals. No mention of
this third way was made in 291, and the reason is not far to seek.
The goddess was there specifying logically coherent alternatives
between which rational enquirers must decide. The third way is
simply the path you will find yourself following if, like the generality
of mortals, you do not take that decision (293, 7) through failure to
use your critical powers (293, 6—7). You will find yourself saying or
implying both that a thing is and that itis not {e.g. by acknowledging
change and coming into existence) ; and so you will wander helplessly
from one of the ways distinguished in 291 to the other. Hence your
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steps will be ‘backward-turning’, i.e. contradictory. Of course, you
will recognize that ‘is” and ‘is not’ are not the same. But in failing
to decide between them you will treat them as though they were the
same.

293 was probably followed, after an interval, by a fragment in
which the goddess bids Parmenides to make up his mind (unlike the
mortals dismissed in 293) about her refutation of the second way:

294 Fr. 7, Plato Sophist 2424 (lines 1—2); Sextus adv. math. Vi1, 114
(lines 2—6)

oV yd&p pATroTs ToUTo Sorpf) elven py dvtor

A& oU THioB &’ 680U S1zNotos elpye vonuax

undé o’ &Bos TroAUTEIpOV 68OV KT THVSE Pr&obew

vapudy &okotrov dppa kal fxnecoay dkouny
5 Kad yAddooav, kpival 8¢ Aoy ToAUSnp1v EAeyxov

&€ tpédev PnoévTa

294 For never shall this be forcibly maintained, that things that
are not are, but you must hold back your thought from this way
of enquiry, nor let habit, born of much experience, force you down
this way, by making you use an aimless eye or an ear and a tongue
full of meaningless sound: judge by reason the strife-encompassed
refutation spoken by me.

(iii) Stgns of truth

295 Fr. 8, 1—4, Simplicius i Phys. 78, 5; 145, 1
pévos 8 €11 ubos 68oio
AeitreTan Gos EoTiv: Tty & Em oMot ool
TOAAK MAA’, dos &yévnToy &ov Kai dviAebpov éoTiv,
oUMov pouvoyevés Te kot &Tpepes 7S¢ TéAetov.
1 #8 &téheoTov Simplicius: for the emendation see G. E. L. Owen in Studies in
Presocratic Philosophy 1, ed. R. E. Allen and D. J. Furley (London, 1975), 76—7,

who also convincingly rejects KR’s reading (taken over from DK): o1 y&p
olhoperés Te kai &tpepés. . . (Plutarch).

295 There still remains just one account of a way, that it is. On
this way there are very many signs, that being uncreated and
imperishable it is, whole and of a single kind and unshaken and
perfect.

If we must avoid the way ‘is not’, our only hope as enquirers lies

in pursuit of the way ‘is’. At first sight it would appear that if we
embrace that alternative, there open for us limitless possibilities of
exploration: the requirement that any subject we investigate must
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exist seems to impose scarcely any restriction on what we might be
able to discover about it; and the argument that what is available
to be thought of must exist (293, 1—2) makes it look as though the
range of possible subjects of investigation is enormous, including
centaurs and chimaeras as well as rats and restaurants. But in the
course of a mere 49 lines Parmenides succeeds in reducing this infinity
of possibilities to exactly one. For the ‘signs’ programmatically listed
in 295 in fact constitute further formal requirements which any
subject of enquiry must satisfy; and they impose formidable con-
straints (note the metaphor of chains in 296 and 298 below) on the
interpretation of what is compatible with saying of something that
it exists. The upshot of Parmenides’ subsequent argument for these
requirements is a form of monism: it certainly transpires that
everything there is must have one and the same character; and it is
doubtful whether in fact anything could haye that character except

reality as a whole. : \

(tii) (a) Uncreated and imperishable

296 Fr. 8, 5—21, Simplicius i Phys. 78, 5; 145, 5 (continues 295)
5 oUd¢ o1’ fijv oUd’ EoTa, Emel VOV EoTiv Spol Tav,
gv, ouvexés' Tiva y&p yévvav Signoecn auTod;
Trf) Tolev aiEnBév; oU8’ &k Pty évTos Edoow
p&obai o” 0USE voelv: ol ydp paTov oUdt vonTdv
toTv &1reos oUk EoTi. Ti 8 &v v kad xpéos dpoev
10 UoTtepov 1| pocbev, ToU pndevos &p§uevov, ¢iv;
oUTws i T&uTay TeAévan Xpeodv EoTv ) olyi.
oUbt ToT’ &k pn! EdvTos Eprioel TioTios ioyUs
yiyveoOal 11 oap’ altd: ToU givekev olUTe yevéohan
~ oUT’ 8AAucBar &ufike Aikn yoAdoaoo TESnaY,
15 &AM Exelr 1y Bt kpiois wepl ToUTWV &V THY EoTiv:
toTv 1) oUk EoTiv: kékprTon 8 olv, domep &véykn,
THY ptv é&v &vdnTov &vdvupov (ob y&p &Andhs
toTv 6865), THv & doTe EAEW Kkal ETATUMOV Elva.
réds 8 &v EmerTa éAOL TO Edv; TS & &v ke yévorTo;
20 el y&p Eyevt’, ok E0T’, oUB’ el ToTe péAAel Eoeaban.
TGS Yéveots pév &mréoPecton kal &mruoTtos SAebpos.

1 Many scholars follow Karsten and Reinhardt in emending un to To0.

296 It never was nor will be, since it is now, all together, one,
continuous. For what birth will you seek for it? How and whence
did it grow? I shall not allow you to say nor to think from not
being: for it is not to be said nor thought that it is not; and what
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need would have driven it later rather than earlier, beginning from
the nothing, to grow? Thus it must either be completely or not
at all. Nor will the force of conviction allow anything besides it
to come to be ever from not being. Therefore Justice has never
loosed her fetters to allow it to come to be or to perish, but holds
it fast. And the decision about these things lies in this: it is or it
is not. But it has in fact been decided, as is necessary, to leave the
one way unthought and nameless (for it is no true way), but that
the other is and is genuine. And how could whatis be in the future?
How could it come to be? For if it came into being, it is not: nor
is it if it is ever going to be in the future. Thus coming to be is
extinguished and perishing unheard of.

These lines (as the conclusion, line 21, shows) are designed to prove
that what is can neither come to be nor perish.! Parmenides is content
to marshal explicit arguments only against coming into being, taking
itasobvious that a parallel case against perishing could be constructed
by parity of reasoning. He advances two principal considerations,
corresponding to the dual interrogative: ‘How and whence did it
grow?’ (line 7). He assumes that the only reasonable answer to

‘whence?’ could be: ‘from not existing’, which he rejects as already -

excluded by his argument against ‘is not’ (lines 7—g). In his
treatment of “how?’ he appeals to the Principle of Sufficient Reason.
He assumes that anything which comes to be must contain within
it some principle of development (‘need’, xpéos) sufficient to explain
its generation. But if something does not exist, how can it contain
any such principle?
1 Inlines 5-6 Parmenides appears to go farther than this. The statement ‘it never
was nor will be, since it is now, all together’ seems to claim not merely that what
is will not come to exist, but that it will not exist af all in the future. Probably what
Parmenides means to ascribe to what is is existence in an eternal present not

subject to temporal distinctions of any sort. It is very unclear how he hoped to
ground this conclusion in the arguments of 296.

(iii) (b) One and continuous

297 Fr. 8, 22—5, Simplicius in Phys. 144, 29 (continues 296)
oUdE BionpeTov EoTv, Emrel AV EoTiv Spoiov:
oU8¢ T1 T1j w&AAov, T6 Kev elpyor wv ouvéyeohal,
oU8¢ T1 Xe1pdTEPOY, TGV & EuTrAEdY EoTIv EdVTOS.
T& Euvexts &V EoTiv: Edv y&p E6vTI TTEAKREL.

297 Nor is it divided, since it all exists alike; nor is it more here
and less there, which would prevent it from holding together, but
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it is all full of being. So it is all continuous: for what is draws near
to what is. \

Does Parmenides have in mind spatial or temporal continuity here?
He surely means to show that what is is continuous in any dimension
it occupies; but 296 has probably already denied that it exists in time.
Is the point simply that any subject of enquiry must be characterized
by internal continuity, ¢r is Parmenides more ambitiously claiming
that all reality is one? Itis hard to resist the impression that he intends
the stronger thesis, although why he thinks himself entitled to assert
it is unclear (perhaps he would rely, for example, on the identity of
indiscernibles: there is no basis for distinguishing anything that is
from anything else that is). The same ambiguity affects 298 and 299,
and the same verdict suggests itself.

(iii) (c) Unchangeable

298 Fr. 8, 26—31, Simplicius in Phys. 145, 27 (continues 297)

aUtdp &xivnTov peydAwv v Treipaoct Secpdov

toTiv &vopyov &mavoTov, Emel yéveois kai SAeBpos

THAe BEA” EmAdyOnoav, &édoe 8t TrioTis dANOs.

TadTdV T &v TAUTE Te pévov kad’ EauTd Te KeTTOL

30 | xoUTws Eumredov alf pevel” kparrept) yap “Avaykn
Telpaos &v Beopoiow Exel, TO wv dueis épyer.

298 But changeless within the limits of great bonds it exists
without beginning or ceasing, since coming to be and perishing
have wandered very far away, and true conviction has thrust
_them off. Remaining the same and in the same place it lies on its
own and thus fixed it will remain. For strong Necessity holds it
within the bonds of a limit, which keeps it in on every side.

Lines 26-8 suggest the following argument: 7
(1) Itis impossible for what is to come into being or to perish.
So  (2) it exists unchangeably within the bonds of a limit.
It is then natural to read lines 29—31 as spelling out the content of
(2) more fully. So construed, they indicate a more complex inference
from (1):
(2a) it is held within the bonds of a limit which keeps it in
on every side.
So  (2b) it remains the same and in the same place and stays on
its own. '
The notion of limit Parmenides is employing here is obscure. It is
easiest to understand it as spatial limit; and then (2b) follows
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intelligibly from (2a). But why on this interpretation should (2a)
follow from (1) ? Perhaps rather ‘ within limits’ is a metaphorical way
of talking about determinacy. In (2a) Parmenides will then be saying
.that what is has no potentiality for being different — at any time or
In any respect — from what it is at present.

(iii) (d) Perfect

299 Fr. 8, 3249, Simplicius in Phys. 146, 5 (continues 298)
oUvekev! oUk &TeheUTnTOV TO EdV Oéwis elvan
EoT1 y&p olk #mBevts [ph)] &dv §° & TS E8¢iTo.
TaUTOV 8’ EoT1 voeiv Te kol ofvekey EoT1 vonpa.

35 O‘\’J )l/c‘xp &vev 10U &bvTos, dv & TEPATICWEVOY EoTiY,
eUpnoels TO voeiv' oUdtv ydp (A EoTv 4 EoTou
&AAo Trépe ToU EdvTos, el TS Y& Moip® émédnosv
oUAov &kivnTév T° Euevan- TR VT dvdpaoTal,?
dooa BpoTol kaTéBevTo TrETo108TES Elvon &AN6,

40 Yiyveobai Te kad dAAUOB, elvad Te kad ouxi,
kad TOTTOV dAA&oTEw ik Te XPOx pavdv &peiBerv.
abTap Emel Teipas TUPATOV, TETEAEoUEVOY goi,
TévTodev elkUkAou coaipns évaAtykiov 8yke,
weaodBey icoTats TavTy* TS Y&p oUte T1 uéTgov

45 oUTe T1 BoudTepov mwEAévan Xpedv Eomi TR A TH).
oUTe y&p ok £dv EoT1, T Kev Trodior piv ikvsT;JGm
gls SpdY, olUT’ Eov EoTIv OTrws ein kev &dvTog
T) B&AAoV T} 8 Rooov, tmrel AV EoTiv &ouhoy-
of y&p mévtobev Toov, Spdds &v Teipoo kUpel.

1 For' oﬁ\{exev as ‘therefore’ cf, ToU eivekev, 296, 13. ‘Because’ is the more usual
meaning in epic usage, and is preferred by many here.

% dvépaoTan Simplicius (in Phys. 87, 1) E; 8vopa toron DF. Cf, Mourelatos, Route,
180-5; M. F. Burnyeat, Philosophical Review 91 (1982), 19 n. 32.

299 Therefore it is right that what is should not be impeffect;» :

for it is not deficient — if it were it would be deficient in everything.
The same thing is there to be thought and is why there is thought.
For you will not find thinking without what is, in all that has been
§aid_.1 For there neither is nor will be anything else besides what
1s, since Fate fettered it to be whole and changeless. Therefore it
has' been named all the names which mortals have laid down
believing them to be true — coming to be and perishing, being and
not being, changing place and altering in bright colour. But since
there is a furthest limit, it is perfected, like the bulk of a ball
well-rounded on every side, equally balanced in every direction
from the centre. For it needs must not be somewhat more or
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somewhat less here or there. For neither is it non-existent, which
would stop it from reaching its like, nor is it existent in such a way
that there would be more being here, less there, since it is all
inviolate: for being equal to itself on every side, it lies uniformly
within its limits.

1 Or: ‘in which thinking is expressed’.

'This long and difficult final section of the Truth combines a summing-

up of the whole first part of the poem with a derivation of the
perfection of reality from its determinacy (argued fully in lines 429,
which are often —as in KR —regarded as presenting a train of
thought quite distinct from both lines 32—3 (usually reckoned part
of 298) and lines 34—41). Parmenides first briefly sketches his main
argument that what is, if limited or determinate, cannot be deficient,
and if not deficient, cannot be imperfect (32—3). Then he takes us
right back to his original starting-point: if you have a thought about
some object of enquiry, you must be thinking about something that
is (34-6). You might suppose you can also think about something
besides what already is coming into being. But the argument has
shown that what is exists completely and changelessly — it is never
in process of coming to be (36-8). So expressions like ‘comes to be’
and ‘changes’ employed by mortals can in fact refer (despite their
mistaken intentions) only to complete and changeless reality (38-41).
Indeed from the fact that what is is limited or determinate, we can
infer its perfection (42—4). For its determinacy excludes not just the
possibility that it is subject to coming into being and change but any
kind of deficiency in its reality (44—9).

Once again we face a puzzling choice between a literal and a
metaphorical interpretation of ‘limit’. Once again what the argument
seems to require is only some form of determinacy (cf. 296, 14-15).
Once again the spatial connotations of the word are hard to
forget — indeed they are pressed upon our attention (NB the epithet
pumaton, ‘furthest limit’). And one can well imagine Parmenides
concluding that if reality is both spatially extended and determinate,
it must be limited in spatial extension. In the end we must settle for
both the literal and the metaphorical reading of the term.

Pursuit of the way ‘is’ thus leads to a conclusion as astonishing as
the result of consideration of ‘is not’. Parmenides’ final position in
299 is in fact doubly paradoxical. He not only denies the logical
coherence of everything we believe about the world, but in making
all reality a finite sphere introduces a notion whose own logical
coherence must in turn be doubted.?
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