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PREFACE 

ABOUT the significance of the second and longer part of Plato's 
Parmenides scholars, both in ancient and modern times, have 
differed more widely than about any other of his dialogues. Proclus 
in his Commentary recognised two main schools of inferpretation : 
the logical and the metaphysical.l Both still have their representa­
tives to-day. 

The logical view appears to have prevailed in the Middle Academy. 
Albin us 2 in his Introduction classes the Parmenides with the 
Protagoras (only) as concerned with the refutation of falsehood 
(e.leyXTtxor;). In his Didaskalikos he treats it as logical (~ta.le"n­
"or;), in contrast with the 'theoretical' works dealing with 
theology, physics, and mathematics. He cites it to illustrate 
Plato's use of syllogistic figures, hypothetical arguments, and the 
ten categories. In Proclus' time some continued to regard the 
dialogue as a polemic against Zeno or as an exercise in dialectic. 

The second main group agreed in believing that Plato's own 
metaphysical doctrine was to be found in the eight (or nine) 
Hypotheses which develop the consequences of assuming that there 
is, or is not, a One. The earlier members of this group identified 
the Existing One of Hypothesis II with Novr; ; it was left for 
Syrianus and his successors to discover ' the most secret mystical 
doctrines' in the whole series of Hypotheses. Professor Dodds, 3 

however, has pointed out that the Neopythagorean Moderatus, in 
the second half of the first century A.D., had anticipated the main 
features of the Neoplatonic interpretation, and that some sug­
gestions of it may be traced a century earlier in Eudorus and 
perhaps as far back as Speusippus. In Plotinus (Enn. V, I, 8) 
the mystical interpretation is associated with the emanation of all 
forms of being from the One who is 'beyond being'. In the first 
three Hypotheses (numbered I, II, and IIA in this book) he found 

1 Proclus' evidence is reviewed in detail by M. Wundt, Platons Parmenides 
(1935), § 2. See also R. Klibansky's learned and masterly paper, Ein Proklos­
Fund und seine Bedeutung (Sitzungl>ber. d. Heidelberger Akad. d. Wiss., 
1929), from which many of the historical facts in this Preface are borrowed. 

1 C. F. Hermann's Platonis Dialogi (Lipsiae, 1892), vol. vi, pp. 148, 158. 
3 C.Q. XXII (1928), 129 ff. The Parmenides of Plato and the Origin of 

the Neoplatonic 'One'. 
v 
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the three ultimate hypostases of his own system: (r) the unknow­
able and ineffable One, identified with the Form of the Good of 
the Republic; (2) Intelligence (vovc;), emanating from the One and 
inseparable from the realm of its own intelligible objects, the 
Ideas; (3) the World Soul, the Demiurge of the Timaeus, which, 
together with other souls, is responsible for the sensible world. 
Later Neoplatonists tried in various ways to carry the scheme of 
emanation through the remaining Hypotheses down to the lowest 
level of being and finally to not-being. The result of all this was 
that the Parmenides was promoted to be the head of a group of 
theological dialogues and ranked by Iamblichus 1 on a level with 
the Timaeus, the head of a physical group. The position was 
consolidated by the long commentary of Proclus. Whatever 
difficulties the later Hypotheses might offer, the Neoplatonists 
unanimously recognised their highest God in the One of the first 
Hypothesis, which is shown to be in every way unknowable and 
even incapable of being. 

Proclus' Commentary extended only from the beginning of the 
dialogue to the end of this first Hypothesis. Consequently that 
part of the Parmenides which offers least resistance to the mystical 
interpretation stood out from the rest in the centuries when Plato's 
text was known only through the Commentary. There was no 
means of realising how hard it is to carry this interpretation through 
the remaining Hypotheses or to reconcile it with the contents and 
character of the dialogue as a whole. Thanks to this accident, 
the Parmenides became the aqcestor of the mediaeval 'negative 
theology '. Even after the whole text of Plato became accessible 
and was translated into Latin, the theological construction held 
its ground. Marsiglio Ficino declared that Plato had here revealed 
the inmost mysteries of all theology. Leibniz,3 who studied Plato 
independently, still, like lamblichus, advised his readers to seek 
Plato's profoundest philosophy in the physics of the Timaeus and 
in the Parmenides, 'which reasons admirably concerning the One 
and Being, that is to say God (for all creatures are beings, not 
Being)·. 

The Neoplatonic interpretation was also endorsed by Hegel. 
Unfortunately he declared further that half of his own logic was 
to be found in the Parmenides ; and since then the mirage of 
Hegelian dialectic has sometimes reinforced, sometimes replaced, 
the mirage of Neoplatonic mysticism. This influence is strong, for 
example, in Thomas Maguire's edition (r88z). It provoked Mr. 
W. W. Waddell (The Parmenides of Plato, 1894) to a wholesome 
protest. ' A commentator on Plato ', he remarked, ' must beware 

1 Procl. in Tim. i, IJ, Diehl. 2 Opera, ed. Dutens, iv, p. 77· 
Vl 
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of two dangers. If he does not detect in his author the latest 
developments of metaphysics he may be adjudged ignorant of 
these; if he does he may be taxed with a want of the " historic 
sense ". The dilemma is not an agreeable one. The writer is 
perhaps imperfectly informed upon recent metaphysical theories, 
but his ignorance is not proved by a failure to read all Hegel into 
the Parmenides.' 

At the opposite extreme from the Neoplatonist-Hegelian school 
stand the modern adherents of the logical interpretation. For 
some of them the second part of the Parmenides is a humorous 
polemic, designed to reduce the Eleatic doctrine of a One Being 
to absurdity, through the mouth of its founder. This theory, 
propounded by Tennemann and elaborated by Apelt, escapes the 
accusation of anachronism; but in its extreme form it charges 
the prince of philosophers with the most wearisome joke in all 
literature. It rests on the supposition that most of the arguments 
are consciously fallacious and deserve Wilamowitz's contemptuous 
epithet, Schulfuchserei. The only way to test this supposition is 
to examine the arguments, one by one, in their context. I hope 
to show that, granted certain assumptions as to the form in which 
Plato has chosen to cast the whole dialectical exercise, the alleged 
sophisms almost entirely disappear. Professor Taylor 1 formerly 
wrote : ' It is only of one or two steps in the argumentation at 
the most that we can say that they contain anything like conscious 
sophistry, and even at these points, whatever may be our misgivings 
about the validity of the inference, we seem for the most part to 
detect a serious significance about the conclusions thus reached 
which forbids us to treat them as mere pieces of verbal ingenuity.' 
The conviction that Plato's purpose was serious and not merely 
destructive grows, the more closely the Hypotheses are studied. 
If it is justified, the theory of the humorous polemic falls to the 
ground. 

This conviction is presumably the cause of a recent reaction 
against the view championed by Apelt. Several studies have 
appeared of late, in which the Neoplatonic influence, sometimes 
combined with the Hegelian, is once more dominant. In 1923 
M. Dies, in the judicious and valuable introduction to his edition, 
could still write: ' II est bien entendu que chercher a faire un 
choix entre les hypotheses, vouloir trouver, par exemple, dans Ia 
troisieme position de l'Un et dans Ia notion de l'Instantane, Ia 
synthese ou l'Un et le multiple se concilient, ou bien construire, 
au gre de ses propres orientations metaphysiques, d'autres com­
binaisons entre les pieces diverses de cette argumentation dialectique 

1 Mind, N.S. No. 19, p. 326. 
Vll 
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est aller contre ses intentions declarees.' In 1926, however, M. Jean 
Wahl in his Etude sur le Parmenide de Platon revived, in a modified 
form and with many striking additions of his own, the Plotinian 
scheme of interpretation, which depends on the identification of 
the One of the first Hypothesis with a God who is beyond being 
and knowledge. M. Wahl supports his case by frequent citations 
from Proclus and Damascius. Dr. Max Wundt (Platons Parmenides, 
1935) adopted the conjecture of Wilamowitz and Apelt that the 
second part of the Parmenides was written independently before 
the first, and is therefore to be explained from itself. It is no mere 
logical exercise, but 'the One' must bear its full Parmenidean 
significance. The Neoplatonists were '};s>'nght 'in finding Plato's 
metaphysics in this dialogue as in finding his physics in the 
Timaeus. Wundt's interpretation follows in their track, although 
the Neoplatonists (who did not agree among themselves) give him 
little help towards an understanding of the last four (negative) 
Hypotheses. Mr. W. F. R. Hardie (A Study in Plato, 1936), 
replying to Professor Taylor's attack 1 on the Neoplatonic view, 
concluded more cautiously that the 'transcendental' interpreta­
tion of the first two Hypotheses 'cannot be ruled out ab initio 
as unhistorical, and we are free to weigh its merits against those 
of other views of the dialogue' (p. 130). But Mr. Hardie recognised 
that ' only a close commentary on the text would verify any 
particular solution ' (p. v) ; and this undertaking lay beyond the 
scope of his essay. Dr. A. Speiser (Ein Parmenideskommentar, 
1937) endorses Hegel's estimate of the Parmenides as the greatest 
masterpiece of ancient dialectic. His own interpretation carries 
the theological view to an extreme. The proofs in the first 
Hypothesis that the One (which is also the Good of the Republic) 
is not many, without limits, without shape, nowhere, not in time, 
are understood to be denials of lower conceptions of the deity : 
the many gods of polytheism, the world, anthropomorphic gods, 
the heavenly bodies, temporal gods. Thus Plato prepared the way 
for Christianity. The next four Hypotheses deal with reality, the 
last four with appearance; the whole series covers the entire 
universe. Dr. Speiser treats the individual arguments in detail 
and makes valuable suggestions as to their bearing on fundamental 
concepts of metaphysics and mathematics. Signor Enzo Paci (Il 
significato del Parmenide nella filosofla di Platone, 1938) gives a 
more abstract interpretation, showing the influence of Julius 
Stenzel and based on the Neoplatonic scheme. The first three 
Hypotheses are concerned with the One beyond existence, the 

1 The Parmenides of Plato, translated, etc. Oxford (1934). Appendix E. 
I have constantly consulted this translation in making my own. 
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hierarchy of Forms in the ideal world, and the creation of the real 
world. 

I sympathise with the Neoplatonising school in so far as they are 
convinced that the dialogue has a serious purpose. But I also 
agree with Professor Taylor's demonstration that Plotinus' scheme 
finds no support in the Epistles, and is inconsistent with Plato's 
theology as known to us from the Timaeus and the Laws. Further, 
only some of these writers have attempted to show how the whole 
series of arguments in the Hypotheses can be given a valid meaning. 
Some have been content to pick out a sentence here or there which 
can, without its context, be used to support their thesis. M. Wahl, 
Dr. Speiser, and Signor Paci have gone into more detail. Their 
results do not agree at all closely. The impression left is that 
anyone who sets out with the Neoplatonic preconception is bound 
to read into many of the arguments a meaning, sometimes startling 
in itself, which is not suggested by anything in the text, and to 
abandon others as pointless sophisms. Further consideration may 
be postponed to the commentary on the first and second Hypotheses. 

This book was undertaken with the hope that a close study of 
the whole chain of argument would bring to light some method of 
interpretation that would give the dialogue a serious significance, 
worthy of its author and consistent with its position in the history 
of Greek thought. I could find not the faintest sign of any 
theological revelation. On the other hand there were innumerable 
features whose presence could not be accounted for in a mere 
parody or light-hearted polemic. The conclusion reached was that 
the second part of the dialogue is an extremely subtle and masterly 
analysis, dealing with problems of the sort we call logical, which 
we know to have been much in Plato's mind in his later period. 
The assumptions required to yield this conclusion will be set out 
in the commentary introducing the dialectical exercise. 

As a general rule, Plato's predecessors and contemporaries 
(including Aristotle) throw a surer light upon his meaning than his 
remote successors, whose systems betray the influence of many 
centuries of religious and philosophical development. Accordingly, 
in a somewhat long introduction I have tried to fill in the historical 
background. The conversation in the dialogue arises out of a 
reading of Zeno's controversial treatise, directed against critics 
who had derided what seemed to them the absurd consequences 
of Parmenides' reasoning. It is necessary to form some picture 
of the position held by these critics themselves and of the nature 
of Zeno's counter-attack. Behind this controversy, again, lay 
Parmenides' own system ; and this, in its turn, had involved the 
rejection of the Pythagorean doctrine he had learnt in his youth. 

ix 
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I have therefore begun with an attempt to reconstruct the earliest 
Pythagorean cosmogony. The second chapter gives an account of 
Parmenides' Way of Truth and of its relation to the rest of his 
poem. The third deals with Zeno and his opponents. All these 
topics are relevant to the understanding of the dialectical exercise, 
which not only includes a searching criticism of Eleatic dogma, but 
indicates the lines on which Plato would remodel the Pythagorean 
system. 

The translation follows the text of Burnet's Oxford edition, with 
a few changes indicated in the notes. It may be useful to repeat 
Dr. Klibansky's warning (op. cit., p. 17) that Burnet's report of 
Proclus' readings is based on Stallbaum's edition and needs 
correction. 

Besides the books above mentioned, I have received help from 
three unpublished dissertations : The architecture of the intelligible 
universe in the philosophy of Plotinus, by Mr. A. H. Armstrong ; 
The concept of continuity : its development in Greek thought up to 
Aristotle, by Mrs. Markwick (Miss A. T. Nicol) ; Plato's later 
philosophy of motion, by Mr. J. B. Skemp. 

F.M.C. 

X 
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INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER I 

THE EARLIEST PYTHAGOREAN COSMOGONY 

HE best evidence for the date of Parmenides' life is furnished by 
lato's dialogue. This contains an imaginary conversation of 

Socrates with Parmenides and his pupil Zeno when they were visiting 
Athens for the Great Panathenaea. Socrates was then ' quite 
young ', perhaps eighteen to twenty ; Parmenides is about sixty­
five, Zeno about forty. Socrates' age fixes the date for the meeting 
at about 450 B.c. That would place Parmenides' birth somewhere 
about 5I5 B.C. In his poem he makes the goddess address him as 
a young man. If we suppose him to have been thirty, the poem 
would be written about 485 B.C. This date would be consistent 
with the fact that Heraclitus' fragments contain no reference to 
Parmenides, whom he would certainly have denounced even more 
vigorously than the other philosophers whom he names, including 
Xenophanes. And, on the other hand, some have seen in 
Parmenides a denunciation of Heraclitus as the arch-offender against 
reason. 

The remarkable features of Parmenides' system will become 
intelligible only when we see his poem as a protest against the 
fundamental assumptions of the earlier systems which he is con­
cerned to criticise and reject. Some of his expressions indicate 
that he knew the Milesian cosmogony of Anaximander and Anaxi­
menes. But his work belongs, not to the Ionian, but to the Italian 
tradition. There is evidence that he had broken away from the 
Pythagorean school, which alone was established in Southern Italy, 
and he would therefore be likely to define his own position mainly 
in contrast with theirs. If Pythagoras settled at Croton about 530 
B.C., and if Parmenides was born about 5I5 B.C., his teachers must 
have been the immediate pupils of the master. We must, accord­
ingly, examine such traces as remain of the primitive Pythagorean 
cosmogony. 

The peculiar difficulty here confronting us, as it confronted 
Aristotle and Theophrastus, is the absence of early documents. 
The fragments attributed to Philolaus (end of the fifth century) 
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are all under suspicion of forgery. Plato, though familiar (at least 
after his first visit to Sicily in 388/7) with Pythagorean philosophy, 
never attributes any doctrine to an individual, with the exception 
of Philolaus. Aristotle ascribes various and conflicting views to 
' the Pythagoreans ', or ' some Pythagoreans ' ; and of his books 
on the Pythagorean philosophy only a few fragments remain. This 
state of affairs is due to the tradition of the school, not to claim 
discoveries as the achievements of individual members, but to 
ascribe them to the founder. Later authorities repeat this attri­
bution uncritically, assigning to Pythagoras himself much that 
must belong to later times. Modern doxographers can do no more 
than collect the testimonies down to and including those of Aristotle 
and his pupils, and set them down under the heading of ' the 
Pythagorean School'. The lack of documents, however, does not 
leave us altogether without witness. We have some unquestioned 
information about Pythagoras. The philosophers of the fifth cen­
tury, notably Empedocles and the Eleatics, were influenced by 
Pythagoreanism or reacted against it. Finally, common sense may 
tell us that some elements which persist throughout the later 
Pythagorean literature are obviously primitive and archaic. 

We shall not be concerned here with Pythagoras as the founder 
of a religious community, but only with such traces as remain of 
his rationalised cosmology. There is no serious ground for doubting 
his claim to eminence among the founders of mathematical science. 
For his intellectual attainments we have the evidence of his 
contemporary Heraclitus, a hostile witness, as well as that of 
Empedocles and Herodotus, Aristotle and Aristoxenus. 1 It was 
universally believed by the ancients, whose testimony modern 
scholars are not in a position to disprove, that Pythagoras was the 
author of the doctrine that numbers are the real nature of things. 
It is probable, moreover, that this intuition was prompted and 
confirmed by his discovery that the perfect consonances which 
formed the framework of all musical scales (harmoniai) were express­
ible in terms of ratios between the numbers I, 2, 3, 4: the octave 
being 2 : I, the fifth 3 : 2, the fourth 4: 3· These four numbers 
are the tetractys of the decad : I + 2 + 3 + 4 = IO. The decad 
'contains the whole nature of number' 2 (since all nations count 
up to IO and then begin again) as well as ' all the consonances '. 
The tetractys was a symbol of great significance and, like other such 
symbols, capable of many interpretations. The source of the 
doctrine in the field of music explains the conclusion, as stated by 
Aristotle, that 'the whole Heaven or visible universe is a musical 

1 See the passages referred to by Burnet, E.G.P.", 97-99. 
• Ar., Met. 986a, 8 ; Phys. zo6b, 32 ; Met. 1084a, 10 (Plato). 
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scale or number'. From first to last, the fundamental distinction 
between the two main traditions, Ionian and Italian, is that whereas 
the Ionian sought the nature of things in some kind of matter, the 
Italian laid stress on the principle of limit or form, which first 
appears as geometrical shape and number. 1 

The cosmogony, then, which we seek to reconstruct takes numbers 
as the ultimately real things in nature. The evidence is provided, 
in the first place, by certain statements in Aristotle about the 
earliest Pythagorean doctrine known to him, going back to at least 
the middle of the fifth century. Secondly, these statements are 
confirmed by the first document which gives a connected account 
of Pythagoreanism. Diogenes Laertius has preserved an extract 
from the Successions of Philosophers by Alexander Polyhistor, who, 
writing in the first century B.c., professed to reproduce what he had 
found in Pythagorean treatises. Independent studies by Wellmann 
and Delatte led to the conclusion that Alexander's source was 
probably a contemporary of Plato in the fourth century. 2 No later 
writer could have escaped the influence of Plato himself and in 
particular of the Timaeus. 3 The first paragraph of Alexander's 
summary runs as follows : 

' The first principle of all things is the One. From the One 
came an Indefinite Two, as matter for the One, which is cause. 
From the One and the Indefinite Two came numbers; and from 
numbers, points ; from points, lines ; from lines, plane figures ; 
from plane figures, solid figures ; from solid figures, sensible 
bodies. The elements of these are four : fire, water, earth, air ; 
these change and are wholly transformed, and out of them comes 
to be a cosmos, animate, intelligent, spherical, embracing the 
central earth, which is itself spherical and inhabited round about.' 

The opening sentences are in substantial agreement with Aristotle, 
who begins his historical account of the Pythagoreans with a brief 

1 Ar., ll-1et. 1028b, 15: SoKei 8€ TLUL ..,a ToV aWp.aTos TTEpaTa, olov ETrt</Jdv£La ~eat 

ypafLp.~ KaL crnyp.~ KaL p.ov&s, elva£ oUalaL, KaL p.ax\ov 1j TO aWp.a KaL ..,Q aT£pe/w. 

Met. ro9ob, 5· 
2 Diels-Kranz, Vors.•, 58 [45], B 1a. Diog. L. viii, 24-33. Wellmann, 

Hermes 54 (1919), 225. Delatte, Vie de Pythagore (1922). 
3 The fact that Alexander uses a few phrases (e.g. 'the Indefinite Dyad ' 

for the Unlimited) which became current in Plato's school is no evidence 
against the pre-Platonic content of the doctrine. In every history of early 
philosophy, ancient or modern, the writer inevitably uses some language 
which is familiar to his contemporaries and to some degree anachronistic, 
however carefully he may try not to falsify the thought he is conveying. 
M. Robin (Thtforie plat. des Idees, p. 650) holds that Theophrastus' attribution 
of ' the Indefinite Dyad ' to Pythagoreans as well as to Plato can be defended 
'ln the supposition that Pythagorean contemporaries of Plato are meant. 
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statement of the doctrines held by the school in the latter part of 
the fifth century (the time of the Atomists, Leucippus and Demo­
critus) and earlier. 

' Bred in the study of mathematics, which they were the first 
to advance, they thought that the principles of mathematics are 
the first principles of all things. Of these principles numbers 
are by nature the first ; and in numbers, rather than in fire or 
earth or water, they found many resemblances to things that 
exist and come into being. . . . Further, they saw that the 
properties and ratios of musical scales were expressible in numbers. 
Since, then, all other things seemed in their whole nature to be 
modelled after numbers, and numbers seemed to be the first things 
in Nature as a whole, they supposed that the elements of numbers 
are the elements of all things, and that the whole Heaven is 
a musical scale or number' (Met. A, v, g85b, 23). 

'The first principle of all things is the One.' Alexander's sum­
mary represents the second principle, which he calls the Indefinite 
Two, as derived from the One. Eudorus 1 (first century B.c.) also 
declares that the Monad is the first principle of all things and ' the 
supreme god ', whereas the two ' secondary principles of the nature 
of elements, the opposites (Limited and Unlimited) under which 
they ranged their two columns ', are not strictly principles but 
posterior to the Monad. It has been doubted whether this doctrine 
was a feature of the original system, and in what sense this ' One ' 
or Monad is to be understood. As a religious philosophy, Pytha­
goreanism unquestionably attached central importance to the idea 
of unity, in particular the unity of all life, divine, human, and 
animal, implied in the scheme of transmigration. The Table of 
Opposites, in which a column of goods and an answering column of 
evils are ranged under Limit and Unlimited, shows clearly how the 
whole view of the world was coloured by conceptions of value, foreign 
to the Ionian tradition. Nor is there any ground for rejecting the 
testimony that the principle of Unity, in some form, was regarded 
as divine.2 We should expect, moreover, something analogous to 
the one God of Xenophanes, the One Being of Parmenides, the 
Sphere of Empedocles. A system of the Italian type, seeking the 
reality of things in form rather than matter, will not take for its 

1 Simplic., Phys. 181, 7 ff. (R.P. § 70). 
2 Hippo!., Ref. 1, 2, JLov0.8a JLlV £lva< O..rwfnjvaTo T<lv 8£&v. Aet. I, 7. 18, 

llv8ay6pas TWV apxwv ti,v JLOValla 8£Jv Kat dya86v. 0. Gilbert (Arch. Gesch. 
Phil. xxii (1909), 155) defends these statements against Zeller; but he 
thinks that Unlimited matter (a1T£<pov) must have been equally eternal with 
the One, the divine Unity which informs it (p. 165). 
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starting-point an unlimited and indiscriminate mass like that 
'Boundless' which Anaximander called 'divine', but which is the 
ancestor of the ' all things together ' of Anaxagoras. As Aristotle 
observes, 'the Pythagoreans suppose that supreme beauty and 
goodness are not present in the beginning ; for, although the begin­
nings of plants and animals are causes, beauty and perfection are 
rather in their outcome' (Met. 1072b, 30). The world itself is a living 
creature. The element that makes it ' divine ' will be the principle 
of beauty and goodness which is manifest in the perfection of its 
completed order (1-eoafto~). It is possible that this principle was 
from the first called Unity or' the One', and regarded with religious 
reverence as the object of human aspiration. It must certainly be 
distinguished from the first unit of number, which provides, as 
we shall see, the starting-point for cosmogony. 

Some obscurity in our sources is due to the confusion of these 
two senses of 'the One' (ro lv or ~ ftOVa~). This expression is 
sometimes synonymous with the Limit (:n:iea~). which figures as 
the good member of the primary pair of Opposites, while the 
Unlimited or the Dyad is the bad.l So where Aristotle speaks of 
Limit and Unlimited, Alexander has 'the One and the Indefinite 
Two'. Again Theophrastus writes: 

' Plato and the Pythagoreans make the distance between the 
real and the things of nature a great one, but hold that all things 
wish to imitate the real ; yet since they make a sort of opposition 
between the One and the indefinite dyad, on which essentially 
depends what is indefinite and disordered and, so to speak, all 
shapelessness, it is absolutely impossible that for them the nature 
of the whole should exist without the indefinite dyad ; they say 
it has an equal share in things with, or even predominates over, 
the other principle ; whereby they make even the first principles 
contrary to one another. Hence those who ascribe causation 
to God hold that even God cannot guide everything to what is 
best ' (Metaph. 33, trans. Ross). 

Here, of course, Theophrastus is thinking mainly of the Timaeus ; 
but the passage illustrates the use of ' the One ', not for an all­
embracing whole, but for the good principle within that whole, 
which, as good, is in dualistic conflict with the principle of disorder 
and shapelessness, the Unlimited. 

On the other hand, ' the One ' sometimes means the unit of 
arithmetic, r, standing at the beginning of the series of numbers. 
Number being defined as a plurality of units (n;l.ijOo~ ftOVabwv), the 

1 Eudorus, loc. cit., aMo 1-'lV f.rrr<V lv 'lj ripx~ TCUV 1TaVTWV, a.Uo 3t EV -r.l -rii 3v&a. 
dvTLK£{p.cvov. 
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first unit is not a number, but the' beginning of number'. As we 
shall see, it is the product of the two opposites, Limit and Unlimited, 
which are combined in its nature. 

We can now understand Aristotle's statement that, although 
numbers are ' first ' among mathematical objects, they are them­
selves derived from ulterior elements, which he proceeds to describe 
(Met. g86a, 15) : 

' Evidently these philosophers also consider number to be a 
principle, both as the matter of things and as their modifications 
and states. 1 And as elements of number they have the Even 
and the Odd ; and of these the Odd is limited, the Even 
unlimited.' 

The limited Odd and unlimited Even correspond to Alexander's 
One and Indefinite Two. The fundamental pair of opposites are 
Limit and Unlimited: Odd and Even are only the exemplification 
of these universal principles in the sphere of number. 2 This appears 
from the Table of ten Opposites ranged in two columns, which 
Aristotle in the same context attributes to ' other ' Pythagoreans. 
Here Limit and Unlimited head the list, followed by Odd and Even, 
Unity (lv) and Plurality (n'"Afj&oc;). The complete list, as given 
here, 3 is as follows : 

Limit Unlimited 
Odd Even 
Unity Plurality 
Right Left 
Male Female 
Resting Moving 
Straight Crooked 
Light Darkness 
Good Bad 
Square Oblong 

Aristotle evidently regards this list as primitive, since he doubts 
whether the medical theory of Alcmaeon derived the notion of pairs 

1 This remark has reference to Aristotle's attempts to equate the principles 
of the earlier philosophers with one or another of his own four causes. It 
means that the Pythagoreans treat numbers as, in some sense, both material 
and formal causes of things. 

• So Ross, ad loc., and 0. Gilbert, Arch. Gesch. Phil. xxii (1909), 29. Since 
2 is the first even number, and the even falls under the unlimited, the phrase 
' indefinite dyad ', though Plato gave it a peculiar sense with reference to 
his Great-and-Small, is not inappropriate to earlier Pythagorean conceptions. 

3 Ross gives the references to other forms of the list, in which some of the 
items and the number of items vary. 
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of opposites from these Pythagoreans or the Pythagoreans from 
him ; and Alcmaeon is described as a younger contemporary of 
Pythagoras.1 After the first three, the items seem to be arranged 
in no logical order. There is nothing about any one of them to 
suggest a later date. It seems obvious that the ten pairs stand for 
ten different manifestations of the two primary opposites in various 
spheres ; in each there is a good and an answering evil. At Philebus 
r6c, Plato speaks of a gift from heaven to mankind sent down 
through the agency of some Prometheus, together with a most 
illuminating fire ; ' and the ancients, who were superior to us and 
dwelt nearer to the gods, have handed down a tradition that all 
things that are said to exist consist of a One and a Many and con­
tain in themselves the connate principles of Limit and Unlimited­
ness'. The Prometheus of this revelation can hardly be other 
than the divine man, Pythagoras.2 Proclus is echoing the Philebus 
when, in considering the principles of all mathematics, he speaks 
of Limit and Unlimited as coming first after the One and ' pervading 
all things that are and generating all things from themselves' 
(Et~cl. I, p. 5). 

The first thing that they generate is the arithmetical unit, r. 
After the mention of the limited Odd and unlimited Even, Aristotle 
proceeds: 

'And the unit (rd lv) consists of both these, for it is both even 
and odd; and from the unit (proceeds) number '. 

That ' the one ' here means the unit of arithmetic is clear from its 
being both even and odd and from the reason given for so regarding 
it: 'the unit partakes of the nature of both, since when added to 
an even number it makes it odd, and when added to an odd number 
it makes it even; hence the unit is called "even-odd" '.3 So 
Limit and Unlimited combine to produce the first unit ; and ' from 
the unit (proceeds) number'. Numbers, which are pluralities of 
units, can be most simply obtained by adding one unit to another ; 
(not by division, for the unit is always held to be indivisible).4 The 
process will be further considered presently. Here let us observe 
that the plurality of numbers is not original, but derived. The system 
does not start, like Atomism, with an unlimited plurality of units. 

1 This description is not in all the manuscripts, but, as Ross says, is 'likely 
enough to be true'. 

2 So 0. Gilbert, op. cit., p. 38. Plato could not so describe a doctrine which 
had taken shape in his own life-time. 

3 Ar., frag. 199R, ap. Theon. 1, 5, p. 22, Hiller . 
• Rep. 5250: Mathematicians deride any attempt auTo TO EV TlJLVELV 0 0 0 JL~ 

1TOT£ cf>avjj TO EV JL'? EV a.\.\a 1TOAAa JL6pLa. Is this what is referred to at Meno, 77A: 
1raVaa' 1ro.\Ad. 1Tot.Wv EK ToV €v0s, 01T£p if>aa~ -roUs avVTptf3oVT&s TC. f.K&.a-roT£ ol aKcfJ'TrrovTES ? 
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Aristotle's next words, ' and numbers are, as we said, the whole 
Heaven' (physical world), seem to us to take a considerable leap. 
But Aristotle is not here outlining the Pythagorean process of 
cosmogony ; he merely re-states the point he is making at the 
moment : that numbers in this system are the material and formal 
causes of things, replacing the material water or air of Milesian 
physics. Alexander's summary here helps to fill the gap (as it 
seems to us) between numbers and visible and tangible bodies. 
When numbers have been derived from the One and the Indefinite 
Two, 

' from numbers came points ; from points, lines ; from lines, 
plane figures; from plane figures, solid figures; from solid figures, 
sensible bodies.' 

This stage takes us from arithmetic to geometry, from numbers to 
the solid body in three dimensions. 

The transition was facilitated by the ancient practice of repre­
senting numbers by arranging units in geometrical patterns. Nico­
machus,1 where he turns to discuss the various kinds of 'linear', 
' plane ', and ' solid ' numbers, remarks that the use of numerical 
symbols like t for ro, K for 20, is a mere human convention : ' the 
natural, unsophisticated, and simplest way of representing them is 
to set out the units in each number side by side, thus : 

et for I 

etet for 2 

OtOtet for 3 , etc.' 

Iamblichus (Nicom. 57) adds that this is the older method. Nico­
machus goes on to say that the unit holds the position of a point 
(anpeiov) and is the starting-point of intervals and numbers, but 
not as yet an interval or number, just as the point is the starting­
point of line and dimension, but not as yet a line or dimension. 
The unit is without interval or dimension (a<5u.lararo<;) ; the first 
interval appears in 2, the next in 3, and so on, interval being that 
which is between two terms.2 The first dimension is called' line', 

1 A rithm. pp. 82 ff. 
2 Cf. Plato, Rep. 546B, atl~'l]<ms ••• Tp~'ts a'II'OOTa<WS ThTapas i)t opovs 

>.afloiiua•, and Parm. l49A ff. n contacts involve n + I terms (opo•). After 
tracing the development in the meaning of opos from its early use for boundary­
stones and boundary lines, Mrs. Markwick concludes: ' As the idea of a series 
of numbers became more familiar, though each number was still "a collection 
of units" (p.ovai)wv uVGrrJp.a, Nic., I.A. vii, I}, the word opos was transferred 
from a unit of one number to a unit of a series of numbers, and lKT•8lva• 
was used to denote the setting-out of the terms in the series (Theon, p. 22, I7). 
. . . Thus opos when used of numbers always implied something discon-
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for line is that which is extended in one direction ; two dimensions 
make surface ; three, the solid. So in numbers, the unit is the 
starting-point of all number, which proceeds in one dimension, 
unit by unit ; then linear number is the starting-point of plane 
number, which is broadened out as a surface in a second dimension; 
and the plane number is the starting-point of solid number, which 
acquires depth in the third dimension. 

Plane numbers, Nicomachus continues, start from three as their 
ultimate root, the triangle being the most primitive and elementary 
plane figure. So, by adding to the original unit the natural numbers 
(2, 3, 4, 5 ... ) successively, we obtain the series: 

ot 
ot ot ot 

ot ot ot ot ot ot 
ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot 

ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot ot 

I+ 2 = 3, 3 + 3 = 6, 6 + 4 = IO, IO + 5 = I5 

The first solid number is the pyramid with triangular faces, repre­
sented by four units : 

A 
~ a. a. 

Further on (p. Io8) Nicomachus dwells on the distinction between 
square and oblong numbers. He tells us that the ancients, Pythag­
oras and his successors, found ' the other or otherness' in 'two', 
' the same or sameness ' in ' one '. They regarded ' one ' and ' two ' 
as the two principles of all things. These differ only by I ; accord­
ingly ' the other ' is originally that which is other by I unit, not by 
any other number; and the word 'other' is properly used only of 
two things (one and the other), not of a greater number. Moreover, 
I is the formative principle of all uneven number, 2 of all even 
number ; hence it is reasonable to say that odd number partakes 
of sameness, even number of otherness. This is illustrated by the 
formation of square and oblong numbers. If we start with I unit, 
and add the successive odd numbers in the form of gnomons, 1 

tinuous. It was first taken from the boundary-stones, then applied to units 
in a figured number, then to terms in a series.' (Unpublished dissertation on 
the Concept of Continuity, chap. i.) 

1 The gnomon is defined by Aristotle as the figure which, when added to 
a square, increases its size but does not alter its form. For this and other 
uses of the word, see Heath, Thirteen Bks. of Euclid, i, 370. 
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the resulting figure will always be the same, a square: 

<X <X 

<X <X 

If we start with two units, and dispose the successive even numbers 
round them in the same way, we shall obtain a series of oblongs, 
constantly d~ffering in shape: 

<X <X 

<X <X <X <X <X 

~--<X-1 <X <X 

<X ocioc <X <X 

z+ 4+ 6+ 8+. 
These are the oblong numbers strictly so called, forming a figure 
of which one side always exceeds the other by I unit only. 

That this distinction of square and oblong numbers was signi­
ficant to the earliest Pythagoreans is evident, since square and 
oblong appear in the list of ten Opposites given above. It is 
mentioned again by Aristotle where he compares the Pythagorean 
Unlimited with Plato's Dyad, the Great and Small: 

'The Pythagoreans identify the Unlimited with the Even. For 
this, they say, when it is enclosed and limited by the Odd provides 
things with the element of unlimitedness. An indication of this 
is what happens in numbers : if gnomons are placed round the 
unit and apart (from the unit ?),1 in the latter case the resulting 
figure is always other (a!J..o), in the former it is always one (lv) ' 
(Phys. 203a, 10). 

The use here of ' one ' for ' the same ' and ' other ' for ' different ', 
together with Nicomachus' remarks about the proper use of the 
terms 'one' and 'other' may possibly confirm the statement 
attributed to Aristotle, that ' Pythagoras called matter " other " 
(W..f..o) as being in flux and a thing that is always becoming other '.2 

1 The oblong figures obtained by putting gnomons round 2 must be meant, 
however the words Kal xwpls be interpreted. 

2 Ar., frag. 207R (Damasc., Prine. ii, 172, Ruelle). 'ApLcrroTl>...,s Ill lv To£; 
• ApxVTdOLS tcrrop€L Kal Ilv8ay6pav ' a>.>.o • T>jv iJ>...,v KM€LV WS pwa1"1}v Kal a£1 a>.>.o 
Kal a>.>.o y•yvop.wov. Delatte (Vie de Pythagore, 236) and Rostagni (Il verbo 

10 



PYTHAGOREAN COSMOGONY 

At Met. ro87b, 26 Aristotle mentions philosophers who set 'the 
different or the other' (rd heeov ual ro a!J..o) or plurality in 
opposition to the one (ro lv). Ps.-Alexander refers this view to 
' other Pythagoreans '. Perhaps there is another trace of this 
expression at Met. ro8ob, 6, where Aristotle, discussing Platonists 
and Pythagoreans together, speaks of' those who say that the One 
is the first principle and substance and element of all things, and 
that number consists of the one and an other' (a.A:Aov uvo~}. 
However this may be, we shall encounter this term ' other ' where 
Plato generates numbers in the Parmenides (143B). 

A large part of Pythagorean arithmetic (the theory of the nature 
and properties of numbers, as distinct from the art of calculation) 
consisted of a study of the various series resulting from arranging 
units in geometrical patterns. There is, therefore, nothing strange 
in the statement that Pythagoras specially studied ' the arithmetical 
form of geometry '. 1 The two sciences were not yet distinguished ; 
for at the earliest stage the unit of arithmetic appears to have been 
simply identified with the geometrical point 'having position', 
and lines, surfaces, and solids were built up of adjacent points. 
This method of building solids is already attested by Speusippus, 
following Philolaus. 2 Enlarging on the properties of the tetractys 
of the decad, he tells us that 

r is the point 

2 is the line 

3 is the triangle 

• 
•• 
• •• 

4 is the pyramid A 
di Pitagora, 43) accept this, citing Ar, Met. 1087b 26. Ross (on Met., lac. cit.) 
regards it as ' most improbable, since Aristotle in his preserved works never 
refers to the views of Pythagoras. But he may well have ascribed the view 
to certain Pythagoreans, and there may easily have been late Pythagoreans, 
influenced by Platonism, who adopted such a view.' Cf. Robin, Thtforie plat. 
des Idees, 66o. This is no doubt true; but it is equally possible (though 
Zeller, I, i', p. 4703, denies this) that a.Uo was applied to the second element 
before Plato ; after him we might expect to find BaT<pov rather than a.Uo. 
0. Gilbert (Arch. Gesch. Phil. xxii (1909), 149) infers from KLVOUf'£VOV being 
ranked under aTT«pov in the Table of Opposites that Pythagoras regarded 
unlimited matter as in perpetual movement. See further below, p. 152. 

1 Diog. L., viii, I 2, TO ap18f'1)TLKOV .l8os athfjs .. 
2 Speusippus, frag 4· Lang. Diels-Kranz, Vors.•, 44 [32] Philolaos, A 13. 

Burnet, E.G.P. 3, 290. 
II 
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Sextus remarks that the construction of lines, planes, and solids 
by simply adding one unit-point to another was (as we should 
expect) earlier than the method of representing a single point as 
' flowing ' into a line, the line into a surface, the surface into a 
solid.l We may add that the fluxion method yields a geometrical 
progression in place of the series I, 2, 3, 4· 

The point flows into a line 

the line flow' into a 'qu"'e D 
the ,quare flow' into a cube U---~ 

On this view the minimum solid will be, not the pyramid, but the 
cube. Now Plato takes the pyramid and the cube as the figures 
of his two extreme elements, fire and earth, and has two geometrical 
progressions I, 2, 4, 8 and I, 3, g, 27 (representing the even and 
the odd numbers respectively) as the basis for the harmonia of the 
world-soul. Each progression stops at the cube, as the first solid 
number (Timaeus, 35B). 

Like Sextus, Proclus also contrasts with this fluxion view the 
'more Pythagorean' account of point, line, surface, solid as analo­
gous to the numbers I, 2, 3, 4 (Eucl. I, p. g6). It is easy to con­
jecture why the earlier view was abandoned. According to it a 
line is a row df unit-points set side by side; the surface is a row of 
such lines ; the solid, a row of surfaces. Some of Zeno's arguments 
against the Pythagoreans turned on this conception of magnitudes 
as consisting of discrete points or units juxtaposed. In the later 
method the ' flowing ' of a single point into a line secures the con­
tinuity and infinite divisibility of magnitudes, and provides also 
for irrational quantities represented by incommensurable lines. The 
discovery of the irrational v2 and of the incommensurability of the 
diagonal of the square must have been made at a very early stage 
in geometry. It would follow upon the discovery of 'the Pytha­
gorean theorem ' (Euclid, i, 47) which may be due to Pythagoras 
himself, though the evidence is not conclusive. There can be little 

1 Ar., de A nim. 409a, 4, l1r£l <f>aa• KLV1j8£"iaav ypap.p.TJV t11rl1r£8ov 7rOL£"iv, crnyp.TJV 8~ 
ypap.p.~v, Kal aZ -rwv p.ova8wv KL~ans ypap.p.allaov-rru. ~ ydp UTL'YJ.LTJ p.ovas la-r, 8la•v 
lxovaa. 
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doubt that the earliest Pythagoreans, before these difficulties arose, 
simply built all geometrical magnitudes by adding unit-points. 

Following Alexander's summary, we have now reached the 
geometrical solid, by a continuous evolution proceeding from the 
elements of number to the units of number, which have now been 
identified with the points making up lines, surfaces, and solids. The 
summary continues without a break: 

'from solid figures (come) sensible bodies. The elements of 
these are four: fire, water, earth, air; these change and are 
wholly transformed, and out of them comes to be a cosmos . . .' 

The description of fire and the rest as ' elements ' must, as 
Wellmann remarks, come from Empedocles; and their complete 
transformation is Heraclitean.t These features cannot, therefore, 
belong to the primitive system, in which Air is not one of four 
elements on the same level, but still identified with the Unlimited 
void. But the preceding statement ' from solid figures, sensible 
bodies' can be accepted in the light of Aristotle's testimony. We 
have seen that the geometrical solid was held actually to consist 
of the unit-points composing its lines and surfaces. In this way 
the solid can be said to be a number (plurality of units). Now, 
where Aristotle contrasts the Pythagorean view of number with 
the Platonic, he tells us that the Pythagorean numbers had no 
existence apart from sensible bodies, but sensible things actually 
consist of the numbers present in them. 2 The units in these numbers, 
moreover, have spatial magnitude (108ob, 19, 32) : they are the 
indivisible magnitudes (a:r:opa peyi(}'YJ, 1083b, 13) or atoms com­
posing the physical body. It thus appears that the transition, 
' from solid figures, sensible bodies ', can hardly be called a transition 
at all ; numbers, as the real nature of sensible things, occupy 
physical space. 

To Aristotle, who denied the existence of indivisible magnitudes, 
and held that mathematical entities are abstractions incapable of 
motion (the essential characteristic of all physical objects), such 
a view appeared crude and impossible ; but his criticism ascribes 
it to the Pythagoreans : 

1 D.L., viii, 35. d p.t-raf3ci.>J.nv Kal 7pbrta8a, 8,' o.\wv. Empedocles' elements 
are not transformed into one another, and Plato's are not completely trans­
formed, earth being excluded. 

2 The references are collected by Ross in his note on Met. g86a, 16. He 
adds : ' Aristotle insists that the Pythagorean theory of numbers as the 
substance of things was no mere symbolism, but a literal account of the 
nature of the physical world (989b, 33, N I09Ia, 18).' 
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' They employ less ordinary principles or elements than the 
physical philosophers, the reason being that they took them from 
non-sensible things (for the objects of mathematics, except those 
of astronomy, are without motion) ; yet all their discussions and 
investigations are concerned with Nature. They describe the 
generation of the Heaven, observing what takes place in its 
parts, their attributes and behaviour, and they use up their 
causes and principles upon this task, which implies that they agree 
with the physicists that the real is just all that is perceptible and 
contained in what they call " the Heaven ". But, as we said, 
the causes and principles they assign are adequatt> for the ascent 
to the higher orders of reality, and indeed appropriate to these 
rather than to the study of Nature. How there is to be motion, 
if nothing is presupposed save Limit and Unlimited, Odd and 
Even, they altogether fail to explain; or how, without motion 
and change, there can be coming into being and perishing, or the 
behaviour of the bodies that move in the heavens. Further, 
even if we granted that spatial magnitude consists of these 
elements, or if this were proved, how could some bodies be light, 
others heavy? 1 For, to judge by what they assume and main­
tain, what they say applies to sensible bodies just as much as to 
mathematical; hence they have said nothing about fire or earth 
or the other bodies of that sort, I suppose because they have 
nothing to say which applies peculiarly to perceptible things' 
(Met. gBgb, 29 ff.). 

Aristotle is objecting precisely to the identification of the geo­
metrical solid with the sensible body. The Pythagoreans did not 
confine their evolution to the world of mathematical abstractions. 
Within that world you might, by a logical process, start from the 
One and arrive at the figures of geometry. Such a process would 
be the reverse of a logical analysis, taking the geometrical solid and 
analysing it into its surfaces, the surfaces into lines, the lines into 
points, and so on. But the synthesis, having arrived again at the 
solid figure, ought not to cross the boundary into the physical world, 
without explaining how the solid can acquire motion in space and 
perceptible properties like weight. 

Here we may digress for a moment to observe that we find a 
similar transition in Plato. At Laws 893E the Athenian dis­
tinguishes generation or coming into existence (yevecn~) from other 
processes of motion and change. The generation of all things occurs 

1 Cf. Ar., de caelo, 3ooa, 15: Certain Pythagoreans construct nature and 
the universe out of numbers ; but natural bodies have weight and lightness, 
whereas their units, when put together, cannot make a body or have weight. 
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'when a starting-point (aex~) receives increase and reaches the 
second stage, and from that the third, and so by three stages acquires 
perceptibility for percipients '. Here the starting-point is the in­
divisible line (Plato's substitute for the point, which he condemned 
as a geometrical fiction) ; the second stage, the indivisible surface ; 
the next, the indivisible solid ; and the last is the solid body per­
ceived by the senses.1 In Plato's case, the Timaeus furnishes a 
link between the geometrical solid and the sensible body in the 
theory which assigns to each of the four primary bodies the structure 
of a regular solid. 2 It is interesting to observe that the whole 
course of Euclid's Elements, itself based on earlier handbooks of 
geometry compiled at the Academy, is covered by this sentence 
in the Laws. Euclid starts with the definition of the point and 
ends with the construction and inscription in the sphere of the 
regular solids which were known as the ' Platonic ' or ' cosmic 
figures'. Hence Proclus remarks that 'with respect to subject 
matter, Euclid's entire discourse is concerned with the cosmic 
figures : he begins with their simple constituents and ends with 
the complexity of their construction, their inscription in the sphere 
and their mutual proportions. Hence some have thought that the 
scope of the several books is to be referred to the cosmos and their 
utility is to be explained with reference to the contemplation of 
the universe' (Eucl. I, p. 70). Proclus himself points out that 
Book I, for example, is concerned with the most primitive rectilinear 
figures, the triangle and the parallelogram ; these genera include 
the principles of the elements, the isosceles and the scalene and 
the figures composed of these, namely the equilateral triangle and 
the square, which yield the construction of the figures of the four 
elements, fire, air, water, earth. Thus the scope of Book I fits 
into the scheme of the whole treatise and contributes towards the 
study of the elements of the cosmos (ibid. p. 82). Even so, however, 
the cosmic figures provide only the element of limit or form which 
is the intelligible factor in sensible things. Plato has also to recog­
nise the pairs of opposite qualities, like hot and cold, which cause 
our sensations. These are represented as ' motions and powers ', 
imagined as existing in a disorderly chaos apart from the element of 
geometrical form and number added by the Demiurge. Thus Plato 
has advanced far beyond the early Pythagoreans' simple assumption 

1 So A. T. Nicol, Indivisible Lines, C.Q. xxx (1936), p. 125. This passage 
in the Laws will be further discussed later, p. 198. 

• It is not impossible that the shapes of the regular solids may have been 
associated with the elements before Plato. Aet., ii, 6, 5, attributes this to 
Pythagoras. The theoretical construction of the figures, completed by 
Theaetetus, is an entirely different matter. 
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that solid and sensible body were the same thing. Alexander's 
summary completely ignores the difficulty of equipping a geometrical 
figure with sensible qualities. 

The first Pythagoreans thus appear as unaware that their cosmog­
ony really consists of two chapters : the first mathematical, termin­
ating in the geometrical solid, and the second physical, beginning 
with the first sensible body. As this distinction gradually came 
to be realised, the two parts of the system were differently affected 
by criticism and external influences. The physical part, which 
originally, as we shall see, had some kinship with the philosophy of 
Anaximenes, was modified in various ways to accommodate features 
borrowed from the later Ionian systems. Hence, at this point in 
Alexander's summary we find the intrusion of Empedocles' four 
' elements ' and Heraclitus' doctrine of complete transformation. 
On the other hand, the mathematical chapter is not affected by 
changes in opinion about the constitution of matter and the causes 
of physical change. It is only open to criticism on mathematical 
grounds, such as Zeno's arguments turning on the dilemmas of 
discrete or continuous quantity. The consequent modifications, 
traceable, for instance, in Plato's scheme, do not alter its main 
outline. This reappears in Sextus' account of Pythagorean doctrine, 
underneath the superficial changes chiefly due to Plato. 

The Pythagorean physicists quoted by Sextus argued that the 
first principles must be not only imperceptible, like the atoms of 
Epicurus, but also incorporeal. But not all the incorporeal things 
that are prior to bodies are ultimate elements. Thus the solid 
figures, though prior to bodies in conception, are themselves reduci­
ble to planes, and these again to lines, and lines to numbers ; for, 
as drawn from point to point, a single line involves the number 2. 
Finally ' all numbers fall under the One, since 2 is a single 2 and 3 is 
one particular thing, and ro is a single compendium of number '. 
' Moved by these considerations Pythagoras declared that the 
Monad is the first principle of things, by participation in which each 
several thing is called one. This principle is conceived, in its self­
identity, as a Monad; but when added to itself, in respect of its 
otherness (xaO' lree6rrrra) it creates the Indefinite Dyad. These, 
then, are the two principles of things (adv. phys. ii, 255-262). After 
some illustrations of the various forms in which the contrariety of 
these two principles is manifested, Sextus states the synthesis 
balancing the above analysis. ' Thus, as the highest principles of 
all things have emerged the primary Monad and the Indefinite 
Dyad; and from these, they say, arise the unit of number and the 
number 2. The unit comes from the primary Monad ; the number 
2, from the Monad and the Indefinite Dyad ; for 2 is twice I, and 
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before 2 existed ' twice ' did not exist but was taken :li;om the 
Indefinite Dyad. Thus 2 came from both principles. Al\fi:,jn the 
same way the remaining numbers were produced from t~m. the 
unit always acting as limit while the Indefinite Dyad gerterates 
2 and extends the numbers to infinite plurality. In the same wtJIY 
they construct the cosmos and all that it contains. The point i1, 
ranked under the head of the unit ; for both are indivisible, and just 
as the unit is a starting-point in numbers, so is the point in lines. 
The line is regarded as corresponding to 2, since both are conceived 
by way of transition, and again, the length without breadth con­
ceived as lying between two points is a line. The plane corresponds 
to 3, for the plane is not regarded as mere length, like 2, but has 
taken to itself, in the third place, the dimension of breadth. When 
three points arc set down, two at an interval opposite to each other 
and the third over against the middle of the line formed by the two, 
but in another dimension, the result is a plane. And the solid 
figure or body, such as the pyramid, is ranked under 4; for when 
another point is placed above the three set down as above described, 
the result is a pyramidal figure of solid body' (ibid. 276-280). After 
noting that this method of building up the solid by adding one 
unit-point to another is earlier than the conception of the single 
point' flowing' into one dimension after another, Sextus concludes: 
' In this way, with numbers taking the lead the solid bodies are 
produced; and from these finally sensible bodies also: earth, 
water, air, fire, and in general the cosmos. This, they say, is 
ordered according to a musical scale. Here, once more, they hold 
fast to the numbers which contain the ratios of the consonances 
composing the complete scale : the fourth, -}, the fifth, i. and the 
octave, f ' (ibid. 283). 

Whatever may be the date of Sextus' immediate authorities, it 
is clear that the scheme of the mathematical chapter remains sub­
stantially unchanged. But by Sextus' time it was realised that the 
evolution was a logical process, not one that ever took place in time. 
The first Pythagoreans, on the other hand, certainly conceived of 
the development from the first unit of number to a plurality of 
units as a physical process in actual space. We know this from 
certain brief references in Aristotle to a Pythagorean cosmogony 
which cannot be much later than the end of the sixth century. 
At Met. 1091a, 12, Aristotle complains of Pythagoreans and Plato­
nists for representing numbers as ' generated ' ; there can be no 
generation of eternal things. ' As for the Pythagoreans, there can 
be no doubt that they do represent them as generated ; for they 
openly say that when the unit had been constructed, whether out 
of planes or surface (xeotu~) or out of seed or from things they are 
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at a loss to describe, immediately the nearest parts of the Unlimited 
began to be drawn and limited by the Limit.' That this is not 
merely a generation of numbers but also a physical process of 
cosmogony is plain from Aristotle's next words, which declare that 
' they are describing the making of a cosmos and mean what they 
say in a physical sense '. Accordingly he dismisses the subject as 
belonging to physics, not to metaphysics. As we have seen, if 
sensible bodies simply are numbers, pluralities of units which are 
themselves atomic magnitudes, then the generation of numbers 
from a single unit is the same thing as the generation of sensible 
bodies from a single atom. 

The difficulty we feel in identifying the two processes becomes 
considerably less if we think of the evolution as having happened 
once for all and produced a cosmos which is everlasting and will 
never be destroyed and rebuilt. This was not so in the Ionian 
systems. For them cosmogony was a purely physical process of 
change ; a world would at some moment begin to evolve, last for 
a time, and then perish to be replaced by another. In the Italian 
tradition there is not this succession of worlds. The world is one 
and everlasting. 1 So we have not to think of the generation of 
numbers as occurring again and again. The cosmogony is like 
Plato's in the Timaeus, where there is the same possibility of doubt 
whether (as most authorities hold) the cosmos never had a begin­
ning at all, or order was created out of disorder once for all ' at the 
beginning '. 

In Aristotle's description of the cosmogonical process there are 
two stages : {I) the formation of the first unit ; (2) the subsequent 
' drawing in ' of the Unlimited, which is progressively limited by 
the Limit, so as to produce more and more units. Other notices, 
presently to be quoted, leave no doubt that the Unlimited in this 
system is the ' boundless breath ' which is also called ' the void '. 
This extends outside the limited world, which, as a living creature, 
breathes it in. 2 It unmistakably corresponds to the boundless Air 
of Anaximenes, that breath or air which encompasses the whole 
cosmos and is compared to the human soul, which is also air. 3 

{I) Aristotle complains that the Pythagoreans ' seem at a loss to 

1 Ar., frag. 20IR, Tclv J-L~V otlpavclv £lva£ lva. Burnet's suggestion that 
Pythagoras probably believed in a plurality of co-existent worlds (E.G.P. •, 109) 
is baseless and contradicts such evidence as we have. Zeller (1 7, 550) regards 
it as certain that the Pythagorean cosmos was never destroyed. 

2 Aet., ii, 9, I, ol p.t.v d1rO llvBay&pov €wr6s Elvat Toii K0ap.ov T6 K£v6v, £ls t dva1J'V££ 

o KOUJ-LO> Ka! l~ ov. Ar., Phys. 203a, 6, ol J-L~V IIv8ayop<LoL lv Tots ala8"/Tots ( otl 
yd.p XWPI.UT6V 1TOtoiial. T6V dpt8p.0v) Kat EfvaL T6 J~w TOii oJlpavoiJ Td ti1f'Etpov· flNJ.TWV 8l. • • 

a Anaximenes, frag. 2. 

I8 



PYTHAGOREAN COSMOGONY 

describe how the first unit was constructed so as to have 
magnitude '. 1 Obviously this is the first unit of number conceived 
as for the first time (if the process is temporal) formed or composed 
so as to have magnitude and occupy a position in space. Aristotle 
found a difficulty in understanding how and of what elements such 
a unit could be formed. He offers two suggestions, which should 
not be brushed aside as baseless conjectures. They must have been 
prompted by known features of the system. 

The first is that this unit was composed of planes or surface (xeoui 
is the Pythagorean word for bwpaveta, the visible coloured super­
ficies or boundary, :rr:iea~, of a physical body, de sensu 439a, 33). 
A unit composed of planes is a solid; and, as we have seen, the 
minimum solid is the pyramid, consisting of four unit-points and 
having four equilateral triangular surfaces. 

The second suggestion is that the constituents of this first unit 
with magnitude might be 'seed' (a:rr:ierw). This biological con­
ception fits the notion of the world as a living and breathing creature, 
which, like other living things, would grow from a seed to its full 
form. It also fits in with the position of the male principle under 
Limit, the female under Unlimited, in the Table of Opposites, and 
the statement that ' the beginning of numbers is the first unit, 
which is male and like a father begets all the other numbers ; while 
the number 2 is female, also called the even '.2 This imagery sur­
vives even in the Timaeus (SOD), where the Form is compared to 
a father, the Recipient (space) to a mother, and the nature that 
arises between them to their offspring. We find it also in one 
interpretation of the tetractys : ' The sixth tetractys is of things that 
grow (rwv cpvo[tivwv) : the seed is analogous to the unit and point, 
growth in length to 2 and the line ; growth in breadth to 3 and 
the surface; growth in thickness to 4 and the solid' (Theon, p. 97). 
Aristotle himself seems to refer to the identification of unit and seed, 
where he asks ' Does number come from its elements as from seed ? ' 
and objects that' nothing can come from that which is indivisible '. 3 

Indivisibility is the essential characteristic of the arithmetical unit. 
This view could be combined with the previous suggestion. The 
four units composing the pyramid might be regarded as ' seed ', if 
the living world is to grow from this first body into all three 
dimensions. 

It is still, perhaps, necessary to insist that too little attention is 
paid by historians of early philosophy to traditional images like this 

1 Met. 108ob, 20, 01rws 8E TO wpiirrov Ev avvEOTTJ Exov p.Ey£8os d.1Top£'iv EolKaur.v. 
2 Hippo!., Ref. I, 2, 6 (Dox. 556). 
3 Met. 1092a, 32, d,U' Ws a1To tnrEpp..aTOS; ill' oVx olOv T€ TOV &.8tat.p£TotJ T& 
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of the father, the mother, and the seed. They are preserved in 
poetry long after philosophers of the more prosaic sort have dis­
carded them and grammarians have come to treat them as mere 
arbitrary ' metaphors '. They are in fact survivals from a time 
when they were the only language available for speculation and were 
much more literally meant than we imagine. It is a commonplace 
of analytical psychology, confirmed by daily experience, that they 
still remain as the language of dreams. That is why they are 
charged with emotion in the poetry which preserves them, and also 
why the modern poets who renounce them and rack their brains to 
invent images never used before fail to produce the proper effect of 
poetry. The Greek poets thought otherwise. There is much light 
to be gained from a study of their traditional store of so-called 
metaphors, on the assumption that they embalm the philosophy of 
pre-scientific ages. 

The next point is that there is ground for connecting the first unit 
with fire. Ross (on Met. 1091a, 15) illustrates Aristotle's phrase 
'the first unit constructed so as to have magnitude' from Philolaus, 
frag. 7 : ' the first thing formed, the unit (To :rr:earov U(!JlOCf(Jiv, To 
ev) in the midst of the Sphere is called Hestia ', and frag. 17 : ' the 
cosmos is one and it came into being from the centre '. In the 
astronomical system attributed to Philolaus this. central Hearth of 
the universe has become an independent body round which all the 
other heavenly bodies, including the Earth, revolve. In the earlier 
Pythagoreanism and in Alexander Polyhistor's summary the Earth 
was still in the centre.l But it has been argued by Hilda Richard­
son 2 that ' the earliest generations of the Pythagorean school 
conceived of fire as existing at the heart of their central, spherical 
earth. It was only the separation of this fire from the earth and 
the conversion of the earth into a planet that was late '. She 
adduces Simplicius' statement that, as opposed to the Philolaic 
system, the ' more genuine ' Pythagorean doctrine was that of a 
fire in the midst of the earth, endowing it with life and heat.3 Hestia 
and Earth are already identified in Sophocles (frag. 615, Pearson) 
and Euripides (frag. 944, N 2), and 'it may be considered at least 
probable that this identification, whoever was responsible for it, 
was partly due to the conception of the earth as containing fires 
within itself '-a notion to which volcanoes and hot springs would 

1 Cf. Burnet, E.G.P. 3 , III and 297 ff . 
• C.Q. XX (1926), p. ll9. 
8 Simp!., de caelo, 512, 9· She points out that this is not to be regarded 

as a later modification of the Philolaic system on Zeller's ground that it 
implies a rotation of the earth (Zeller, 5, 1, p. 420). There is no such 
implication. 
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naturally give rise. She also cites Anatolius On the Decad,1 accord­
ing to whom the Pythagoreans held that ' a certain unitary fiery 
cube' is situated in the midst of the elements, and Parmenides, 
Empedocles, and others followed them in ' placing this monadic 
nature, like a hearth, in the centre'. Since both Parmenides' and 
Empedocles' systems were geocentric, this fiery unit could only 
be at the core of the Earth. In view of the identification of the 
Unlimited with Air or darkness, 'it seems certain', as Burnet 
remarks, ' that Pythagoras identified the Limit with fire '. 2 Miss 
Richardson, accordingly, concluded that the first unit with magni­
tude in our cosmogony was this fiery unit at the centre, round which 
the boundless mist or darkness has ' condensed to form the hard 
solidity of earth '. 

(2) Cosmogony would thus begin with the formation of the first 
solid, probably a pyramid, the fiery seed from which the world is 
to grow. The next point is the nature of the process whereby the 
unit is multiplied. We have here three statements from Aristotle. 
The first has already been quoted : 

' When the first unit had been constructed . . . at once the 
nearest parts of the Unlimited began to be drawn and limited 
by the Limit ' (rogra, 15). 

'The Heaven is one, and from the Unlimited it draws in upon itself 
time and breath or the Void, which keeps the places of individual 
things always distinct ' (frag. 20IR). 

'The Pythagoreans also asserted the existence of the Void, and 
that there comes into the Heaven, from the unlimited breath 
which the Heaven breathes, the Void also, which keeps things 
distinct, the Void being regarded as a sort of separation or division 
between things that are next to one another ; and this occurs 
first in numbers, for the Void keeps their natures distinct' 
(Phys. 2IJb, 22). 

The last statement, about numbers, is intelligible if we remember 
that numbers are composed of atomic units, which are kept distinct 

1 Anatol., p. 30, Heiberg= Vors. 5, 28 [18), Parmenides, A, 44. 7T£p1 To p.luov 
TWV T£aodpwv aTOtXElwv K£'ia8al TtVa lva8LK0v a,a7Tvpov KVPov . . . T~V JLOVa8LK~V 
</JVatv l.UTlas Tp61rov lv p..f.acp l8piJa8aL. 

2 E.G.P. 3, 109. There is a curious survival of this association in Ar., de 
gen. et corr. 335a, 15 ff. : Food is akin to matter; what is fed is the form 
taken with the matter. Hence fire, as the ancients say, is the only element 
that is ' fed ' ; for fire, alone or pre-eminently, is akin to form, because its 
natural tendency is to move to the boundary (opov), in which the form or 
shape of things consists ; and everything tends naturally to its own place. 
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by intervals of vacancy (or air), as bodies which touch one another 
are kept from coalescing into one body. We have already seen 
how Aristotle describes the method by which the Unlimited is 
limited in the case of numbers-by adding units arranged in 
gnomons round I or 2. These patterns give a picture of the unit­
points separated by blank intervals. The expansion of the pattern 
illustrates the multiplication of the units as more and more of 
the Void is drawn in. 

The ' drawing in ' of the unlimited breath has a close analogy in 
the medical theory of Philolaus,1 who taught that our bodies are 
constructed from the hot and have no part in the cold. The seed, 
which constitutes the living creature, is hot, and so also is the 
womb, the place (rono~) in which the seed is deposited. After 
birth the creature draws in the breath from outside, and this is cold. 
It is needed in order that the heat of the body may be cooled 'by 
the drawing-in of this imported breath '.2 The analogy is so close 
that Frank3 attributes the cosmogony referred to by Aristotle to 
Philolaus himself ; but against this there is the identirication of 
the unlimited air with the ' void '-a feature which belongs to the 
beginning rather than to the end of the fifth century. Air was 
established by Empedocles as one elementary body on a level with 
the other three. As such it figures in Alexander Polyhistor's 
summary : ' from solid figures, sensible bodies ; the elements of 
which are four: fire, water, earth, air'. In contrast with this, the 
earliest cosmogony has only two primitive factors: Fire or Light, 
associated with limit, and the dark Air, identified with unlimited 
void, the ' Night ' of pre-scientific cosmogonies. 

Alexander's summary, in spite of its mention of the four elements, 
retains traces of the original opposition of Fire and Air. 

' The air about the earth is stagnant and unwholesome, and 
everything in it is mortal; but the uppermost air is always in 
motion, pure and healthy, and everything in it is immortal and 
so divine.4 Sun, moon, and stars are gods; for in them pre­
ponderates the Hot, which is the cause of life . Men have 

1 Anon. Lond. 18, 8 (= Vors. 5, 44 [32], A, 27). 
2 Tfl l1T<WclKT<p 'I'OV 1TV£Vf-'aTOS o>.Kjj. Cf. Ar .• Phys. 213b. 23, l7r£tatlvat atho 

T(p oVpav{jJ l.K ToV citr£lpov '1TV£Vp.aToS Ws civa1Tvlovr~o Kal TO K£v6v. frag. 201, l1Tou&.­
yr.a8a, 8' £K TOfi ti7T£lpov xp6vov T£ Ka! 1TVO~V Kal TO K&Ov. Met. IOgia, 17, r.V8Vs TO 
lyyc.crra TOii d.trr.{pov £t\K£TO Ka£ £7T£pa{V£TO VzrQ TOiJ 7T£paTOS. 

a Plato u. d. sog. Pyth. 326 ff. 
'Wellmann (Hermes, 1919, 244) notes the reminiscence of this at Phaedo 

I I I A, B, where the lower air in which we live is contrasted with the aether 
on the ' true surface ' of the earth, where the climate is so tempered WOT£ 

lKElvovs dv6aovs £lvac. Kal xp6vov TE 'l]v 1ToAV trAelw TWV £v80.8£. 
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kinship with the gods because man partakes of the Hot ; hence 
God takes thought for us . . . A ray from the sun penetrates 
through the ' cold aether ' (as they call the air) and the ' dense 
aether' (as they call the sea and moisture). This ray descends 
even to the depths and thereby quickens all things. All things 
live, which partake of the Hot--that is why plants also are living 
creatures-but not all have soul. Soul is a detached part of 
both the hot and the cold aether, for it partakes also of the cold 
aethcr. Soul is distinct from life, and it is immortal because that 
from which it is detached is immortal' (D. L., viii, z6-z8). 

But if the unlimited Air, considered as the breath of the living 
world, corresponds to the Air of Anaximenes, it is important to note 
that its status is radically changed. Anaximenes made Air the 
ultimate ' nature ' or substance of all things ; but in the Pythagorean 
view the nature of things lies in the opposite principle of number, 
the units composing and bounding sensible bodies ; the unlimited 
is rather the empty space not occupied by body but separating 
bodies and their parts. In the Atomism of Leucippus and Demo­
critus, body is' being', the void is' not-being'. By that time the 
void had become sheer vacancy, no longer confused with air. But 
the idea that empty space is ' not-being ' seems to appear already 
in Parmenides ; and it follows that the identification of air and 
void must belong to the earliest Pythagoreanism which Parmenides 
was criticising. 

Now, if the atoms can be identified with fire, and air is not a 
second element in their constitution but rather the vacancy which 
keeps them apart, this cosmogony agrees with a doctrine discussed 
by Aristotle in the de caelo iii, 5· That chapter criticises all who 
hold that there is only one primary body, and the latter part deals 
with those who make this body fire. Among these some simply 
regard fire as composed of the finest and smallest particles. Others 
give the fire-particles the shape of the pyramid because the pyramid 
is the sharpest of figures, as fire is the sharpest and most penetrating 
of bodies, and because all bodies are composed of the finest body 
and all solid figures of pyramids. Simplicius (6zr, 6), who has 
earlier mentioned Hippasus and Heraclitus, questions to what 
school this last theory should be assigned. Heraclitus did not say 
that fire was pyramidal; and' the Pythagoreans, who do say that 
fire consists of pyramids, do not say that fire is the element of the 
rest, if (or since, e'inee) they say that fire itself comes from water 
and air, as water and air come from fire'. This last feature, how­
ever, is not part of the theory as stated by Aristotle. It seems to 
be inferred by Simplicius from Aristotle's subsequent criticism. 
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But this criticism is directed not solely against the pyramidal view, 
but generally against all who take fire as the one primary body. 
Aristotle says (304a, 21) that both types of theory are open to the 
same objections. If the primary body is indivisible (liioftov), the 
mathematical reasons previously urged against any atomic magni­
tudes will apply. Then follows an objection from the physical 
point of view (qroatxw~). This appears to assume, as an ascertained 
fact, that fire, air, and water turn into one another, and that these 
changes involve increase or decrease in volume, which cannot be 
explained by the hypothesis of a void, because Aristotle has disproved 
the existence of void. These arguments may dispose of the theory, 
if all Aristotle's own assumptions are granted; but there is no 
reason to suppose that the Pythagoreans would have granted them: 
they certainly believed in atomic magnitudes and in the void. If 
we ignore the Aristotelian assumptions, the doctrine as stated will 
fit the primitive cosmogony we have been reconstructing. The 
pyramid is the minimum solid and the fiery atom. The generation 
of numbers and of a plurality of bodies will be the multiplication of 
the first fire atom ; all bodies will be aggregates of such atoms, 
and fire will be the only elementary body. Air or void merely 
keeps the units distinct. Water and Earth could be obtained by 
packing the atoms more closely with less void between them-a 
conception resembling Anaximenes' rarefaction and condensation, 
and actually attributed to Hippasus and Heraclitus by Theo­
phrastus.l The attribution to Heraclitus is, no doubt, mistaken; 
but the device is appropriate to an atomic theory.2 Even Plato, 
who goes as near as possible towards eliminating the void, invokes 
larger or smaller interstices to explain differences of weight and 
density. 

We have now traced the whole process leading to the existence 
in actual space of a plurality of sensible bodies. We are given no 
further details that can With equal probability be assigned to the 
earliest form of the system. Theophrastus has a general complaint 
against the Pythagorean-Platonist tradition that it confines attention 
to the ruling principles. 

1 Theophr., Phys. Op. I (Dox. 475), "Imraaos ••• Ka! 'HpaK>.n-ros . • . wOp 
brolTJuav T~V &.pxTJv Kal €K 7Tvp0s 1T01.oiia1. TB &vra 1Tt)KVdJaf.l. Kal p..avWao ~eal. 8taAVovo' 
w&.>.,v <ls wOp ws -ratfrr]s p.dis OVU'IJS tf>va<ws -rijs imoKnp.lV1JS· 

• As Aristotle observes (Met. g88b, 34). the most elementary thing would 
be the primary thing from which others are produced by combination (avyKplao) ; 
and this property would belong to the finest and subtlest of bodies ; hence this 
account of how other things are produced would best fit the doctrine that 
fire is the first principle. wVKVwa<s is regarded as reducible to cWyKp<a<s, 
Phys. z6ob, II. 
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' Starting from this first principle or principles, one might 
demand that they should at once go on to give an account of 
the successive derivatives, and not proceed to a certain point 
and then stop ; for this is the part of a competent and sensible 
man, to do what Archytas once said Eurytus did when he arranged 
certain pebbles and explained that this is the number of man, 
this of horse, and this of something else. But, as it is (vvv}, 
most of them go to a certain point and then stop, as those do 
who set up the One and the Indefinite Dyad : after generating 
numbers and planes and bodies they leave out practically every­
thing else, merely touching on other things and explaining no 
more than that some things proceed from the Indefinite Dyad, 
e.g. place, the void, the unlimited, others from numbers and the 
One e.g. soul and some other things ; and they generate time 
and the heavens simultaneously and several other things, but 
of the heavens and the remaining things they make no further 
mention' (Met. 6a, 15). 

This passage may refer specially to the Pythagoreans, since 
Speusippus, Xenocrates, and Plato himself are separately mentioned 
later.1 Could anyone who had read the last fifty pages of the 
Timaeus accuse Plato of ' making no further mention of the remain­
ing things' ? But the general impression left by Aristotle's notices 
is that the earliest Pythagoreans were not concerned with a detailed 
study of nature, or the meteorology of the Ionians. 'They have 
said nothing about fire or earth or the other bodies of that sort, 
I suppose because they have nothing to say which applies peculiarly 
to perceptible things' (Met. 990a, 16). They were interested in 
' the many resemblances they seemed to see in numbers, rather than 
in fire or earth or water, to the things that are and come to be (such 
and such a property of numbers being justice, another soul or reason, 
another opportunity and so on with practically everything else) ; 
and moreover they saw that the properties and ratios of the musical 
scales are expressible in numbers. Since, then, all other things 
seemed in their nature to be modelled after numbers, and numbers 
to be the first things in the whole of nature, they supposed the 
elements of number to be the elements of all things, and the whole 
Heaven to be a musical scale or number. And all the properties 
of numbers and scales which they could show to agree with the 

1 ' Place, votd, the unlimited ' is a description which suits the Pythagorean 
Unlimited better than Plato's Space, which was not void. 'Time and the 
heavens simultaneou'>ly ' i' true of Plato; but Aristotle speaks of time as 
entering the Heaven with ' breath and void 'from the Pythagorean Unlimited 
(frag. 201). 
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attributes and parts and the whole arrangement of the Heaven, 
they collected and fitted into their scheme' (Met. g85b, 27). 

Here it may be noted that these ' resemblances ' (of10UVf1ar:Q.) 
between things like Justice and the properties of numbers explain 
why Aristotle sometimes says that things represent (f1tf1E'ia()at) 
numbers, rather than simply are numbers. A sensible body, as 
we have seen, can be said to be the unit-atoms composing it ; but 
if a man says that 'Justice is the square number' he cannot mean 
that Justice is a plane figure composed of four unit-points; obvi­
ously he means that the square figure is a symbol which represents 
or embodies the nature of fairness, just as when an honest man 
was called ' four-square without reproach ', no one imagined that 
his figure really had four corners. The two modes of describing 
the relation of things to numbers are perfectly compatible, being 
respectively appropriate to different orders of 'things'. 

Shortly after this passage comes the statement about the elements 
of number and the generation of numbers from the unit, ending 
'and numbers, as we said, are the whole Heaven'. The world­
order, cosmos, in which cosmogony terminates was not conceived, 
as by the lonians, as the arrangement of the four great concentric 
masses of earth, water, air, and fire. The Pythagorean sciences 
are arithmetic, geometry, astronomy (' sphaeric '), and music, the 
sciences which discover the element of number, measure, proportion, 
in the cosmos and are studied in order to bring the soul into harmony 
with the objects of its contemplation. Accordingly for them the 
visible world is not Anaximander's battlefield in which the warring 
opposites perpetually encroach on one another's provinces and pay 
the penalty of their injustice. Rather it is the harmonious dis­
position of earth and the heavenly bodies according to the intervals 
of the musical scale. The same sciences in Plato's scheme of higher 
education lead to the same end, the assimilation of the soul to 
principles of symmetry and concord. As Socrates says earlier in 
the Republic (sooB) : 'One whose thought is set on reality will not 
have leisure to look downwards upon the field of human interests, 
to enter into the strife of men and catch the infection of their 
jealousies and feuds. His eyes are fixed upon an unchanging order; 
the things he contemplates neither inflict injustice nor suffer wrong, 
but observe due proportion and order ; and of these he studies 
to reproduce the likeness in himself as best he can. A man cannot 
fail to imitate that with which he holds converse with wonder and 
delight. So the philosopher, holding converse with the divine and 
orderly, becomes, so far as man may, both orderly and divine.'l 

1 The original sense of cosmos was social and political : the ' right order ' 
of a state, army, or other group (cf. W. Jaeger, Paideia i, 108, E.T.). This 
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The Ionian ' inquiry into the nature of things ' had no bearing 
on conduct and no point of contact with politics. But Pythagoras, 
as Plato remarks in the only passage where he mentions him by 
name, was pre-eminently valued for his private converse with his 
disciples, to whom he bequeathed a ' way of life ' which marked 
them out from the rest of mankind (Rep. 6ooB). This way of life 
was characterised by Aristoxenus: 'Every distinction they lay 
down as to what should be done or not done aims at converse with 
the divine. This is their first principle, and their whole life is 
ordered with a view to following God{ (ap. Iambl., V. P. 137). The 
' following ' or ' imitation ' of the divine has been variously con­
strued in different religious systems. It is probable that the 
Pythagorean construction is faithfully reproduced in the Timaeus 
(goB) : 

' If a man is engrossed in appetites and ambitions and spends 
all his pains upon these, all his thoughts must needs be mortal 
and, so far as that is possible, he cannot fall short of becoming 
mortal altogether, since he has nourished the growth of his 
mortality. But if his heart has been set on the love of learning 
and true wisdom and he has exercised that part of himself above 
all, he is surely bound to have thoughts immortal and divine, 
if he shall lay hold upon truth, nor can he fail to possess immor­
tality in the fullest measure that human nature admits ; and 
because he is always devoutly cherishing the divine part and 
maintaining the guardian genius (daemon) that dwells with him 
in good estate, he must needs be happy (eudaemon) above all. 
Now there is but one way of caring for anything, namely to give it 
the nourishment and motions proper to it. The motions akm 
to the divine part in us are the thoughts and revolutions of the 
universe; these, therefore, every man should follow, and ... 
by learning to know the harmonies and revolutions of the world, 
he should bring the intelligent part, according to its pristine 
nature, into the likeness of that which intelligence discerns, and 
thereby win the fulfilment of the best life set by the gods before 
mankind both for this present time and for the time to come.' 

In this passage Plato shows how the life of religious and moral 
aspiration was identified with the pursuit of truth about the order 
of the world. Philosophy is the achievement of immortality. The 
goal is attained by purifying the soul of lower desires and worldly 
ambitions, so as to set free the divine part to apprehend the harmony 
of the cosmos, and reproduce it in the harmony of the microcosm. 

conception was first projected into external Nature, and then rediscovered 
there and set up as a pattern to be reproduced in socialised humanity. 

27 



CHAPTER II 

PARMENIDES' WAY OF TRUTH 1 

WE have now some picture of the cosmology which Parmenides, 
as a dissident Pythagorean, would be primarily concerned to criticise. 
His logical mind rebelled against the assumption which it shared 
with the other systems of the sixth century. They had all described 
the emergence of a manifold world out of an original unity, and 
also recognised within the world an opposition of contraries derived 
from some primitive pair: the Hot and the Cold, or Fire and Air, 
or Light and Darkness. To Parmenides it seemed irrational and 
inconceivable that from an original One Being should come first 
two and then many. Heraclitus, too, had protested ; but he 
attacked from the opposite quarter, denying the reality of any 
unchanging being. He abolished the notion of substance ; nothing 
remains the same. Accordingly, he too rejected any cosmogony 
starting from a One permanent being, and accepted the world of 
becoming with its struggling opposites as ultimate. Parmenides 
took the other alternative. He held to the notion of one substantial 
being with all the consequences deduced by his logic. If its unity 
and its being are taken seriously, it cannot become two and then 
many ; no manifold world can proceed out of the One. Therefore 
plurality, becoming, change, motion, are in some sense unreal. 

Parmenides' choice is not that of a man of science. Aristotle 
calls him the antinaturalist (&!pt}at"o"), for ' natural things ' are 
things capable of motion. Parmenides' Pythagorean training comes 
out in his preference for unity, rest, limit, as against plurality, 
motion, the unlimited, to which the Ionian physicist felt no objec­
tion. Rather than surrender these attributes of being, he will set 
all common sense at defiance, and follow reason against the evidence 
of our eyes and ears. But, although his central doctrine, ' the real 
is one, limited, at rest', is ultimately traceable to religious and moral 
preconceptions and the symbolism of his proem indicates that the 
search for truth is comparable to a religious activity, 2 the truth he 

I This chapter is partly based on an article, Parmenides' Two Ways, C.Q. 
xxvii (1933), 97, where some of the points are discussed at greater length. 

s As Mr. C. M. Bowra points out in an interesting paper on the Proem, 
Classical Philol. xxxii (1937), 2, p. 97· 
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discovers is not animated by religious belief. He never calls his 
One Being ' god '. He is a curious blend of prophet and logician. 
Heraclitus was the prophet of a Logos which could be expressed only 
in seeming contradictions. Parmenides is the prophet of a logic 
which will tolerate no semblance of contradiction. 

In the setting of his poem he follows the apocalyptic tradition: 
the truth is revealed to him by a goddess, whom he visits in a region 
beyond the gates of night and day. This attitude is not new. 
Hesiod had claimed to be taught by the Muses of Helicon. There 
may have been, as early as the sixth century, poems of the type 
of Orpheus' descent to the underworld. This traditional attitude 
of the poet to his work is not a mere artifice of bloodless allegory. 
It may be compared with Heraclitus' claim to reproduce in his 
treatise the Truth which stands for ever. But Parmenides is also, 
and above all, the man who reasons. He is the first philosopher 
to argue, formally deducing conclusions from premisses, instead of 
making dogmatic announcements. His school were the originators 
of dialectic. The new method of argument must have been sug­
gested by the demonstrations of geometry, which was taking shape 
in Pythagorean hands and gave the first specimens of rigid proof: 
' grant me certain assumptions and I will prove the rest '. The 
reductio ad absurdum was either invented or adopted by Zeno. 

Parmenides' premiss states in a more abstract form the first 
assumption common to all his predecessors, Milesian or Pytha­
gorean: ultimately there exists a One Being. His thought is really 
at work upon this abstract concept ; he considers what further 
attributes can, or cannot, logically belong to a being that is one. 
At the same time, this One Being is not a mere abstraction ; it 
proves to be a single continuous and homogeneous substance filling 
the whole of space. So far, as it seemed to him, reason will carry 
us, but no farther. Such a being cannot become or cease to be or 
change; such a unity cannot also be a plurality. There is no 
possible transition from the One Being to the manifold and changing 
world which our senses seem to reveal. His work is accordingly 
divided, after the proem, into two parts. The Way of Truth 
deduces the nature of the one reality from premisses asserted as 
irrefragably true. It ends with a clear warning that the Way of 
Seeming, which follows, is not true or consistent with the truth. 
This second part, accordingly, is not in the form of logical deduction, 
but gives a cosmogony in the traditional narrative manner. The 
starting-point is the false belief of mortals, who trust their senses 
and accept the appearance of two opposite powers contending in 
the world. Unfortunately very few fragments of the second part 
survive ; but it is probable that we possess nearly the whole of the 
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Way of Truth, thanks to Simplicius, who copied it out in his com­
mentary on the Physics because the book had become very rare. 
And it is with the Way of Truth that we are chiefly concerned. 

Frag. r. Proem. 
We need not linger over the allegorical proem. Parmenides 

travels on the chariot of the Sun along a road, far from the beaten 
track of men, which leads through the gates of Day and Night. 
Beyond them he is welcomed by a goddess. Her dwelling on the 
further side of these gates must be symbolic.1 Light and Darkness 
are the two chief opposites in the world of misleading appearances. 
Parmenides' thought has travelled beyond the region of Seeming to 
what Plato in the Phaedrus calls the Plain of Truth, visited by the 
soul-chariots before incarnation. The goddess approves his coming 
and tells him: 

' It is meet that thou shouldst learn all things-both the unmoved 
heart of rounded Truth and what seems to mortals, in which 
there is no true belief' (r, 28-30). 

The Way of Truth and the Way of Seeming (as we may call it) are 
the two divisions of the poem : the deduction of the nature of the 
the One Being and the illegitimate cosmogony. 

Frags. 2, 3, 6 ll. 1-3. The Way of Truth and the Way of Not-being. 

The goddess thus announces two Ways that can be followed, and 
are followed in the sequel. But subsequent fragments mention 
another Way, which cannot be followed at all, being 'utterly 
undiscernible '. The following passage sets this impassable Way 
in contrast with the Way of Truth and finally dismisses it. 

'Come now and I will tell thee-listen and lay my word to heart 
-the only ways of inquiry that are to be thought of: one, that 
<That which is> 2 is, and it is impossible for it not to be, is the 
Way of Persuasion, for Persuasion attends on Truth. 

1 I cannot remember having seen in any account of Parmenides any notice 
of Prod. in Parm. iv, 34 (Cousin), who, following Syrianus, says of Parmenides 
in Plato's dialogue, offering his own hypothesis for examination in the dia­
I,ecti~l exe~cise, ~,' oUx£ Td ,u€p.v0TaTOV ~Wv la~oii 8~yJ.LCiTWV :r&p€pyov I av 
€1T0<7JUUTO TTJS KaTa T7JV ')IUJLVaa<aV ll<llaaKM<aS, Ka<TO< V€0<S trpoU7JK€<V TUIIT7JV 
'ljyotiJLf:VOS'" £K£ivo 8~ 1Tp£o/3VTt.KfjS' Elvat. 8t.avo{as Ka8opliv, Kal oV8£ d.v8pw7TlVTJS', Ws €v 

Toi:s trol7Jp.aal t/>7Ja<v, ilia vvp.tf>TJ> 'Y,PmvA7J> nv6s. This seems to mean that 
Parmenides called his goddess 'the nymph Hypsipyle •• The 'high gates' 
must be the gates of Day and Night, which the poem so elaborately describes. 

2 1j p.€v otrws lOT< T£ (Simplic., lOT< y£, Prod.) Kal ws ovK lOT< 1-'~ £lvaL. The 
lack of any subject for EOTL suggests that Parmenides wrote 1j JLfcV otrws £ov 
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'Another, that It is not, and must needs not be-this, I tell thee, 
is a path that is utterly undiscernible ; for thou couldst not know 
that which is not-for that is impossible-nor utter it. 

'For it is the same thing that can be thought and that can be.' 1 

' What can be spoken of and thought must be ; for it is possible 
for it to be, but it is not possible for " nothing " to be. These 
things I bid thee ponder; for this is the first Way of inquiry 
from which I hold thee back '. 2 

This first Way of untruth directly contradicts the Way of Truth. 
The starting-point of the true Way is: That which is, is, and cannot 
not-be. The starting-point of this false Way is: That which is, is 
not, and must not-be, or It is possible for ' nothing ' to be. Here 
is a fiat contradiction ; one or other of these starting-points must 
be completely dismissed before we can advance a step in any 
direction. The goddess accordingly condemns the false Way as 
·utterly undiscernible ' : a Way starting from nonentity lies in 
total darkness and cannot be followed to any conclusions whatso­
ever. The decision here given to abandon all consideration of this 
Way is recalled at frag. 8, 12-18, where it is denied that anything 
can come into being out of non-existence: 'The decision concerning 
these things lies in this: It is or it is not. But the decision has been 
given, as is necessary-to leave that Way upon one side as unthink­
able and unnamable, for it is no true Way.' This, then, is not the 
false Way in which the goddess (in frag. 1) promised to instruct 
Parmenides and which is actually followed in the second part of 
the poem. Common sense and philosophers were agreed that 
nothing can come out of Nothing. No advance can be made from 
the premiss that all that exists was once in a state of non-existence, 
or that nonentity can exist. The goddess does indeed say that it 
is ' possible to think of ' (elat voijaat) three alternatives, of which 
this premiss is one ; together they exhaust the logically conceivable 
possibilities. But later she calls this Way which starts from the 
sheer non-existence of anything ' unthinkable and unnamable ' 
(av6rrrov aVWVVftOV 8, IJ). Thought cannot pursue such a Way 
at all ; there is no being for thought to think of or for language 
to describe significantly. This impassable Way may be called, for 

£err< Kat ciJs, =71. Cf. frag. 6, r, £ov l!LJ.Uvat. I do not see how o1rws l<1'Tt can 
mean' dass IST ist' (Kranz). At 8, 12, y£ was inserted similarly in Simplic., 
F, lK y£ !L~ onos, to ftll up the metre after eK !L~ onos (D.E.) had come to be 
written for eK !L~ £onos. Later, however, we find tiJs l<1'Tt with no expressed 
subject (8, 2). 

1 Frags. 2 and 3, Diels-Kranz, Vors 5• (4 and 5 in earlier editions). 
t Frag. 6, r-3. Burnet's rendering of the first line is supported by Simplicius' 

paraphrase (E.G.P. 3 , 174). 
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distinction, the Way of Not-being. It is dismissed, once for all, 
in the above fragments. 

Frags. 6, ll. 4-9; 7· Warning against the Way of Seeming. 

The goddess next warns Parmenides against putting his trust 
in that Way of Seeming in which she has said that he must be 
instructed, as well as in the Way of Truth. It is the Way of mortal 
belief based upon sense experience. Frag. 6 continues : 

'But secondly (I hold thee back) from the Way whereon mortals 
who know nothing wander, two-headed; for perplexity guides 
the wandering thought in their breasts, and they are borne along, 
both deaf and blind, bemused, as undiscerning hordes,l who have 
determined to believe that it is and it is not, the same and not the 
same, and for whom there is a way of all things that turns back 
upon itself (frag. 6, 4-end). 

For never shall this be proved: that things that are not are; 
but do thou hold back thy thought from this Way of inquiry, 
nor let custom that comes of much experience force thee to cast 
along this Way an aimless eye and a droning ear and tongue, 
but judge by reasoning the much-debated proof I utter. 2 

There is only one Way left that can be spoken of, namely, that 
It is.' (Here follows the whole Way of Truth.) 

I have called this second way of untruth the 'Way of Seeming' 
and translated fJeo-rwv 156;a~ (r, 30) 'what seems to mortals', 
because ' opinions ' or ' beliefs ' is too narrow a rendering. ' What 
seems to mortals' (-r:a 15oxoiJv-r:a, r, 31) includes (a) what seems real 
or appears to the senses ; (b) what seems true, what all men, misled 
by the senses, believe and the dogmas taught by philosophers and 

1 This abusive denunciation of ' mortals who know nothing ' (uninitiate, 
in contrast with o[ dll&.,.~s. o[ aot/>ol) may be a traditional feature borrowed 
from the literature of mystic revelation (Diels, Parmenides Lehrgedicht, 68). 
Cf. Kern, Orphic. Frag. 233. 8fipls .,.· olwvol .,.~ {JpoTWV .,.• a~Twata ¢v>.a, I ax8~a 
yfis, dllw>.a .,.~.,.vyJ.Llva, p:'llla/LO. IL7Jil£v I £lll&.,.~s. followed by lines in imitation of 
Hom., Hymn to Demeter, 256, v.J·Il~s av8pw1TOt Ka! at/>pall/LOV~S oih-' aya8oio I 
alaav l1T~pxo11-lvou 1Tpo')'VW/L~vat oih-~ KaKo'io. Aristoph., Birds (Parabasis), 685, 
a.,~ ll'>) t/>uaw /J.vllp~s a/Laupo{Jtot, .p.J>.>.wv y~vdj. 1TpOUO!LOtot, I o>.tyollpavl~s. 1T>.a.a,.,.aTa 
1T7J>.ov, UKtonllla t/>v>.' a!L&TJvrl, K'T>.. Empedocles similarly abuses men for 
believing in becoming and perishing: frag. II, ' Fools-for they have no 
far-reaching thoughts-who fondly think that what was not before comes 
into being and that a thing can perish and be utterly destroyed'. 

z Frag. 7, restored to this place by Kranz with the approval of Diels, 
Vors.• (1922), i, xxviii. Eye and ear have no real external object. The 
tongue may stand for taste or speech, which is sometimes ranked with the 
senses ; Hippocr. 1r. lltalT7JS, I, 23, the seven ala8~ans include UTO/La llta>.lKTou 
and respiration. 
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poets on the same basis ; and (c) what has seemed right to men 
(veVOf.IUHat), the decision they have 'laid down' to recognise 
appearances and the beliefs founded on them in the conventional 
institution of language. This decision is mentioned where the 
Way of Truth denies that any second being can arise alongside of 
the being that already exists : ' Therefore all those things will be 
a mere word-all the things that mortals have laid down (xarefhvro), 
believing that they are true, namely becoming and perishing, both 
being and not being, change of place, and interchange of bright 
colour' (8, 38-41). And again, where the Way of Seeming begins: 
'For mortals have laid down their decision (xare(hvro yvwf.lw;) to 
name two forms, of which it is not right to name one ; and that 
is where they have gone astray ' (8, 53-54, followed by the descrip­
tion of the two forms, Fire and Night, and the whole cosmogony of 
the second part). 

Parmenides means that all men-common men and philosophers 
alike-are agreed to believe in the reality of the world our senses 
seem to show us. The premiss they start from is neither the recog­
nition of the One Being only (from which follows the Way of Truth 
and nothing more) nor the recognition of an original state of sheer 
nothingness (which would lead to the impassable Way of Not-being). 
What mortals do in fact accept as real and ultimate is a world of 
diversity, in which things 'both are and are not ', passing from 
non-existence to existence and back again in becoming and perish­
ing, and from being this (' the same ') to being something else (' not 
the same ') in change. The elements, they think, are modified or 
transformed on a 'way to and fro', that turns back upon itself '.1 

Becoming, change, and the diversity they presuppose must be 
assumed in any cosmogony. They will be assumed in the cosmogony 
of the second part. But Parmenides alone perceives that at this 
point error begins to go beyond the limits of truth. 

Premisses of the Way of Truth. 
In these passages Parmenides has stated the premisses from 

which the Way of Truth will deduce the attributes of the real. 
(r) That which is, is, and cannot not-be; that which is not, is 

not, and cannot be. The real exists and can never be non-existent. 
It follows that there is no such thing as coming-to-be out of 
non-existence or perishing into non-existence. ' Being ' has for 
Parmenides a strict and absolute sense : a thing either is or is not. 
If it is, it is completely and absolutely ; if it is not, it is simply 
nothing. There are no degrees of being ; a thing cannot be partly 

1 There may be a special reference to Heraclitus' ollos avw KaTW, but 
Anaximenes' Air also is rarefied into Fire and condensed into Water and Earth. 

P.P. 33 D 



INTRODUCTION 

real and partly unreal. There can never be a state of not-being 
in which what is could ever be ; and there can be no transition 
from not-being to being or from being to not-being. Nor can there 
be any change of that which is ; for that would mean that it is not 
at one time what it is at another. 

(2) That which is can be thought or known, and uttered or truly 
named; that which is not, cannot. This premiss is concerned with 
the relation of the real to thought and language. ' It is the same 
thing that can be thought and that can be '. 1 ' Thinking and the 
thought that "it is" are one and the same. For you will not find 
thought apart from that which is, in respect of which thought is 
uttered.' 2 Thought is uttered in names that are true, i.e., names 
of what really is. In names that are not true no thought or meaning 
is expressed. You will not find thought (meaning) apart from 
something real, which is meant by the utterance of that thought in 
words. There is nothing else for words to mean. Frag. 8 con­
tinues: 'For there is and shall be no other thing besides what is, 
since Destiny has fettered it so as to be whole and immovable.' 
(Since it is ' whole ', complete and all-containing, there is no second 
thing beside it, to be thought or spoken of. And it is' immovable' 
or unchangeable ; so there will never be a second thing arising out 
of it. The real cannot cease to be just what it is and become some­
thing else). 'Therefore all those (names) will be a mere word-all 
the (names) that mortals have agreed upon, believing that they are 
true : becoming and perishing, both being and not being, change of 
place and interchange of bright colour.' All these terms are dis­
missed as empty names which are meaningless, since they do not 
apply to what is, and there is nothing else for them to mean. 

Only what is can be thought or truly named ; and only what can 
be thought can be. The real must be the same as the conceivable 
and logically coherent, what is thinkable by reasoning (Myo~) as 

1 Frag. 3. TO yap avTo VO€!v €aTtV T€ Ka! dvat. I follow Zeller and Burnet in 
reading €aTtv, ' it is possible '. Other ways of construing the words (suggested 
by Heidel, H. Gomperz, and others) yield the same sense. I cannot believe 
that Parmenides meant : ' To think is the same thing as to be.' He nowhere 
suggests that his One Being thinks, and no Greek of his date or for long 
afterwards would have seen anything but nonsense in the statement that 
' A exists ' means the same thing as ' A thinks '. 

I Frag. 8, 34· TUVTOV a· laT! vo€!V T€ Ka! OVV€K€V €aTt VOTJJ.I.U. The context 
supports the above rendering (Heidel, Frankel, H. Gomperz, Kranz). 
Parmenides certainly held that there can be no thought without an object 
which is; but nothing in the poem supports the interpretation that thinking 
is the same thing as its object. Burnet's translation : ' the thing that can 
be (€<7Tt) thought and that for the sake of which the thought exists is the 
same ' is rather tautologous : it amounts to ' what can be thought is the 
object of thought '. 
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opposed to the senses (frag. 7. 5). The real is the same as the 
rational. And the real is the only thing that can be named or 
' uttered '. In a sense Parmenides does not deny that it is possible 
to believe and say what is false; mortals are accused of doing both. 
But he appears to hold the view, which was maintained later, that 
all false statements are meaningless. Plato formulates it as follows : 
'To think (or say) what is false is to think what is not ; but that is 
to think nothing ; and that, again, is not to think at all.' 1 In 
a word, it is impossible to say or think what is false, because there 
is nothing for a false statement to mean or refer to. So Parmenides 
holds that false names like ' becoming ', ' perishing ', are meaning­
less. Only thought (voeiv), as distinct from belief founded on the 
senses, has a real object. 

(3) That which is, is one and cannot be many. This is a third 
premiss, for which Parmenides gives no proof. Theophrastus 2 

supplied it as follows : ' What is beside that which is, is not ; what 
is not is nothing ; therefore that which is, is one.' Theophrastus 
was probably following Aristotle 3 : ' Claiming that, besides that 
which is, that which is not is nothing, he thinks that that which is 
is of necessity one and there is nothing else ' ; and Aristotle himself 
was perhaps expanding Frag. 8, 36, ' There is and shall be no other 
thing besides what is.' That the real is ultimately one had been 
assumed from the outset of philosophy ; that may be why 
Parmenides takes this premiss for granted. What is new is his 
insistence that what is one cannot also be many, or become many. 
The unity of the real is affirmed as strictly and absolutely as its 
being. The real is unique ; there is no second thing beside it. It 
is also indivisible ; it does not contain a plurality of distinct parts, 
and it can never be divided into parts. There cannot be a plurality 
of things that are (noA.A.a lfvra). 

THE WAY OF TRUTH 

From the premisses above stated we can now turn to the Way of 
Truth, in which their consequences are deduced. We possess here 
what appears to be a continuous fragment of 6r lines. It opens, 
like a geometrical theorem, with a sort of enunciation of the con­
clusion to be proved. 

Frag. 8, r-6. Enunciation. 
There is only one Way left to be spoken of, namely that It is. 

And on this way are many marks, that what is is unborn and 

1 Theaet., r8gA, Soph. 237DE, Euthyd. 286c, 283E. See F. M. Cornford, 
Plato's Theory of Knowledge, pp. rrs, 204. 

2 Ap. Simplic., Phys., rrs, rr (Parm. A 8). 3 Met. g86b, 28. 
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imperishable; whole and unique,1 and immovable, and without 
5 end (in time) ; nor was it ever, nor will it be, since it is now all 

at once, one, continuous. 

The several attributes here enumerated are now established by 
a series of arguments. 

Frag. 8, 6-21. No coming-to-be or perishing. 
First comes the proof that what is is unborn and imperishable. 

For what birth of it wilt thou look for ? In what way and whence 
did it grow ? 2 

Birth and growth both suggest a living creature that grows by 
feeding on something from without. So Empedocles says of the 
sum of his four elements : ' What could augment this all and whence 
could it come? '(17, 32). Plato too declares that the world, though 
living, does not draw nourishment from outside (Tim. 33c). Both 
deny the.:Milesian doctrine of a boundless circumambient (neetexov), 
from which fresh material could be drawn and into which the world's 
substance could return when it perished. In the Pythagorean 
cosmogony, too, the world grew from a first unit or seed and drew 
in breath from the unlimited, which exists 'outside the Heaven'. 
Parmenides is rejecting the notion that what is can have been born 
in this way and have grown to its present dimensions. It must 
always exist as a whole (ov.'.ov, l. 4). 
Nor yet, he continues, could it have come out of sheer nothingness. 

Nor shall I let thee say or think that it came from what is not; 
for it cannot be said or thought that ' it is not '. 

What is can never have been in a state of not-being; for such a state 
is inconceivable and the assertion is meaningless : there is nothing 
for the words ' it is not ' to refer to. So Melissus : ' What was, was 
always and will always be. For if it had come into being, before 
it came into being it must have been nothing; and if it was nothing, 
nothing could ever come out of nothing' (frag. r). 

And what need could have stirred it up, starting from nothing. 
ro to be born later rather than sooner ? 

- Thus it must either be altogether or not at all. 

1 J.Lovvoy£Vls, ' unique ', the only one of its kind. This is said of the world 
by Plato, Tim. JIB, 92C (in opposition to a plurality of worlds). Presently 
(ll. 7-I3) it will be proved that Being is (I) whole, for it does not come into 
existence part by part, but is 'all at once', and (2) unique, since no second 
being can arise alongside it. 

2 au~718lv.. Perhaps au~718~v (like JL•yfjv, I2, 5, and rpuv, 8, 10) ? , au~718~v', 
Wilam. 
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This is an acute and unanswerable objection to current cosmogonies. 
They all assumed a process of birth or becoming which started at 
some moment of time. They could give no reason why it should 
not have started at any earlier or later moment. The last line 
rejects any process of becoming during which being was growing 
to completion and at the end of which it would be all there. ' It is 
now, all at once.' ' It must be altogether or not at all.' He now 
adds : Granted that it is always there as a whole, nothing further 
can arise alongside of it and in addition to it. It is ' unique ' 
(ftOVYoyeYet; 8, 4). 

Nor will the force of belief suffer to arise out of what is not 
something over and above it (viz. what is 1). 

This further something would have to come out of not-being; but 
that is impossible. At 8, 36, he repeats: 'there is and shall be 
no other (aAA.o) besides what is (:rr:aee~ TOV eoYTot;),' with the infer­
ence that all becoming and change must be mere meaningless words. 
The One Being exists always as a whole ; nothing more and nothing 
different can be added. The multiplicity of forms (sensible oppo­
sites) and changes of quality which mortals believe in, cannot be 
real. The conclusion is that there is no way in which anything can 
come to be out of not-being. 

Wherefore Justice with her fetters does not let it loose or suffer 
15 it either to come into being or to perish, but holds it fast. 

The decision concerning these things lies in this: It is, or it is 
not. But the decision has been given, as is necessary: to leave 
alone the one Way as unthinkable and unnamable-for it is no 
true Way-and that the other Way is real and true. 

This refers to the decision given in frag. 2, where the Way of Not­
being was finally dismissed as an ' utterly undiscernible path ', 
because Not-being is unknowable and unutterable (p. 31). 

And how could what is be going to be in the future ? 2 And 
20 how could it come to be? For if it came into being, it is not; 

nor is it, if it is at some time going to be. 

1 I understand 11ap' a&o to mean 'alongside of what is', 'etwas anderes als 
eben dieses' (Kranz), not 'etwas anderes als eben Nichtseiendes' (Diels). Cf. 
Emped. I], JO, Ka! 1Tpos Tots (the 4 elements) oin-' ap Tt lmylv£Tat. [Ar.] MXG. 
974a, 5, £tT' Ovrwv TtvWv cid lTE'pa 1Tporrylyvoi/TO, 'TT>..lov av Kal JI.E''t,ov TO Ov y£yovlvaL· 
cP 8£ w>..f.ov Ka! J.LE''i,ov, TOVTo y£V£u8at av le oV3£v6s . 

• 1TWS a· av l1T£tTa 1Tl>.ot TO lov ; MSS. Diels. This suits the next line (£t 1TOT£ 
pi>.>.n £a£a8at) ; but if some reference to perishing is thought necessary, 
l1T£tT' a1TOMtTO lov (Karsten, Kranz) may be right. H. Gomperz (Psych. 
Beob. II) takes £1 £y£VTo to mean 'if it once was (but is no longer) '. 
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20 Thus becoming is extinguished and perishing is not to be heard 
of. 

The statement in the enunciation, 'Nor was it ever, nor will it be, 
since it is now all at once,' is here echoed. Only the present ' is ' 
may be used, for there is no process of becoming starting at one time 
and ending at another, during which we could say that it is not 
yet all there, but is going to be all there in the future. 1 

Aristotle summarises the Parmenidean argument, where he 
remarks that his own account of becoming out of potential existence 
is the only solution of the problem. 'The first philosophic inquirers 
into the truth and the nature of things turned aside, as it were, into 
another way, 2 into which they were thrust by lack of experience. 
They say that nothing that is either comes into being or perishes, 
because what comes to be must do so either from what is or from 
what is not, and both are impossible. For what is cannot come 
to be, because it already is ; and nothing could have come to be 
out of what is not, for there must be something present as a sub­
strate. So too they exaggerated the consequence which follows and 
denied the very existence of a plurality of things, saying that only 
Being itself is.' (Phys. Igia, 23.) Parmenides intended his denial 
of becoming to include all change ; for in change something which 
was not comes to be, and something which is so-and-so comes to be 
not so-and-so but different and such as it was not before. All this 
seemed to him irrational. 
• The universal assumption of previous cosmogonies is thus rejected. 
No one, indeed, had believed that something could come out of 
nothing ; and the philosophers of the sixth century had regarded 
their primary Being as a permanent and imperishable substance. 
But, not content with that, they had professed to derive from this 

• 1 This !nterpr~ta?on is su~ported br Melis~us,_trag; 2, d J1;€v rap £ylv£'r~, apx~v 
~V f;l~£V! 'TJp~aTO yap ~V 17''07€ ')'!VOJL£VO~ J, Kat T€)._€~~~ ( £T£>..£~U~ yap, av '1TOT~ ~tvOJL&O~). 
o:£ ~£ 11-,TJ~£ 'TJPea,To JLTJ,T£ £;£A£11TTIC1~ a.£' T£ ~v Kat a£r. £crrat, ovK !X£L apxTJv ov8,£ T£"-~VTTJV· 
ou yap an £lva• avuCTTov, o .,., p.~ 1rav £CTT<, 1f we understand TJp~aTo (and £T£11£U'T']a£) 
yap av 1roT£ ywop.£Vov to mean' it would at some time have begun (and at some time 
ceased) coming into being'. Sir W. D. Ross (Ar., Physics, p. 471-2) points 
out that ywop.£vov (not y£Vop.£VOv as in Diels) is the true reading. He interprets 
ripx~v and T£11£UT~v as a spatial beginning (i.e. a part which came first into being) 
and a spatial end (i.e. a part which came last into being), and the conclusion as 
being that the real has no spatial beginning or end. Melissus thus argued 
that 'if a change takes place, it must begin at a particular point and then 
spread'. This notion fits the Pythagorean evolution of the cosmos from a 
seed or spark which spreads to take in more and more of the unlimited. The 
Eleatic can admit no such process : what always is, must be ' all at once ', 
never partly in existence and partly not. 

a Parmenides' 'Way' of Truth was, after all, misleading. 
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one Being a manifold and changing world, which they had regarded 
as real. Out of a One, which always is, had come a many, which 
were not before and will again not be. And this had begun to 
happen at some moment of time. Parmenides declares all this to 
be not only inexplicable, but impossible. Their real primary Being 
admittedly never began and will never cease to exist. But besides 
this a real ordered world of things was to be born and grow. Out 
of what? Not out of the original real Being, for that already was, 
absolutely and completely ; no second being could come out of it. 
Not out of nothing, for all agreed that nothing could come out of 
nothing. Therefore a changing world of many real things can never 
arise. 

This first conclusion : 'No becoming or perishing of anything 
real', was accepted by subsequent thinkers. They agreed that the 
ultimately real factors-elements, atoms, etc.-could not begin or 
cease to exist. But they evaded the conclusion that a manifold 
world could never exist by making their ultimately real things a 
plurality instead of a unity, and by reducing the ' becoming' of 
things composed of them to a rearrangement of the ultimately real 
factors. 

Frag. 8, zz-25. What is, being one and homogeneous, is indivisible. 

The last paragraph showed that no second being could arise out 
of nothing by way of addition to the Being that always exists. 
Next, it is denied that this unique Being could become many by way 
of division, which would not involve any fresh being, but only loss 
of unity. Being is one, homogeneous, and continuous, without any 
distinction of parts, and such a unity cannot be broken up. 

Nor is it divisible, since it is all alike (homogeneous) ; nor is there 
something more here than there, that might hinder it from hold­
ing together, nor some part weaker, but it is all full of what is. 

25 Therefore it is all continuous ; for what is is close to what is. 

The One Being, if it is really and absolutely one, is indivisible, 
because it is all alike (without any distinction of one part from 
another) and uniformly distributed ; there is not more of it in one 
place than in another. Also there are no gaps in it. There is, 
therefore, no reason why it should break up into different parts and 
so become many. This denial has several applications. 

Anaximander's Boundless was without internal limits or distinc­
tions (one sense of aneteov) until the opposites, hot and cold, began 
to be separated out. If so, Parmenides argues, then no distinctions 
could ever break out. They could be due only to some unevenness 
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or want of homogeneity and equilibrium ; but that is inconsistent 
with perfect unity. So Melissus : ' Since it is one, it is throughout 
alike ; for if it were unlike, it would be more than one, and so not 
one but many.' 1 It would, in fact, have distinct parts, one hot, 
another cold, or (as in Anaximenes' Air) one denser, another rarer; 
and there would then be at least two original beings. If there is 
only one, it must be all alike, and there will be no reason why it 
should break up into two or many.2 

The insistence on continuity is aimed at the Pythagorean doctrine 
of the unlimited ' void ' which was invoked to separate the units of 
which numbers are composed, and in cosmogony as the air or breath 
separating solid bodies in space. The Atomists later identified body 
with what is and the void with what is not, or nothing. But 
Parmenides declares that ' nothing ' cannot exist ; and since this 
' nothing ' is required to separate a plurality of discrete things, there 
can be no such plurality. Being must be absolutely continuous. 
Melissus expands this doctrine: 'Nor is there any emptiness; for 
emptiness is nothing, and what is nothing cannot be. Nor does it 
move ; for it has nowhere to betake itself to, but is full. If there 
were any emptiness, it would betake itself into the emptiness ; but 
since there is no emptiness, it has nowhere to betake itself to. And 
it cannot be dense or rare ; for the rare cannot be as full as the 
dense, but the rare must be emptier than the dense. What is full 
must be distinguished from what is not full in this way: if a thing 
has room for anything else and takes it in, it is not full ; if it has no 
room to take it in, it is full. Now it must be full, if there is no empti­
ness; and if it is full, it does not move' (frag. 7, 7-ro). 

Aristotle resumes the doctrine as follows : Some of the old philo­
sophers held that what is must be one and immovable. The void, 
they argue, is not ; but unless there is a void with a separate being 
of its own, ' what is cannot be moved, nor again can it be many, 
since there is nothing to keep things apart. And in this latter 
respect, they think, the view that the universe is not continuous, but 
consists of discrete things in contact (with no separating void, as in 
Empedocles) is no better than the view that it is not one thing, but 
many together with a void (as in Atomism) . . . Further, they 
maintain it is equally necessary to deny the existence of motion. 
Reasoning in this way, they were led to transcend sense-perception 
and to disregard it on the ground that one ought to follow the 

1 Restored as frag. 6a, by Burnet, E.G.P. 3, 322, from Simplic., Phys. 
IJO, 30 ff., and MXG. 974a, IJ. 

2 Cf. Plato, Tim. 57E. In a state of uniformity (&,.a.Ao-r'7>) there can only 
be rest, for there can be no distinction of mover and moved. Motion requires 
lack of uniformity, due to inequality. 
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rational argument ; and so they assert that the universe is one and 
immovable ' (de gen. et carr. 325a, 2). 

Aristotle's last sentence may refer to the goddess' injunction to 
'judge by reasoning' (A.6ycp), not by the senses (7, 5), or perhaps to 
another fragment which is relevant to our context 1 : 

Look at things which though far off (from the senses?) are yet 
surely present to thought.2 For you cannot cut off being from 
holding fast to being, whether as scattering itself everywhere in 
an order, or as coming together 3 (frag. 4 [2]). 

If we trust reasoning against the senses, we shall see that Being 
cannot be divided and ' scattered' to form a world order (x6a,uo~) ; 
nor can such an order be formed by putting together parts already 
scattered. 

Parmenides means to assert that what is continuous (aV'vexi~) 
is not merely undivided but indivisible. Indivisibility always 
remained as the attribute of the unit of number ; and it was 
naturally asserted of those unit-points having magnitude which 
appear in the Pythagorean Atomism criticised by Zeno. It still 
remains in the impenetrable bodies which the later Atomists, 
Leucippus and Democritus, called ' being ' in contrast with the 
void. Only they maintain that there is eternally an unlimited 
number of physically indivisible beings, not one only. Aristotle,4 on 
the other hand, where he criticises the Eleatic dogma that 'the All 
is One ', points out that Parmenides was misled by the ambiguity 
of the term ' one '. ' Continuous ' and ' indivisible ' are two 
distinct senses. If the One is continuous, it must be divisible with­
out limit and so 'many', at least potentially; whereas if it is 
indivisible (like a mere point or arithmetical unit), there will be no 
quantity or quality, and the universe can be neither unlimited 
(Melissus), nor limited (Parmenides), for the limited is divisible, 
though the limit is not. 

Parmenides has now denied reality to the Unlimited in all its 
senses. There is no boundless stuff outside, from which any part 
of the world's substance could be drawn. There is no void, either 
outside or inside the extent of Being. There is no unlimited 
plurality of units ; for Being is unique and cannot be increased by 
addition. Nor is Being infinitely divisible into a plurality, since it 
is homogeneous and continuous. 

1 Possibly this fragment has dropped out after 8, 25 (Zeller-Nestle, 1 7 , 6gz). 
Frag. 5 appears here in l'roclus, and this may indicate a gap. 

2 Cf. Emped. 17, Sr, 'Contemplate her (Philia) with thy thought (vo'!') 
and sit not bemused by thine eyes.' 

3 Heracl. 9ID, C1Kl8V7]<1t Kat 7Ta,\w auvayn. • Phys. Aii, I85b, 6. 
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Frag. 8, 26-42. What is cannot move or change. 
Motion and change had hitherto been accepted as self-evident 

facts, and both had been attributed by philosophers to the real 
primary being. This had been regarded as alive, 'immortal' as 
well as imperishable, and consequently as always moving ; and the 
opposites had been separated out of it in the cosmogonical process. 
As Melissus' argument (p. 40) shows, it was held that nothing can 
move unless there is empty space for it to move into. 1 Motion 
accordingly becomes impossible, if there is no void. For Par­
menides there can be no void, either outside his One Being or as 
interstices inside it ; for the empty is nothing, and nothing cannot 
exist. Hence the One Being cannot move from place to place, nor 
can any motion occur within its complete continuity. 

But it is immovable in the limits of its mighty bonds, without 
beginning or cessation, since becoming and ceasing to be have 
been driven afar, and true belief has thrust them out. 

' Immovable' (ax{v'l]·wv) denies both locomotion and change of any 
sort. 2 The earlier rejection of all becoming and ceasing to be is 
invoked as proof that no motion could ever begin or cease, and no 
change ever occur, since any change implies that something which 
was not comes to be, or something which is ceases to be. 

The same and abiding in the same (place), it is set by itself, and 
30 thus it abides there firm and unmoved ; for overmastering 

Necessity holds it in the bonds of the limit that fences it about, 
because it is not permitted that what is should be imperfect ; 
for it is not in need of anything; if it were (imperfect?), it 
would be in need of everything. 3 

The One Being is not imperfect (unfinished, incomplete, 
are.A.evrrrrov) and has no need or lack of anything. Parmenides 
connects these attributes with immovableness. They had been 
regarded as divine attributes. Xenophanes said of his one God : 
'He always abides in the same (place) not moving at all; nor does 
it beseem him to shift from place to place' (frag. 26). He also 
objected to the gods being spoken of as masters or servants of one 
another, because none of them has any needs.4 ' In discussions 

1 Plato, Theaet. I8oE, M£>.taaol T£ Kat Ilapp.£vl8at •.• llttaxupl~oVTat 6Js ;v T£ 

1rc£VTa £0'T~ Kai luTT}K£V aaiT0 £v aifrcp oVK lxov xc.!Jpav £v n KtV€'tTaL. 
s Emped. I], IJ, can call his elements unchanging {aKlV7JTot), though they 

are always moving in space . 
• (p.~J lov 8' av 1TUVTOS ill£iTo. The reading is doubtful. 
'[Plut.] Strom. 4 = Vors. 2I [rr]A, J2, lmll£ia8al T£ p.7]1l£VOS avTWV fL7Jil£Va p.1jll' 

o>.ws. Xen., Mem. I, 6, IO, vop.l~w TO p.7]8€vos 8£ia8at 8€'iov Elvat. Eur., Her. IJ4I, 
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of the divine,' says Aristotle, 'popular philosophy often propounds 
the view that whatever is divine, whatever is primary and supreme, 
is necessarily unchangeable. This confirms what we have said; for 
there is nothing else stronger than it to move it-since that would 
mean more divine-and it has no defect and lacks none of its proper 
excellences ' (ovr' ev&e~ nov avrov xaJ.wv ov&v6~ eanv, de caelo 
279a, 31). The suggestion is that a perfect being could have no 
reason to change or move, as an animal must move about to supply 
its needs.l Parmenides' One Being inherits these divine character­
istics, but he never calls it ' god ' or speaks of it as alive or conscious. 
As Diels remarks, he must have intentionally avoided associating it 
with the popular conception of gods. To deny all motion is to deny 
life ; and here Parmenides makes a clear break from earlier systems. 

Perfection also implies limitedness. The complete (reJ.swv) 
cannot be without end (dJ.o~) or limit (nsea~). The assertion that 
Being is held by Necessity in the bonds of the limit may be directed 
against Anaximander's Boundless, which he called ' the divine '. 
It will lead presently to the assertion of spherical shape. But here 
the perfection and completeness of Being recalls the premiss that 
' what can be thought is the same as what can be '. This Being is 
all that can be conceived by rational thought. 

Thinking and the thought that it is are one and the same. 
35 For you will not find thought apart from that which is, in respect 

of which thought is uttered ; for there is and shall be no other 
besides what is, since Destiny has fettered it so as to be whole and 
immovable. 

Therefore all those (names) will be a mere word-all (the 
names) that mortals have agreed upon, believing that they are 

40 true : becoming and perishing, both being and not being, change 
of place, and interchange of bright colour. 

Since Being is ' whole ' and complete, there can be no other being 
left outside it, no second object of thought. And it is unchangeable, 
since there is nothing that it ' is not ' and could come to be by chang­
ing. The only quality mentioned is colour, which was regarded as 
the inseparable concomitant of the surface or ' limit ' of a solid 
body. 2 Since Being has a limit, it might be expected to have colour. 

o • ' • (J ' • • ' ' (J • (J ' ' 0 ' A t' h S h f o€tTat. yap, 0
1 

eos, ,£tw£p ~aT ~p WS' £o;, o~u£vo~. ~ lp 0~ ?P ~,, rag. 1 IO 
= Smd. all£T}TOS' o I-'TJil£vos ll£oP-tvos Kat 1rana £xwv. Ant</>wv £V a A>.1J9nas' 
'Sui --roVTo oV8Ev0S' 0Ei'Tat {8e0s? voiis?) oV8E 1rpoa8Jxe-rat oV8£V6S' Tt, cLU' d1rupos 
Kat all.!TJTos.' (Here a7Tnpos appears to be used as by Anaxagoras of his Nous. 
See note, ad Joe., Diels-Kranz, Vors. 6 , 87 [8o], B, 10) 

1 At Tim. 33CD, Plato describes the divine universe as having no need of 
food from without, and then as having no limbs for locomotion. 

2 Above, p. 19. 
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But this Parmenides must deny, as well as all the other sensible 
opposites. 

Frag. 8, 42-49. The Sphere of Being. 
The above negations are now followed by the positive description 

of Being as a sphere. 

But since there is a furthest limit, it is complete on every side, 
like the mass of a well-rounded Sphere, everywhere equally 
poised from the midst. For it cannot be something greater or 

45 something weaker in one place or in another. For neither is 
there a Nothing that could stop it from attaining to uniformity, 
nor could what is possibly be more here and less there, since it 
is all inviolable. For it is every way equal to itself 1 and meets 
with its limits uniformly. 

Here Parmenides once more denies the void as a ' nothing ' that 
would interrupt the continuity of Being and make it a plurality, 
and also any variation of density such as might destroy its equili­
brium and cause it to break up into opposites preying on one 
another.2 The Sphere is the obvious figure, being the only solid 
contained by a single unbroken surface. So Plato's Demiurge gave 
the world the shape that was fitting and akin to its nature : ' accord­
ingly he turned its shape rounded and spherical, equidistant every 
way from centre to extremity-a figure the most perfect and uniform 
of all ; for he judged uniformity to be immeasurably better than its 
opposite' 3 (Tim. 33B). 

THE WAY OF SEEMING 

At this point the Way of Truth ends. 'Here', the goddess 
continues, ' I put an end to the trustworthy reasoning and thought 
concerning the truth.' The rational deduction of all the attributes 
that can belong to real Being is complete. It is a geometrical solid, 

• 1 ol., refl~xive, as in H?m·:. Od. xi, 434 (Frankel). Cf. Emp., 29, 3, atf>a'ipos 
E7JV Kat (1TaVToiJEV > laos £aii"T'I'· 

• I understand aav.\ov, ' inviolable ', as negating Anaximander's doctrine 
that things pay the penalty of their unjust invasions of one another's provinces 
and suffer reprisals (which could be expressed by av.\at, aii.\ov). Plato's world 
needs no hands to defend itself, Tim. 330. 

3 The whole context in Parmenides seems to me against the view that the 
Sphere is metaphorical, ' a simile illustrating the possibility of rational 
thinking' (A. H. Coxon, The Philos. of Parm., C.Q. xxx, 140). It is the 
movement of spherical revolution that symbolises reason in Plato (not the shape 
of the figure and the equidistance of extremity from centre), and Parmenides' 
sphere does not move. Also Plato takes it literally at Soph. 244E, and he 
is not the man to criticise Parmenides captiously. 
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occupying the whole of space, having the perfect shape of the sphere, 
and filled with continuous, uniform, and homogeneous ' being'. 
The essential point is that all these attributes belong to the categories 
of extension and quantity, the mathematical categories. The 
Sphere does not contain the opposites of sensible quality. For that 
reason it seems wrong to describe Parmenides' theory as corporeal 
monism. He does not call his being ' body' (awf-ta). When Plato 
has spoken of the visible world as a unique and everlasting living 
creature, he constructs its body before turning to its soul, and 
remarks that 'it must needs be bodily (awf-ta-roetl5i~) and so visible 
and tangible ; and nothing is visible without fire or tangible without 
earth. Accordingly the god began by making the body of the world 
out of fire and earth ', adding afterwards the two other elements 
(Tim. JIB). Parmenides' One Being does not contain fire and earth, 
and is not visible or tangible. It contains neither light and dark­
ness, corresponding to sight, nor hard and soft, hot and cold, etc., 
corresponding to touch. It is an object of thought, not of the 
senses. The goddess now states that to add these opposites, ranged 
under the primary pair, Light (Fire) and Darkness (Night), is to take 
an illegitimate step for which reason gives no warrant. All the 
opposites appear to our senses, and mortals have accepted them 
as real; but it is here that they have gone wrong. These qualities 
cannot be deduced, like the attributes so far considered, from the 
premisses of the Way of Truth. 

Frag. 8, so-6r. Transition to the Way of Seeming 

50 Here I put an end to the trustworthy reasoning and thought 
concerning the truth. Henceforward learn what seems to 
mortals, hearkening to the deceitful order of my words. 

Parmenides was told at the outset to judge by reasoning (xeivat 
A.6ycp 7, 5) and not to trust his senses. Here, where false belief is 
about to take the mortal leap and follow the senses, the rational 
account (A.6yo~ ~15e v67Jf-ta) of the truth gives place to a ' deceitful 
order of words' (x6af-tOV bdwv) or names. 'Cosmos' is used with 
reference to its sense of world-order.1 The cosmogony which follows 
in the Way of Seeming is a cosmos of false names, which are not 
names of the real. 

1 As in frag. 4 [2], aKti5vaJLevov •.. KaT<l K6aJLOv, and Heracl., 30D (20 Byw.). 
Heracl., I, speaks of the everlasting truth (.\Oyo~) which might be learnt from 
the words (£ .. £wv) and things which he sets forth ; thus he claims that his 
words are not deceitful. Empedocles (I7, 26), similarly, controverting 
Parmenides' denial of the visible elements, says • av a· <lKOIIE .\&you UT6.\ov OVK 

a1TaT7J.\&v, significantly substituting .\&yov for Parmenides' E7Tiwv. 

45 



INTRODUCTION 

For mortals have made up their minds to name two forms, 
of which it is not right to name one-that is where they have 

55 gone astray-and have distinguished them as opposite in fashion 
and assigned to them marks apart from one another : here the 
flaming Fire of heaven, gentle, very light, in every direction 
the same with itself, but not the same as the other 1 ; and also 
that other, its very opposite, blind Night, a form dense and 

6o heavy. This disposition of things, all plausible, 2 I tell thee ; 
for so no mortal judgment shall ever outstrip thee. 

The phrase ' of which it is not right to name one ' has, I think, been 
misinterpreted by those who understand that mortals were wrong 
to name the second form, Night, but right to name the first, Fire. 
Aristotle, indeed, says that Parmenides ' ranked hot or fire under 
Being, cold or earth under Not-being'. This may not be based 
solely on our passage, which says nothing of hot and cold or of earth; 
but it must mean that fire or heat is, if not wholly real, somehow 
the more real of the two, or that it represents the real in the world 
of sensible appearance. But it is hard to believe that Parmenides, 
with his uncompromising alternative, ' It is or it is not,' and his 
absolute construction of being and not-being, can have held that 
fire has any claim to reality. He must have seen that our belief 
in the existence of fire as light or warmth rests on precisely the same 
ground as our belief in the existence of darkness and cold-the 
evidences of the senses, which see the light and feel the warmth. 
If the belief in fire and light as real had for him any rational basis, 
they would have figured in the Way of Truth; but there is not a 
word about them. Nor does any early philosopher conceive that 
one sensible opposite can exist without the other-light without 
darkness or heat without cold. The whole drift and meaning of the 
poem demand that the sense should be : mortals, though they have 
rightly named Being, have been wrong in going further and naming 
in addition two forms when not one should have been named. We 
must, accordingly, understand the goddess to mean: 'mortals have 
decided to name two forms, of which it is not right to name (so 
much as) one '. 3 Both names are false ; neither form is real. The 

1 This phrase may throw light on the condemnation of mortals for holding 
that being is 'the same and not the same ' (frag. 6, 8). 

2 eot1<6-ra, sc. Tots ETVJLOLaL. Xenoph., 35, Taiha S£So~aa1Jw JLlV eotl<oTa TOtS" 

eTVJ.LOLaL. Hom., Od. 19, 203, and Hes., Theog. 2], o/J£VS£a 1ro.Ua ETVJLoLaw OJ.LOia. 
Plato, Tim. 29c : accounts of an £l~<cfw can only be £l~<oT£S" .\oyo•, <i.U' Jav apa 
JL7JS£Vor .jnov 1Tap£X,;,JL£1Ja El1<6-ras, dya1rav XPV· The last words may be Plato's 
paraphrase of l. 61. 

• This seems to be substantially in agreement with H. Gomperz (Psych. 
Beob. 16), ' statt einer Einheit eine Zweiheit (von der eben die eine Einheit 
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next fragment, which followed after a short interval, states the 
consequences of this error. 

But now that all things have been named Light and Night and the 
names corresponding to their several powers have been assigned 
to these things and to those, the All is full at once of Light and 
unapparent Night, both equal, since neither has any part in the 
other 1 (frag. 9). 

' The names corresponding to their several powers ' means the names 
of things (qualities, as they were to be called later) such as' the hot ', 
' the cold ', ' the light ', ' the heavy ', etc. In the fifth century 2 

'the hot ', for example, was conceived as an active ' power' 
(<5vYaflt~) residing in bodies and enabling them to act on our senses, 
and to cause ' affections ' (:rr:d.OrJ) in one another. A portion of ' the 
hot ' present in a body is the ' power ' which makes us feel hot and 
heats other, colder, bodies. 'The names corresponding to (or 
falling under) their several powers ' will form a list of opposite 
qualities, arranged, as in the Pythagorean Table of Opposites, in two 
sets (' these things and those ') under the primary pair: 

zu vie! ist, nicht angenommen werden sollte), statt des einen wahrhaft Seienden 
zwei nicht wahrhaft seiende Erscheinungen '. Diels had already objected to 
JLlav as a substitute for T~v ETEfYTiv, but his own interpretation was forced 
and did not really escape the objection. See Zeller-Nestle, 1 7, 703n. M. Dills 
(Parmenide, p. 14) translates: 'deux formes ... dont aucune n'est permies 
seule '. 

1 Cf. Alex. Polyh. ap. Diog. L., viii, 26 (Pythagorean doctrine) : ' Things 
having equal part (la6JLotpa) in the world are Light and Darkness .. .' 
Light and Darkness, Day and Night, Fire and 'Air '-each member of the 
pair has, in the ordered world, its own distinct province or lot (JLo'ipa), fixed 
by Destiny. ' Fate (<lJLapJL£V7J) is the cause of things being thus disposed, 
both as a whole and part by part' (ibid., 27). 

2 Especially in the medical writers. See the evidence collected by J. 
Souilhe, Etude sur le terme LluvaJL•> (Paris, 1919). The prominence of this 
use of SuvaJLL> in the medical writers is due to the obvious fact that a doctor 
is interested in substances in so far as they have the power to affect (1rot<'iv) 
the physical state of the patient (o 1raaxwv). Hence he studies ' powers • 
such as ' the sweet ', ' the bitter ', ' the saline ', etc., to find remedies con­
taining the powers (SvvaJL£L> Toii 1TOL<iv) required. Souilhe (p. 26), in agree­
ment with the scholion on 8, 56-59 (Simplic., Phys. 31, 3), remarks on our 
passage : ' ces SvvaJL£L> ne sont autres que les qualites opposees : le chaud 
et le froid, le dur et le mou, le Ieger et le dense ', and points out that the 
term SUvaJLL<; is attributed to the doctor Alcmaeon : • AI\KJLalwv Tfj<; JLEV vy,<las 
EfvaL aVV£KTLK~V T~V laovop.lav TWv Svvclp.ewv, VypoV e1JpOD ifivxpoV 8epp.oV 1T'KpoV Kai. 

""'" >.at?Twv (Aet., v, 30, r). See also Mr. H. C. Baldry's interesting paper 
on Plato's 'Technical Terms', C.Q. xxxi (1937), 141 ff. Plato uses JLapt/>al 
and Svvaf1£L> for the qualities filling space 'before ' the Demiurge adds 
the geometrical shapes of the four primary bodies (Tim. 52D). 
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Light 
rare (aeau)v) 
light (e.l.a1J?e6v) 

Darkness 
dense (:nmuvov) 
heavy (e!lf3edH~), etc. 

The scholium quoted by Simplicius (Phys. JI, 3) adds two more 
pairs : hot and cold, soft and hard. 

So this fragment says: Once you have named (and so wrongly 
recognised as real) Light and Night, drawn up a list of corresponding 
physical qualities, and added them to the geometrical Sphere 
deduced in the Way of Truth, from that moment the All (namely 
the Sphere) will at once be full (no longer merely of homogeneous 
' being ', but) of these pairs of sensible opposites. They are equally 
balanced, and ' neither has any part in the other ' : the opposites 
in each pair, such as the hot and the cold, are separate things, 
' apart from one another ', but capable of being combined in mi:x:­
tures.1 We shall then have recognised and added to our con­
ception of the Sphere the plurality of powers with which bodies 
must be endowed in order to affect our senses and to act on one 
another. 

The ancients debated whether the Sphere described in the Way 
of Truth was or was not the visible ' Heaven' (Oveav6~).2 The 
answer is that the Sphere, or 'the All', is not the visible Heaven 
until it has been filled with light and darkness and all the other 
opposite powers ; the geometrical solid filling all space then becomes 
the perceptible physical body of the world. The addition has 
converted the permanent ground of being, which alone is real, into 
an initial state of things (aex~), a possible starting-point of becoming. 
Given a physical body filled with opposite powers, analogous to 
Anaximander's unlimited body or Empedocles' Sphere, from which 
opposites are separated out, cosmogony can start and proceed on 
the traditional lines : 

Thou shalt know the nature of the sky, and all the signs in the 
sky, and the destructive operation of the sun's pure shining torch, 
and whence they arose ; and thou shalt learn the wandering works 
of the round-eyed moon and her nature. Thou shalt know too 
the embracing Heaven, whence it was born, and how Necessity 
drove and fettered it to hold the limits of the stars . . . how 

1 Plut., adu. Col. III4B (on Parmenides), os yE Ka! 8ttiKoap.ov 1rnrol7JTaL 
Kal aTOtX£i'a IL"'Y"U~ TO 'Aap.1rpOv Kal aKo'T£w0v €K ToVTwv T<i tf>aw0p.£va 1r&VTa KaL 
l)..0, ToJrwv d.1rOTE',\E'i'. 

• Simplic., Phys. 143· 4· ov8~ Tel> ovpavii> £¢appOTTEL Ta Trap' aVTOU AEyop.£VG, ws 
TWaS' inro,\a{J£iv 0 Et'i87]p.Or tfnla'v ciKoVaaVTaS' -roV ' w&.VTo8£V alKVK,\ov atf>alfY'IIs €va.AlyKwv 
/)yK'II.' 
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earth and sun and moon, and the common sky, and the Milky 
Way, and utmost Olympus, and the burning might of the stars 
set forth to come into being (frag. 10, n). 

The Heaven is driven (in its circular motion) by Necessity and 
' fettered to hold the limits ' of the visible fiery stars. These words 
are meant to recall, by way of contrast, what was said of the Sphere, 
'held by Necessity in the bonds of its limit' (circumference), and 
'fettered by Destiny so as to be whole and immovable' (8, 30, 37). 
The limits of the stars are those bands (adcpavat) which Parmenides 
substitutes for the circles of the heavenly bodies forming the cosmic 
harmony of the Pythagorean Heaven. Thus the immovable and 
homogeneous Sphere is converted into the revolving Heaven with 
all the multiplicity of changing appearances. 

If I have rightly interpreted the transition to the Way of Seeming, 
a much debated question is settled. Since this Way is denounced 
as false, it has been supposed that the cosmogony it contains cannot 
be of Parmenides' own construction. It has been regarded as either 
a systematisation or a mere catalogue of beliefs about the world 
held by ordinary men or set forth in the poetical cosmogonies and 
in the philosophic systems of the sixth century; and it is understood 
that the whole is dismissed as simply false. On this hypothesis it 
is hard to account for the form and contents of this part of the poem. 
Though few fragments survive, we are told enough to know that 
there was a long and detailed cosmogony in the traditional narrative 
style. The principle of the harmony of opposites was restored and 
personified as a goddess, in the midst of the bands of the heavenly 
bodies, who governs all things : ' everywhere it is she who is the 
beginner of painful birth and marriage, sending the female to the 
embrace of the male, and again the male to the female '. ' First of 
all the gods she devised Eros.' There followed a theogony and an 
account of the ' violent deeds ' in the dynastic succession of the 
supreme gods. We hear also of an anthropogony, views about the 
fiery nature of the soul, an account of sense-perception, and so on. 
There are, moreover, some features, such as the theory of the 
adcpavat, of which there is no trace elsewhere. Would any philoso­
pher, wishing to discredit popular beliefs or the doctrines of rival 
schools, cast them into the form of a cosmogony, without a hint of 
irony, caricature, or criticism, so that the ancients themselves could 
not discover that the doctrines were not his own ? The doxo­
graphers attribute them to Parmenides, just like the opinions of 
any other philosopher. 

The more natural view that the cosmogony is Parmenides' own 
can claim the support of Aristotle : 

P.P. 49 E 



INTRODUCTION 

' Parmenides seems to speak with more insight (than Xenophanes 
and Melissus, who are " a little too crude"). For holding that, 
alongside what is, what is not is nothing, he thinks that what is 
is necessarily one and there is nothing else . . . but being con­
strained to fall in with obvious appearances, and supposing that, 
whereas the One exists according to rational argument, there is 
a plurality according to our senses, he restores two causes or 
principles, hot and cold, i.e. fire and earth ; and of these he ranks 
the hot under what is, the cold under what is not ' (Met. g86b, 27). 

Aristotle (whether rightly or wrongly) clearly means that Par­
menides 1 could not ignore the manifest appearances of the sensible 
world entirely, but felt bound to give some account of it, though 
reason might assure him that the real must be one. So he restored, 
• put back again' (naAtv r:f()1}at), the two opposite principles which 
the Way of Truth had banished from the Sphere. 

This is exactly what we have found the goddess doing where she 
passes from the Way of Truth to the Way of Seeming. If we take 
her language literally, she seems to suggest that mortals are respon­
sible for the apparent (though unreal) existence of sensible qualities. 
When Fire and Night have been 'named', she says, the All is at 
once full of both. To give a thing a substantive name is to recognise 
it as a substance. But Parmenides cannot have thought that men 
actually endowed the Heaven with all its appearances by an arbi­
trary agreement to give them names. If the appearances were not 
first given, how could mortals set about naming them ? But if 
the language is not taken literally, he has left the appearances 
unexplained. Reasoning has convinced him that they are incom­
patible with the necessary nature of reality. Mortals are deluded 
by the senses and ought not to believe in the forms which their eyes 
seem to reveal. Why the senses delude us, how false appearances 
can be given, he cannot tell. The problem was left for Plato to 
attempt, and he everywhere implies that no solution was to be 
found in Parmenides. As himself a mortal, Parmenides is con­
strained to fall in with obvious appearances. He gives his fable 
of the birth of a visible world and all its parts, perhaps a better 
story than others have given: ' for so no mortal judgment shall 

1 The Parmenides who ' speaks with insight ' and is • constrained to fall 
in with appearances' is the man, not (as Burnet suggests, E.G.P. 8 , r82) a 
part of the poem containing views which Aristotle knew that Parmenides 
condemned. Theophrastus (Dox. 482) simply repeats Aristotle's statement 
jn somewhat different terms and so confirms his view. He says that Par­
menides 'followed both ways' (not the Way of Truth only) and 'tried to 
give an account of the origin of things ' (not merely to record the false 
opinions of others). 

so 



PARMENIDES' WAY OF TRUTH 

ever outstrip thee '. The story is ' plausible ', but not true ; and 
he knows exactly where the error comes in. It is not an alternative 
to the Way of Truth, for the Way of Truth is not a cosmogony, but 
stops short where cosmogony must begin.l The Way of Seeming is 
a continuation, but an illegitimate continuation, vitiated by the 
mortal leap. To borrow the language of the allegorical proem, 
Parmenides has turned back through the Gates of Day and Night 
(light and darkness) to re-enter the world of things that ' seem ', 
which he must also traverse on his journey through all things (&a 
naVTO~ n£lVTa ne(!WVTa, I, 32). 

Had Parmenides been less clear-sighted, less uncompromisingly 
logical, his system would have been presented in a different form, 
as a physical doctrine of the pattern that has ever since been familiar. 
The Sphere of Being would have stood in the place of that rational 
nature of things which has been so variously conceived by science 
as numbers, invisible atoms, extension, energy, waves, electrical 
charges, and so forth. These entities seem to common sense no less 
far removed than the Parmenidean Sphere from the appearances 
they profess to support and explain ; and men of science are not 
always able to decide whether they have a physical existence or are 
convenient figments of the reason, persisting in the demand, first 
formulated by Parmenides, that the real shall be rational. Par­
menides stands alone in his candid admission that his rational 
reality will not explain irrational appearances, but is irreconcilable 
with them. Hence his system is presented in two chapters, separ­
ated by a gap which he does not pretend to have bridged and even 
declares to be impassable. 

This gap corresponds to the most striking and questionable 
transition in the Pythagorean evolution of the visible Heaven from 
the original One: ' from solid figure, sensible body'. Even if it 
be granted that the geometrical solid can be built up from, or 
analysed into, surfaces, lines, and points identified with the units of 
number, how can such a solid be endowed with perceptible qualities 
or ' powers ', like hot and cold ? This is precisely the objection 
urged by Aristotle against the Pythagoreans (p. I4 above). No 
process of reasoning can ever deduce the existence of such properties. 
But Parmenides challenges and rejects not only this step, but every 
step in the Pythagorean process of cosmogony. His Sphere of 
Being is not the outcome of any process ; ' it never was nor will be, 
but is now all at once '. The reasoning of the Way of Truth does 
not construct this Being; it merely enumerates and establishes all 

1 Plut .• A mat. 756E, accordingly quotes frag. IJ, -rrpdmaTOV fLEV "EpwTa o~wv 
fL1JTlaaTo -rraVTwv as occurring £v Tfi Koap.oyovlq., as if this were the recognised title 
of the second Part. Cf. Zeller-Nestle, 1 7, 683. 
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the properties logically implied by the initial assertion that it is 
and that it is one. Parmenides holds that a One Being, such as all 
philosophers had posited as a starting-point, must already possess 
all these properties, and it can neither possess any others nor acquire 
them by any process of evolution. 1 What is cannot become ; what 
is one cannot be many. Accordingly, as Aristotle remarks, the 
theory that Being is one and unchangeable is not a contribution to 
the study of Nature. Such a Being is not a principle or starting­
point (aez~) at all, for a principle must be a principle of something 
other than itself, and there is nothing else (Phys. r84b, 27). 

1 So the Way of Truth is, in a sense, circular : ' It is all one to me where I 
begin; for I shall come back there again' (frag. 5 (3]). 
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CHAPTER III 

ZENO AND PYTHAGOREAN ATOMISM 

PARMENIDES is responsible for the course taken by natural philo­
sophy in the fifth century. No advance could be made without 
breaking through the network of his remorseless logic, which had 
left the world our senses show us with no basis in true being or 
reality. The essential weaknesses of his reasoning were not evident 
to his immediate successors ; it remained for Plato to expose them. 
Meanwhile three attempts were made to evade some of his conclu­
sions. If the sense world was to be rehabilitated as no mere illusion, 
it was necessary above all to justify the universal belief of mortals 
that plurality and change are facts which cannot be argued out of 
existence. Parmenides appeared to have proved that a manifold 
and changing world cannot be derived from a single homogeneous 
substance. His successors did not clearly see the ambiguities 
lurking in the terms' unity' and 'being' ; but they saw that there 
was nothing irrational in the supposition of a plurality of real beings 
(noUa ov-ra), whether limited or illimitable in number, provided 
that these real beings were taken as ultimate. If cosmogony could 
no longer start from a single principle, it was still possible to build 
up a world-order starting from a plurality of ultimately real factors. 

All three pluralist systems were conscious and explicit replies to 
Parmenides. The most complex was produced by Empedocles, 
who belonged by origin to the Italian tradition, but fused with it 
elements taken from the Ionians. His Sphere differs from the 
Sphere of Parmenides in that it is not one homogeneous substance 
with unbroken continuity, but a mechanical mixture of four quali­
tatively different elements, which can move apart from one another 
without suffering any internal change. These elements are the 
four fundamental opposites of Anaximander-the hot, the cold, 
the moist, the dry-identified with Fire, Air, Water and Earth. 
They are eternally distinct, before as well as after the sorting-out 
process ; they emerge simply by moving in space, not by any 
mysterious process of generation from an indiscriminate fusion in 
which no demarcation as yet existed-if that was really what 
Anaximander meant by his ' Boundless '. In this way the One was 
always many-a One with four distinct parts. Empedocles accepted 
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two Parmenidean conclusions: (I) the denial of the void, and (2) 
the maxim' No becoming or perishing of anything ultimately real'. 

(I) 'In the All there is no part empty or too full' (frag. I3) ; ' In 
the All is nothing empty ; whence then could something come into 
it? ' (frag. 14). This echoes Parmenides' denial of void spaces 
inside the All, and his rejection of the Pythagorean notion of a world 
which grows and expands by breathing in the surrounding air or 
vacancy. On the other hand, Empedocles saw that, if there are 
several elements, they can move without needing empty spaces 
to move into, by passing through one another and taking one 
another's places. The denial of the void does not then entail the 
denial either of plurality or of motion. 

(2) The principle of No Becoming is clearly accepted in the 
following fragments : 

Fools-for they have no far-reaching thoughts, who imagine 
that what was not before begins to be, or that a thing dies and is 
destroyed altogether. 

For it is impossible that there should be becoming out of what 
is not at all, and impossible and unheard-of that what is should 
perish utterly. For there it will always be, wherever one may 
keep thrusting it. (Frags. II, I2.) 

There is no birth of any mortal things, nor any end in miserable 
death, but only a mixing and interchange of what is mixed; and 
'birth ' is only a name men give to these things (frag. 8). 

Here Empedocles is denying that there is any real becoming or 
perishing, in the full Parmenidean sense, of' mortal things'. When 
a temporary compound of the four immortal elements is said to come­
into-being (y{yvsaOat) or to be born (cpiJvat), we are not to suppose 
that anything real has come into being out of nothing, or changed. 
What we call ' becoming ' or ' birth ' is only a mixing or rearrange­
ment of eternal unchanging elements, meeting in a new compound. 
When this compound is said to 'die' or to 'cease to be', the 
elements are merely dissolved or redistributed. 

Empedocles also followed Parmenides in holding that the All is 
finite ; it is a Sphere containing the whole of all the four elements, 
which are equal in extent. The significant change is the recognition 
of four real things-not one only-which, though eternal and 
unchanging and each homogeneous throughout all its parts, yet 
possess the fundamental contrary powers perceived by the senses 
and can be broken up into parts which move about in space. The 
ultimately real things thus become once more things that we actually 
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perceive; reality is restored to the visible world, together with 
plurality and motion. 

In the pure Ionian tradition Anaxagoras, not sharing the Italian 
prejudice against unlimitedness, retained the Milesian notion of a 
boundless source of materials from which a world could be formed. 
Like Empedocles, however, he accepts the Parmenidean maxim 
that nothing real can become or perish, and substitutes the com­
bination and dissolution of a plurality of ultimate things. 

'The Greeks are not right in recognising (in conventional lan­
guage) coming-into-being and perishing. No thing comes into 
being or perishes, but from things that are it is compounded and 
dissolved. So the right name for coming-into-being would be 
"being compounded" , for perishing" being dissolved" ' (frag. 17). 

Like the parallel fragment of Empedocles, this probably refers 
primarily to the alleged becoming and perishing of individual 
' mortal ' things. Anaxagoras' ultimate factors are different, but 
ordinary 'things' are formed and dissolved by similar processes, 
the combination and dissolution of permanent and immutable 
components. These components are unlimited in number, and they 
were originally ' all together ' in a primitive mixture, from which 
they could be separated out without anything new coming into 
existence and without their suffering any change. So, like Emped­
ocles, Anaxagoras saw that the rigid monism of Parmenides could 
be escaped by postulating an original plurality of ' things that are ' 
and motion in space, the only change that did not involve the coming­
into-being of something new. But he also saw that Empedocles had 
not strictly observed the canon of No Becoming; he had not felt 
any objection to making secondary things-all the variety of organic 
and inorganic substances-coll).e into being out of things which 
were not those substances. ~ piece of flesh, for example, consists, 
according to Empedocles, of four distinct primary things, fire, air, 
water, earth, juxtaposed in nearly equal quantities. It differs from 
other substances in the proportion between the amounts of these 
constituents. Theoretically, if you cut up a piece of flesh, you will 
arrive at a minimum piece of flesh and after that at particles of the 
four elements. When you put these particles together again, flesh 
comes into being out of four things, none of which was flesh before, 
and none of which can ever cease to be what it eternally is. The 
only way to observe strictly the canon of No Becoming is to deny 
the independent existence of any elements simpler than the sub­
stances that we find in Nature and prior to them. Every natural 
substance must itself be elementary, since it cannot arise out of 
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what is not itself. Hence Anaxagoras asserted two principles: 
infinite divisibility and homoeomereity. 

The first declares that any piece of matter, however small, can 
always be subdivided without limit ; you will never arrive at a 
minimum piece that resists further division. There is, in fact, no 
such thing as an atom. 

'For of the small there is no least, but always a lesser; for what 
is cannot cease to be (by being cut up).l But also there is always 
a greater than what is great. And this is equal to the small in 
number; in itself each thing is both great and small' (frag. 3). 

This fragment is the earliest definite statement of the paradox of 
infinite divisibility. Anaxagoras negates one fundamental doctrine 
of Atomism : the existence of physically indivisible bodies. The 
statement is interesting as being probably earlier than the atomism 
of Leucippus and Democritus. The fragment may also mean that 
what is some definite substance cannot cease to be that substance 
by being subdivided: there is no point at which what is flesh (for 
example) will cease to be flesh and become something else-atoms 
or Empedoclean elements. 

This leads to the principle of homoeomereity. Lucretius (r, 834) 
explains what Anaxagoras meant by ' the homoeomereity of things, 
as he called it ' (rerum quam dicit homoeomerian). Natural sub­
stances are composed of smaller parts of the same substance (not of 
anything more ultimate), so that every part, however small, is like 
every other part and like the whole. Any fraction of a piece of 
gold or a piece of flesh will still be gold or flesh, however far the 
division be carried. We need not enter into the difficulties of 
harmonising these principles with the repeated statement that 
' there is a portion of everything in everything '. It is enough to 
note that Anaxagoras' assertion of infinite divisibility and homoeo­
mereity seems to be inspired by his determination to observe 
Parmenides' maxim of No Becoming more strictly than either 
Empedocles or the contemporary atomists. For homoeomereity 
implies that all the qualities we actually perceive in macroscopic 
objects continue to exist in any subdivision of those objects, how­
ever small, though they may be below the level of perception. 

Empedocles and Anaxagoras have been mentioned for the sake of 
comparison with a third way of escape from Parmenidean monism. 

1 ,.c) yap 'clv ovK lcrn ,.c) JL~ (ToJLfi, Zeller) ovK £lva•. Zeller's TOJ.Lti is held to 
involve bad grammar (ovK £lva• for JL~ £lva•) ; and as Diels remarks, the notion 
is easily supplied from the foregoing context. If TOJ.Lfi is to be inserted, we 
might read ovK li1T, TO<J.Lii> JL~ ovK £lva•. 
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This is an early form of atomism, the existence of which in the first 
half of the fifth century, before Leucippus, can be inferred from what 
we know of Zeno's controversial treatise. In the Parmenides (rz8c), 
Zeno is made to describe the treatise there quoted as a work of his 
youth, which had not been intended for publication. When a man 
of forty speaks of his youth, he presumably means his early twenties; 
and if we accept Plato's dates, this would mean that Zeno wrote 
it between 470 and 465. He calls it a defence of Parmenides' 
main thesis, in the form of a counter-attack upon those who derided 
the One Being as entailing many absurd contradictions. The 
treatise was designed to show that still more absurd consequences 
follow from the critics' own thesis, that there exists a plurality of 
things. 

Both Plato and Simplicius speak as if they knew of only one 
treatise by Zeno. It appears to have been divided into several 
arguments (Myot), each of which contained more than one section.1 

A section was called a hypothesis because it opened with a sentence 
of the type:' If things are many, they must be both like and unlike' 
(Parm. IZJE). Each of the two contrary consequences was estab­
lished by a short argument. The conclusion was then drawn, 
that since the consequences are contradictory, the hypothesis is 
false. Here, for example, is one section (frag. 3), most of which is 
preserved by Simplicius : 

' If things are many, the same things must be both finite and 
infinite in number. 

For (a) if things are many, they must be just as many as they 
are, neither more nor less. But if they are as many as they are, 
they will be finite in number. 

(b) If things are many, they will be infinite in number. For 
there will always be others between any of them, and again 
between these yet others. So things are infinite in number. 

But the same things cannot be both finite and infinite in 
number. 

Therefore things are not many.' 

From the fragments and from references in Plato and Proclus we 
obtain the following list of contraries which appeared in the various 
sections. Some conjectural items are added in italics: 

1 Parm. 1270, speaks of 'the first section {u1T<)IJ£a•s, Plato, ''"'X£{fY'II-'a, 
Simplic.) of the first argument' {.\oyos). See Zeller-Nestle, 1 7, 744· Proclus, 
it seems, had not seen the book, and his statement that there were 40 .\&yo• 
is untrustworthy. Three of Suidas' four titles of Zeno's works (Ilpos Tovs 
tfn..\oao,Povs, "Ep•S•s, Il<pl ,Pva<ws) may be various titles of the one book. 
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One and Many (Farm. 129B, D. Fhaedr. 26ID, the Eleatic 
Palamedes (Zeno) can 'make the same things appear both one and 
many'). 

Divisible and Indivisible (see Lee, Zeno of Elea, Section on 
Plurality, pp 12 ff. and notes). 

Finite and Infinite in number (frag. 3). 
At Rest and in Motion (Fhaedr. 26ID, pivovr:&. r:e "al cpe(!OfteVa. 

Farm. 129E, ar:&.atv "al "{vrJatv). 
In itself and In another (?). (See below, p. 149). 
Same and Different (Prod. iv, 22). 
Like and Unlike (Farm. 127E. Fhaedr. 26m. Prod. ibid.). 
In contact and Not in contact (?). (See below, p. 167.). 
Large and Small (frag. 2). 
Equal and Unequal (Prod. ibid.). 

This list corresponds pretty closely with the series of contraries in 
the Hypotheses of the Farmenides. 

Since Tannery wrote his masterly chapter on Zeno it has been 
clear that the pluralist critics of Parmenides were Pythagoreans. 
Zeno's fragments show that the ' things ' which they asserted to be 
many, in spite of Parmenides' demonstrations, were not the elements 
of Empedocles or the homoeomeries of Anaxagoras. Zeno is 
attacking a form of the original doctrine that all things are numbers. 
The assertion that ' things are many ' probably covered the following 
propositions. (1) There is a plurality of concrete things, bodies 
capable of motion, such as our senses show us. Parmenides' 
arguments have not succeeded in reducing these to mere illusion. 
(2) Each of these concrete bodies is a number, or plurality of units. 
A body is composed of planes, a plane of lines, a line of points. 
Thus any body can be built up of point-units suitably arranged ; 
and the body will be the sum of those units. (3) These units them­
selves are an ultimate plurality of things having all the reality 
claimed for Parmenides' One Being. Since magnitudes are com­
posed of them, they must have some magnitude ; but, being the 
ultimate units, they must be indivisible. They are, in fact, in­
divisible magnitudes (a:r:op,a p,eyi()'YJ)· They are the units of arith­
metic, the points of geometry with position in physical space, and 
the atoms of which sensible bodies are composed. 

It has been shown that Zeno's arguments become intelligible, 
when they are taken as directed against a plurality of units having 
the above combination of properties. He was not directly arguing 
that plurality and motion cannot exist ; nor even that space, time 
and motion must be not discrete but continuous. He was only 
proving that his opponents' theory of their nature is inconsistent 
with itself. They appear to have maintained the original confusion, 
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noted by Aristotle, of geometrical solids with physical bodies (above, 
p. 14). But, when thinking mathematically, they admitted that 
geometrical magnitudes are infinitely divisible (a line, however short, 
can always be bisected) ; whereas their physical bodies require 
units which have magnitude (otherwise they would be 'nothing', 
and no sum of nothings can ever make up something) and yet are 
indivisible, being the ultimate units. Zeno's arguments appear to 
be directed against the inconsistencies of this position. His 
dilemmas avail themselves of two incompatible views of magnitude, 
in the wide sense which covers space, time, motion, geometrical 
magnitude, and physical body as extended. One half of an 
argument will assume that magnitude is continuous and therefore 
divisible into parts without limit ; the other half, that it is discrete 
and composed of a finite number of indivisible units. Some of these 
arguments will be considered later in connection with passages in 
the latter part of the Parmenides which seem to allude to them. 

It is probable-though here we are reduced to mere conjecture 
-that these Pythagorean opponents of Parmenides had, like the 
other contemporary pluralists, admitted some of the Eleatic con­
clusions. That would explain why it was no longer necessary for 
Zeno to attack those features of the original Pythagorean system 
which Parmenides had admittedly disposed of. If these pluralists, 
like Empedocles and Anaxagoras, accepted the principle: 'No 
becoming of anything that is ultimately real ', they also would reduce 
all so-called becoming and change to rearrangement in space of their 
immutable units. This would mean asserting the ultimate reality 
of an unlimited number of units. They would drop the mysterious 
evolution of numbers from the first unit and the opposites, Limit 
and Unlimited. There is no need for the One to become many, 
if we assume instead any number of ones or units which eternally 
are many. They could thus acknowledge that Parmenides had 
cancelled the first chapter of Pythagorean evolution. What view 
they took of the opposites of sensible quality, headed by Light and 
Darkness, we cannot say. Nothing in Zeno's arguments has any 
reference to qualities of this sort. They may, like the later atomists, 
have accepted Parmenides' view that such qualities are ' con­
ventional': mortals have made up their minds to recognise them 
as appearing to sense, but they are not fully real. These Pytha­
goreans would, at any rate, abandon the old confusion of the void 
with the dark and cold air of night ; and with that would go the 
generation of the physical world from a spark of fire or light pro­
gressively spreading to take in and limit ' the nearest part of 
the unlimited '. This kind of becoming or birth could also be 
surrendered as disproved by Parmenides. What remains is the 
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primitive form of atomism : an indefinite number of indivisible 
magnitudes. Zeno's arguments do not seem to imply that the 
void was retained, in despite of Parmenides, for its old purpose 
of keeping the units distinct and of providing empty space for 
them to move into. The void reappears in Democritean Atomism ; 
but both Empedocles and Anaxagoras accepted Parmenides' denial 
of it. 

Such being the position of the Pythagorean pluralists, we can 
trace two consequences of Zeno's attack. The first was reflected 
in the separation of arithmetic from geometry. Arithmetic (the 
theory of numbers) remained the field of discrete quantity. The 
arithmetical unit, I, is essentially indivisible ; in Greek arithmetic 
a fraction, such as ! or f, does not stand for a part or parts of a 
unit, but for one unit in a group of two, or two units in a group 
of three. Every number is divisible into the units whose sum it is, 
but no farther. There is no such thing as an irrational number.l 
The series of numbers is unlimited in one direction only ; in the 
other it terminates in the first unit, I. And, as we have seen (p. 
2), even in the direction of 'the more', unlimitedness can be got 
rid of or mitigated by the doctrine that the number series really 
ends at IO and then starts again in a sort of cyclical order. 
Geometry, on the other hand, becomes specially the field of con­
tinuous magnitude. Every actual magnitude is infinitely divisible : 
there is no ' least part ' (l.l.axto"rov). Here also irrational and 
incommensurable quantities are admitted ; they are connected with 
the properties of spatial extension. A quantity such as v'2 is 
not a number ; it is represented by the diagonal of a square figure ; 
and all propositions involving such quantities are treated by 
geometrical methods. Space becomes unlimited in both directions, 
• the great and the small ', although, as Aristotle insists, any actual 
magnitude must be limited externally. The exclusion of all ir­
rationals from arithmetic made it possible for the doctrine that 
• things are numbers' to survive, as it apparently did, the awkward 
discovery of quantities like v'z.2 

The second consequence of Zeno's criticisms was the distinction 
between the geometrical solid and the sensible body, which the 
Pythagoreans had confused. We find an early trace of this dis­
tinction in Aristotle's reference to Protagoras' attack on mathe­
matics: 'Perceptible lines have not the properties of the lines of 

1 That irrationals are confined to geometry is repeatedly stated by Proclus 
on Euclid I, e.g. at p. 6o, 7· 

1 This has been pointed out by Mrs. Markwick in the unpublished disserta­
tion mentioned in the Preface. 
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which geometers speak ; for no perceptible thing is straight or round 
in the sense in which they define these terms : a hoop touches a 
ruler not at a point but as Protagoras said 1 it did in his refutation 
of the geometers' (Met. 997b, 35). Protagoras was, no doubt, 
denying the existence of any such things as the mathematician's 
ideal straight lines or circles and pointing out that the roundest 
and straightest objects we actually perceive do not conform to his 
assumptions.2 It is clear that by this time the fact that geometrical 
truths do not apply directly to physical bodies was coming to be 
realised. The atomists, Leucippus and Democritus, saw that, if 
physical bodies need not have all the properties of geometrical 
solids, they could elude Zeno's dilemmas. They could reply: 
'We grant that all geometrical magnitudes are infinitely divisible 
and that a geometrical point has no parts or magnitude ; but our 
atoms are not either the points or the solids of geometry, but com­
pact bodies, which, if they were large enough, you could see or 
touch. They are " solid " in another sense, impenetrably resistant 
to any attempt to split them, because they contain no void inter­
stices.' For the term aueeoY applied to geometrical solids the 
atomists substituted the stronger word yaaroY ' stuffed full and 
compact '. The atom thus ceased to be confused with the unit of 
number and the point of geometry, and became a purely physical 
body whose essential property was impenetrability. It was ' full 
of being' in the grossest and most material manner. In this 
physical sense it retained the properties of the Pythagorean atom 
in so far as this was an indivisible unit having magnitude and position 
in space. It was thus possible for Aristotle to speak of the doctrine 
of Leucippus and Democritus as if it were a modification of the 
Pythagorean number-atomism. Their primary bodies were ' infinite 
in number and not divisible in magnitude. Generation is neither 
of many out of one nor of one out of many,3 but consists entirely in 
the combination and entanglement of these bodies. For in a way 
these thinkers also say that things are numbers or consist of 
numbers' (de caelo, 303a, 3). 

1 w<nr£p IlpwT. £J\£y£V. The imperf. is against the view (Frank, Plat. u. d. 
sag. Pyth., 351) that the reference is to some dialogue in which Protagoras 
was a character. 

2 Cf. also Ar., An. Post. 76b, 39. Apelt, Beitrlige, 261. 
3 Cf. Met. 1039a, 9: • Democritus rightly says that one cannot come out 

of two nor two out of one, for he identifies substances with the atoms. So it 
will be the same as with numbers : if, as some say, a number is a combination 
of units, either 2 will not be one or it will contain no actual units.' In the 
Phaedo, 96E, Socrates is represented as having been puzzled as to how one 
unit could ' become two ' by being put together with another unit or by being 
split into two. 
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This final development of Atomism, however, was later than the 
dramatic date of Plato's Parmenides. We are now to imagine 
ourselves carried back to the middle of the fifth century before 
Leucippus and Democritus were heard of. Zeno has just brought 
to Athens for the first time that controversial treatise of whose 
contents and background some account has been given above. 
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IN the series of Plato's writings the Parmenides, as is now generally 
agreed, stands with the Theaetetus between the middle group (Meno, 
Phaedo, Symposium, Republic, Phaedrus), and those later dialogues, 
Sophist, Statesman, Timaeus, Philebus, Laws, which are distinguished 
by a marked change of style. 1 Whether it was written before or 
after the Theaetetus or at the same time, Plato, as M. Dies remarks, 2 

has left no doubt that it was meant to be read before the Theaetetus, 
which is itself linked to the Sophist and Statesman. The meeting 
of the young Socrates with Parmenides and Zeno is alluded to at 
Theaet. 183E, and again recalled in the Sophist (217c) in terms that 
can only refer to our dialogue. The Parmenides thus introduces 
the series of works in which Plato, for the first time, confronted his 
own characteristic doctrine with the chief systems of his prede­
cessors, and submitted these to a critical examination. The greatest, 
in his estimation, was Parmenides. In the first part he allows 
Parmenides to bring objections against the theory of Forms. In 
the second part he subjects Parmenides' own premisses and conclu­
sions to the most searching scrutiny. 

I26A-I2JA. THE INTRODUCTORY NARRATIVE 

The whole dialogue is related by Cephalus of Clazomenae, a person 
otherwise unknown, to an unspecified audience. Cephalus has 
visited Athens to hear from Antiphon, Plato's half-brother, an 
account of a meeting between Socrates and the two Eleatics, 
Parmenides and Zeno. Antiphon is said to have learnt the conver­
sation which took place at this meeting from Pythodorus, one of 
the generals sent by Athens to Sicily in 427 B.c. at the request of 
the Leontines. We learn from Alcibiades I, ngA, that Pythodorus 
and Callias had each paid Zeno a hundred minae for his instruction, 
and Plutarch (Pericles, 4) says that Pericles had heard Zeno dis­
course. There is thus independent evidence for Zeno's residence 
in Athens. Whether Pythodorus had ever really entertained 

1 L. Campbell (C.R. x, 129 ff.) showed that the Parmenides is later than 
the Republic and Pliaedrus by stylistic evidence, summarised by Lutoslawski, 
Plato's Logic, 138. 

1 Parmenide (1923), p. xii. 
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Parmenides as well as Zeno is not known ; the scene of a conver­
sation which is not merely imaginary but impossible is no evidence 
for historical fact. Plato intends to submit that theory of Forms 
which he had already put into Socrates' mouth in the Phaedo to 
the criticism of Parmenides himself, whom he regarded as a much 
greater man than Zeno. At the latest date when Parmenides could 
have visited Athens Socrates would still be' quite young', perhaps 
twenty. The meeting, accordingly, must be placed round about 
450 B.C. For some reason Plato preferred not to cast the dialogue 
into straightforward dramatic form. He may have felt that the 
elaborate explanation of how it came to be handed down might 
help the reader to overlook the impossibility that a conversation 
even remotely resembling this one should ever have occurred. Even 
those scholars who ascribe the theory of Forms to Socrates cannot 
consistently hold that when Socrates was twenty that theory had 
already taken the shape it wears in the Phaedo on the day of his 
death, fifty years later. 

The subject of the dialogue is, to last degree, prosaic ; and it is 
written throughout in the plainest conversational style, as far 
removed as possible from the lyrical manner of its near neighbour, 
the Phaedrus. Even Parmenides' reference to the veteran chariot­
horse in Ibycus' poem (137A) stands out like a single patch of 
colour on a grey background. 

CEPHAL US 

126. After leaving our home at Clazomenae we arrived at Athens 
and met Adeimantus and Glaucon in the marketplace. 
Adeimantus took my hand ; Welcome, Cephalus, he said ; 
if there is anything we can do for you here, you must let 
us know. 

Well, I replied, I have come for that very purpose: there 
is something you and your brother can do for me. 

Please tell us what it is. 
B. What, I asked, was the name of your half-brother on the 

mother's side ? I cannot remember. He was only a child, 
you know, when I was here before, and that is a long while 
ago now. His father's name was Pyrilampes, I think. 

Yes ; and his own is Antiphon. But why do you ask ? 
My companions here, I answered, are fellow-citizens of 

mine, deeply interested in philosophy. They have been told 
that Antiphon has been much in the company of someone 

c. called Pythodorus, who was a friend of Zeno's, and that 
Pythodorus has related to him that conversation which 
Socrates once had with Zeno and Parmenides. Antiphon 
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126c. is said to have heard it so often that he can repeat it by 
heart. 

That is true. 
Well, said I, that is what we want-to hear that conver­

sation. 
There is no difficulty about that, he replied. Before he 

was grown up, Antiphon worked hard at getting that conver­
sation by heart, though nowadays he takes after his grand­
father of the same name and devotes most of his time to 
horses. If you like, let us go and see him. He has just 
gone home from here ; his house is close by, in Melite. 

127. So we set out to walk there. We found Antiphon at home, 
giving instructions to a smith about making a bit or some­
thing of the sort. When he had done with the man, and his 
brothers began to tell him what we had come for, he recog­
nised me from his memory of my earlier visit and said he 
was glad to see me. We then asked him to repeat the 
conversation. At first he was reluctant ; it was no easy 
matter, he said. However, he ended by telling us the whole 
story. 

THE CONVERSATION 

127A-D. Antiphon repeats Pythodorus' account of the meeting 

127. According to Antiphon, then, this was Pythodorus' account. 
Zeno and Parmenides once came to Athens for the Great 

B. Panathenaea.l Parmenides was a man of distinguished 
appearance. By that time he was well advanced in years, 
with hair almost white ; he may have been sixty-five. 
Zeno was nearing forty, a tall and attractive figure. It was 
said that he had been Parmenides' favourite. They were 

c. staying with Pythodorus outside the walls in the Ceramicus. 
Socrates and a few others 2 came there, anxious to hear 
a reading of Zeno's treatise, which the two visitors had 
brought for the first time to Athens. Socrates was then 
quite young. Zeno himself read it to them ; Parmenides 
at the moment had gone out. The reading of the arguments 

D. was very nearly over when Pythodorus himself came in, 
accompanied by Parmenides and Aristoteles, the man who 

1 The occasion when foreigners were most likely to be at Athens. It is 
used again to account for the visit of Timaeus and Hermocrates in the 
Timaeus. 

2 Reading <ou> 7To.Uov~ with Taylor and others. They cannot have been 
more than two, since the whole company were only seven (rzgn) after the 
arrival of Parmenides, Aristoteles, and Pythodorus. 
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127D. was afterwards one of the Thirty ; so they heard only a small 
part of the treatise. Pythodorus himself, however, had 
heard it read by Zeno before. 

I27D-I28E. The contents and character of Zeno's treatise 

127D. When Zeno had finished, Socrates asked him to read once 
more the first hypothesis of the first argument.l He did so, 
and Socrates asked : What does this statement mean, 

E. Zeno ? ' If things are many,' you say, ' they must be both 
like and unlike. But that is impossible: unlike things 
cannot be like, nor like things unlike.' That is what you 
say, isn't it ? 

Yes, replied Zeno. 
And so, if unlike things cannot be like or like things unlike, 

it is also impossible that things should be a plurality ; if 
many things did exist, they would have impossible attri­
butes. Is this the precise purpose of your arguments-to 
maintain, against everything that is commonly said, that 
things are not a plurality ? Do you regard every one of 
your arguments as evidence of exactly that conclusion, and 
so hold that, in each argument in your treatise, you are 
giving just one more proof that a plurality does not exist? 

128. Is that what you mean, or am I understanding you wrongly ? 
No, said Zeno, you have quite rightly understood the 

purpose of the whole treatise. 
I see, Parmenides, said Socrates, that Zeno's intention is 

to associate himself with you by means of his treatise no less 
intimately than by his personal attachment. In a way, 
his book states the same position as your own ; only by 
varying the form he tries to delude us into thinking that 
his thesis is a different one. You assert, in your poem, that 

B. the All is one ; and for this you advance admirable proofs. 
Zeno, for his part, asserts that it is not a plurality ; and he 
too has many weighty proofs to bring forward. You assert 
unity, he asserts no plurality; each expresses himself in 
such a way that your arguments seem to have nothing in 
common, though really they come to very much the same 
thing. That is why your exposition and his seem to be 
rather over the heads of outsiders like ourselves. 

Yes, Socrates, Zeno replied ; but you have not quite 
c. seen the real character of my book. True, you are as quick 

as a Spartan hound to pick up the scent and follow the trail 
of the argument ; but there is a point you have missed at 

1 For the meaning of this phrase, see above, p. 57· 
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rz8c. the outset. The book makes no pretence of disguising from 
the public the fact that it was written with the purpose you 
describe, as if such deception were something to be proud of. 
What you have pointed out is only incidental; the book is 
in fact a sort of defence of Parmenides' argument against 

D. those who try to make fun of it by showing that his sup­
position, that there is a One, leads to many absurdities and 
contradictions. This book, then, is a retort against those 
who assert a plurality. It pays them back in the same coin 
with something to spare, and aims at showing that, on a 
thorough examination, their own supposition that there is 
a plurality leads to even more absurd consequences than the 
hypothesis of the One. It was written in that controversial 
spirit in my young days ; and someone copied it surrep­
titiously, so that I had not even the chance to consider 

E. whether it should see the light or not. That is where you 
are mistaken, Socrates ; you imagine it was inspired, not 
by a youthful eagerness for controversy, but by the more 
dispassionate aims of an older man ; though, as I said, 
your description of it was not far wrong. 

In the Introduction (chap. III) some account has been given of 
the form and contents of Zeno's work and of the Pythagorean 
pluralism against which it is supposed to have been aimed. Modern 
critics have cast doubt on Plato's account of it as a youthful essay 
in controversy which its author might have preferred to suppress.1 

They ask how Plato could have known Zeno's motives. Nor is it 
easy to see why Zeno himself should have brought the book to 
Athens, if he thought so lightly of its worth. On the other hand, 
Plato may be reporting a tradition he had heard from his friends 
in South Italy. The somewhat elaborate account of Zeno's purpose 
may have been given because the book was rare and little known in 
the Athens of Plato's time. At any rate, the view of the work as 
an essay in eristic controversy, implying as it does that its author 
did not take his own arguments seriously, fits in with Plato's other 
references to Zeno. Modern writers regard Zeno's arguments as 
subtle and profound and valid against the position he was attacking. 
But Plato seems to have thought of him as a mere sophist. At 
Phaedrus 26ID, the ' Eleatic Palamedes ' who ' can make the same 

t Apelt (Beitriige, p. 59) conjectured that Plato was really describing, in 
this indirect manner, what had happened to the second part of the Parmenides 
itself. He imagines that this had not been intended for publication, but 
had got abroad by some indiscretion, and that Plato then, finding his hand 
forced, wrote the first part as an introduction. This idea is too far-fetched. 
No reader could be expected to divine an intention so obscurely indicated. 
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things appear to his hearers to be both like and unlike, one and 
many, at rest and in motion', is classed as a controversialist (avn­
.Aoyt"oc;) with the demagogue and the forensic orator, who can make 
the same action seem right or wrong as they please. All this is 
described as a rhetorical art of deception, ignorant of the truth and 
going in chase of mere belief. Neither Plato nor Aristotle treats 
Zeno as a serious philosopher or mathematician.l If Plato thought 
of him as an eristic, he was doing the best he could for him by 
suggesting (or reporting a tradition) that he might have been glad 
to disown his youthful essay. 

What Zeno meant by the terms ' like ' and ' unlike ' is uncertain. 
In Eleatic writings the word' like' has two senses. (r) Parmenides 
(8, 22) says that his Being is indivisible because 'all alike', i.e. 
homogeneous, with no distinct parts.2 (2) Melissus uses op.oiov for 
'the same in character at all times', 'unchanging '. 3 In frag. 7 
he argues that 'if what is is changed (eueowv-rat), it cannot be 
alike (op.oiov), but what was before must perish, and what was not 
must come to be. If, then, it should become different (eueoiov) 
by a hair in ten thousand years, in all time it will all perish '. 
Again in frag. 8, ' we seem to see hot become cold, hard become 
soft, etc., and all these things being changed (heeowva8at), and 
that what was is not at all like (op.oiov) what is'. If we take the 
word in the former, Parmenidean, sense, it is easy to construct a 
Zenonian argument on these lines : If things are many, they must 
be both homogeneous and heterogeneous. For (r) each of them 
must be one, and what is one is homogeneous ; therefore they 
are homogeneous. But (2) if they are many, they must be distin­
guishable, and therefore unlike one another; therefore they are 
heterogeneous.' 

1 M. Dies (Parmenide, pp. I4-I9) discusses this question at length. He sees, 
both in Plato and in Aristotle, an intention to enhance the position of Par­
menides at Zeno's expense, and infers that in certain circles, hostile to the 
Platonic Forms, Zeno was held in equal or even higher esteem. 

t The same use occurs in the proof of the indivisibility of Being attributed 
to Parmenides by Porphyry, but more probably Zeno's, Simplic. IJ9, 27 ff. : 
'Since it is everywhere alike (oJ.IO<ov), if divisible, it will be divisible every­
where alike (nctVT1) OfLolw~) .' 

3 Cf. Hes. Erg a, I I4, ald ml8a~ Kal X£'ipa~ OfLo'io<, for strength unimpaired 
by time. 

'There may be an echo of this at MXG. I, 4 (Melissus) : 2v ll€ ~v OfLO<ov 
~rvat 1T&VTa· £l yd.p civOJLOtov, 1T'A£lw OVTa oVK civ £Tt ~~~ £lvat, a,ua 1TotUci. A 
somewhat different argument is suggested by Proclus (IV, p. I46) who says 
that some hold that Zeno's argument is a paralogism : ' if things that are 
(oVTa) are many, in so far as they are said to be many, presumably they differ 
from one another and to that extent are unlike ; but in so far as they are 
they are alike, for they have being in common, and things which have some-
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rz8E-IJOA. Socrates offers the theory of separate Forms as explaining 
how one thing can have two contrary characters 

Zeno had reduced his opponents' thesis, that a plurality of things 
exists, to absurdity by a series of arguments, all of which had 
assumed that the same thing cannot have two contrary characters, 
be both like and unlike, both one and many, and so on. Socrates' 
reply is addressed only to this assumption. He says: If you dis­
tinguish the Forms, Likeness itself and Unlikeness itself, from the 
many things which are said to be like or unlike by virtue of par­
taking of those Forms, then there is every reason why things which 
are defined as just simply 'alike' and nothing else should not be 
also unlike ; but there is no reason why concrete things, such as 
you and me, should not partake of both Forms and so have both 
contrary characters at once. 

rz8E. I accept that, said Socrates, and I have no doubt it is as 
you say. But tell me this. Do you not recognise that 

rzg. there exists, just by itself, a Form of Likeness and again 
another contrary Form, Unlikeness itself, and that of these 
two Forms you and I and all the things we speak of as 
'many' come to partake? 1 Also, that things which come 
to partake of Likeness come to be alike in that respect 
and just in so far as they do come to partake of it, and 
those that come to partake of Unlikeness come to be un­
like, while those which come to partake of both come to be 
both ? Even if all things come to partake of both, con­
trary as they are, and by having a share in both are at 
once like and unlike one another, what is there surprising 

B. in that ? If one could point to things which are simply 
' alike ' or ' unlike ' proving to be unlike or alike, that no 
doubt would be a portent; but when things which have 
a share in both are shown to have both characters, I see 
nothing strange in that, Zeno; nor yet in a proof that all 
things are one by having a share in unity and at the same 
time many by sharing in plurality. But if anyone can 
prove that what is simply Unity itself is many or that 

c. Plurality itself is one, then I shall begin to be surprised. 

thing in common are alike'. But Proclus names no authority, and this 
interpretation may be based on the definition of To OJLO<ov later in the 
Parmenides as To TavTov -rr~-rroviJos, 139E. 

1 As in the Phaedo, JL£TaAaJLf3avnv (JL~Taax~a<>, Phaedo, rorc, JL~Ta>.7J.P<> 
Parm. IJIA, Aristotle, quoted below, p. 79) means beginning to partake when 
the thing becomes like (ylyv£a1Ja,), whereas JL£Tlxnv is used of having a share 
and corresponds to being like (~lval). M£TlX£lV and JLfra>.aJLf3av£w are clearly 
distinguished again at 155E, u-r56A, I. 
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12gc. And so in all other cases: if the kinds or Forms them-
selves were shown to have these contrary characters among 
themselves,! there would be good ground for astonishment; 
but what is there surprising in someone pointing out that 
I am one thing and also many ? When he wants to show 
that I am many things, he can say that my right side is a 
different thing from my left, my front from my back, my 
upper parts from my lower, since no doubt I do partake 
of plurality. When he wants to prove that I am one thing, 

D. he will say that I am one person among the seven of us, 
since I partake also of unity. So both statements are true. 
Accordingly, if anyone sets out to show about things of 
this kind-sticks and stones, and so on-that the same 
thing is many and one, we shall say that what he is proving 
is that something is many and one, not that Unity is many 
or that Plurality is one ; he is not telling us anything 
wonderful, but only what we should all admit. But, as I 
said just now, if he begins by distinguishing the Forms 
apart just by themselves-Likeness, for instance, and 

E. Unlikeness, Plurality and Unity, Rest and Motion, and all 
the rest-and then shows that these Forms among them­
selves can be combined with, or separated from, one 
another, then, Zeno, I should be filled with admiration. 
I am sure you have dealt with this subject very forcibly; 
but, as I say, my admiration would be much greater if 
anyone could show that these same perplexities are every­
where involved in the Forms themselves-among the 

130. objects we apprehend in reflection, just as you and Par­
menides have shown them to be involved in the things we 
see. 

It is generally agreed that the theory of Forms here put forward 
is identical with the theory as stated earlier in the Phaedo. This 
will be summarised below. Considered as a reply to Zeno's dilem­
mas, it accuses him of overlooking the distinctions between : 

(1) The Forms, Likeness itself, Unity itself, etc. ; 
(2) Things defined as just simply 'alike', 'one', etc., and 

nothing else (avni ra opota ) ; 
(3) Concrete things which can share in two contrary Forms at the 

same time and may have many other characters as well ('you and 
I and all the things we call " many " '). 

As against Zeno's undiscriminating statement that ' the same 

1 £v aliroi;, in their own sphere, as distinct from the things that partake 
of them. Cf. £v iavTois, 129X, 2. 
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things cannot be both like and unlike, both one and many, both 
at rest and in motion, etc.' Socrates asserts : 

(3) that a concrete thing can have two contrary characters in so 
far as it partakes of two contrary Forms; 

(z) that, if a thing is defined as just simply ' alike ' or ' one ' 
and has no other character at all, then it cannot, of course, have 
the contrary character. An instance would be ' Equals' (mh·a -ra 
faa, Phaedo, 74c), as used in the axiom: If equals be added to 
equals, the wholes are equal. Here ' Equals ' means quantities 
of which nothing is asserted except that they are simply ' equal ' ; 
and to say that such equals are unequal is a contradiction in terms 
and necessarily false. 

(1) Of the Forms themselves Socrates says it would surprise him 
if it could be shown that (say) Unity itself (8 l!anv ev, av-ro -rov-ro 
12gB, 7) ' can be combined with or separated from ' Plurality itself 
or other Forms. What this means appears in the Sophist, 25IC f£.1 
where this very question is raised and answered. Two Forms are 
said to 'combine' when they stand (eternally) in such a relation 
that their names can occur in a true affirmative statement of a 
certain type. Thus 'Motion exists' means that the Form Motion 
blends or combines with the Form Existence. Two Forms are 
'separated' or disjoined in true negative statements of the type 
' Motion is not Existence ' or ' Motion is not Rest ', which express 
the fact that the Forms in question are different, though they may 
not be incompatible (for Motion is compatible with Existence). 
There are also true negative statements which reflect the incom· 
patibility of two Forms, e.g. ' Motion does not rest.' These various 
types are illustrated in the Sophist, and the conclusion is that some 
Forms combine with some others, other Forms are eternally 
disjoined. 

In our passage this problem is left in obscurity, and the reader 
might carry away the false impression that Plato means that 
Forms cannot combine. This is due to the lack of some further 
distinctions. It would, as Socrates said, be a portent if things 
defined as ' simply alike ' and nothing else were also unlike, or if 
Unity were simply the same thing as Plurality. But it does not 
follow that the Form, Unity itself, cannot in any sense be' many'. 
It is part of the purpose of the second division of the dialogue to 
indicate that this Form (and all other Forms) must be many in 
the sense that innumerable true statements, affirmative and nega· 
tive, can be made about Unity (or any other Form), besides the 
statement that Unity is one. But the fuller explanation of this 
fact is reserved for the Sophist. The present passage must be taken 

1 As Proclus remarks, vol. iv, p. 210, and Simplicius, Phys. 101, Io. 

JI 



THE PARMENIDES 128E-130A 

to mean that, whereas in earlier statements of the theory attention 
had been fixed on the relation of Forms to individual things, there 
is no less need to study the relations of Forms to one another in 
their own sphere and to face the implications of statements about 
Forms themselves. These consist entirely of Forms: for instance, 
' Motion exists (partakes of Existence) ', ' Motion is not (is different 
from) Rest ', and so on. 

Let us now return to the theory of Forms considered as under­
mining Zeno's conclusions. Socrates' criticism is not really fatal 
to some at least of Zeno's arguments. Zeno was discussing, not 
concrete visible things like ' you and me ', but those point-units 
which the Pythagoreans treated as indivisible magnitudes. More­
over, some of his pairs of contraries, e.g. ' finite in number ' and 
'infinite in number', were contradictory characters. Unless there 
is some ambiguity in the terms employed, his proposition that ' the 
same set of things cannot be both finite and infinite in number ' 
cannot be upset by suggesting that the things might have both 
characters by partaking of two contrary Forms. The criticism 
would have more force as directed against Parmenides, who had 
rejected the Pythagorean conception of the world as a harmony of 
opposites. The Pythagoreans had their Table of Opposites, includ­
ing Limit and Unlimited, One and Many, At rest and In motion, 
and they had seen everywhere a combination of these opposites 
in things. Parmenides denied that opposites could be combined : 
what is one, limited, at rest, cannot also be many, unlimited, in 
motion. He chose the opposites in the ' column of goods ', and 
rejected the other column. He had also denounced the popular or 
Heraclitean union of opposites : ' it is and it is not, the same and 
not the same '. It was, in fact, Parmenides, quite as much as 
Zeno, that had assumed all opposites to be not only contrary but 
contradictory. Zeno was loyally supporting his master. The 
Eleatic position can be treated as a single whole ; and it included 
a denial of the reality of ordinary concrete things, which was based 
on the logical assumption that contraries cannot be combined. 
So in his last words above Socrates speaks of the perplexities which 
Zeno and Parmenides have shown to be involved in the things 
we see. 

It is probable that Plato had in view, not so much Zeno's actual 
arguments as those of later eristics inspired by Zeno's dialectic. 
After the dramatic date of our dialogue difficulties had been raised 
about ordinary things having contrary characters or even more 
than one 'name'. The Stranger in the Sophist (zSrA) mentions 
young men and some of their elders who have taken to learning 
late in life, who object to our 'taking any given thing as one and 
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yet speaking of it as many and by many names', as when we say 
that a man is not merely a ' man ' but also ' good ' and any number 
of other things. They tell us that ' many things cannot be one 
nor one thing many '. The Stranger dismisses this theory of 
predication 1 with contempt, and turns from it, as Socrates turns 
in our passage, to consider the question whether Forms can combine 
among themselves. Similarly in the Philebus (14c) Socrates speaks 
of the paradox of one thing being many or many things one. When 
Protarchus asks if he means the question how one person can also 
be 'many who are contrary to one another', both tall and short, 
heavy and light, and so on, Socrates brushes the suggestion aside 
as childish and no more a problem than one man having many limbs. 
What he does mean is the problems that arise from asserting un­
changing and eternal unities (.uoYa&~) like Man, Ox, Good, Beautiful, 
and then conceiving each of these as distributed among innumerable 
things that come to be: does it then become many, or does it 
' as a whole come to be, apart from itself, one and the same thing 
both in one and in many things at the same time ' ? The real 
difficulty, in fact, lies in the theory of Forms itself, as Parmenides 
will presently point out in our dialogue. 

Aristotle, again (Phys. 185b, 26), speaks of fifth-century thinkers, 
later than Parmenides and Heracleitus, who were troubled about 
the danger of admitting that ' the same thing is both one and 
many', if they should say, 'This man is white' or 'is walking'. 
Some, like Lycophron, Gorgias' pupil, banished the word 'is ' 
altogether. Others substituted A.d.cvxwTat for A.svx6~ lan. Ross 
(ad toe.) endorses as probable Apelt's argument that Antisthenes, 
the Megarians, and the Eretrians all attempted to dispense with 
the copulative 'is'. There may be a trace of such dubitations in 
Philoponus (Phys. 42, 9 ff.), who represents Zeno himself as arguing 
against a plurality of individuals, such as horses and men. ' His 
proof is as follows : Socrates, who you say is a unit (lYaOa} con­
tributing to make up the plurality, is not only Socrates, but also 
pale, philosophic, pot-bellied, and snubnosed: and so the same man 
is both one and many. But the same man cannot be one and 
many ; therefore Socrates cannot be one.' The same reasoning 
applies to other alleged units ; and without a number of units 
there can be no plurality. ' And if what is must be either one 
or a plurality, and it has been proved that it is not a plurality 
because there are not a number of units, it must therefore be one.' 
Since the real Zeno could not have used Socrates as an illustration, 

1 That it is a theory, not a' denial ', of predication is pointed out in Plato's 
Theory of Knowledge, p. 254· 
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it is conjectured that Philoponus was quoting from some dialogue 
in which Zeno figured.l 

From the passages in the Sophist and the Philebus above cited, 
it appears that Plato regarded such ' childish ' puzzles as disposed 
of by the theory of Forms as stated in the text before us. If they 
were being discussed by sophists in the late fifth century, Socrates 
himself may well have expressed an opinion on the subject. When 
he set out to define what Aristotle calls a ' universal ', such as the 
Beautiful, he must often have had occasion to draw the distinction, 
frequently pointed out in the early dialogues, between the single 
character to be defined and the many things which have that 
character, as well as others: ' I am not asking for a list of beautiful 
things ; I want to know what " beautiful " means. What is this 
single character which is present in all the things and which makes 
you call them beautiful ? ' That single character would, of course, 
exclude its contrary' ugly': no one could say that 'the beautiful is 
ugly '. But the things which contained that character might also 
possess the character of ugliness ; they might (as Protagoras would 
say) be beautiful to me, ugly to you. Socrates could draw that 
distinction, and perhaps must have drawn it, without going on to 
assert that the Beautiful itself has a separate existence, independent 
of the many things in which the character appears. He was not a 
metaphysician, but interested only in finding out what such terms 
meant. Aristotle states quite definitely that the further step was 
taken by Plato, who gave these characters an independent existence 
and called them Forms. The consequence of separating the Forms 
from individual things which nevertheless share the same character 
was that Plato was involved in those problems of participation which 
Parmenides will presently point out. 

The separation (xweurlu5~) of the Forms is explicitly effected in 
the Phaedo. If I may express dogmatically an opinion about a 
much disputed matter, I would say that in no earlier dialogue is 
there a single expression definitely implying that the common 
character (doo~) exists apart from the many things possessing it. 
But in the Phaedo this doctrine is skilfully led up to by a series of 
steps. It is entailed by the belief in Anamnesis. This is shown to 
involve the separate existence of a conscious and knowing soul, 
apart from the body and its senses, before birth-a conclusion 
which all parties to the discussion take as satisfactorily demon­
strated, provided that the Forms exist. If a disembodied soul can 
know all reality and truth, the objects of its knowledge must exist 
apart from sensible things, for such knowledge cannot come to it 

t See Lee, Zeno of Elea, pp. 19, 27. 
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through the senses at all. Thus Anamnesis, the separate existence 
of the soul before birth, and the separation of Forms from sensible 
things, all stand or fall together. The whole of the first part of the 
Phaedo is designed to lead the reader to this conclusion. 

The Forms are first mentioned (6SD) in the opening protreptic 
discourse, which begins by defining death as the deliverance of the 
soul from the body : ' to be dead means that the body has come 
to be separate from the soul apart by itself (xwel~ mho uae' 
avro) and the soul separate from the body apart by itself (xwel~ 
avT~Y xaO' avT~Y) '. 1 The senses are a hindrance to thought; the 
philosopher's soul, even in this life, will renounce them so far as 
possible and retire into itself to think. At this point the Forms 
are introduced. All that is said of them here is that objects such 
as Socrates sought to define with his friends, Justice itself, or Good­
ness itself, cannot be perceived by any of the senses, but are 
known by themselves in their purity (avrc:l ua(j' avro etAlX(!lYe~) 
to thought by itself in its purity (avrfj ua(j' avr~v elAtxetvei rfj 
I'Jtavofq.). Any of Socrates' companions must have admitted that 
you cannot see Justice itself with your eyes, but can only think of it. 

The Forms appear next in the demonstration of Anamnesis. 
Here the distinctions 2 are more clearly drawn between : (r) 
Equality itself, the definition of which we can know and which is 
' something different over and above ' all the sensible things which 
are spoken of as (roughly) equal; (z) Equals (avnz ra iaa), i.e. 
quantities defined as simply equal and nothing else: these 'equals' 
can never appear to be unequal, nor can Equality ever appear to 
be Inequality (74c) ; (3) Instances of Equality which are in sensible 
things (ra lv roi~ ~vA.ot~ u ual ol~ YVYIJ~ lUyof-leY roi~ iaot~. 
74D). These are always imperfect ; they are described as ' in our 
perceptions' (lv rai~ alaO~awtv, ra lx uvv alae~aewv iaa, 75B); 
and they can appear equal to one person, not equal to another 
(74B). It is argued that, from the moment when we begin to use 
our senses, we judge of the imperfection of these perceptible instances 
by reference to our knowledge of perfect Equality, which we must 
therefore have acquired before birth. Thus it becomes plain that 
the separate existence of the soul before birth involves the separate 
existence of the objects of its knowledge. 

This conclusion is reinforced by the final argument of the first 
part : that the soul, in contrast with the body, is invisible and has 
the divine function of ruling ; probably therefore it is akin to the 
invisible and divine order of things and, like them, simple, indis-

1 Cf. 67D, >.vats Kat xwptC1JLOS .Pvxfjs a7TO C1WJLUTOS. 
2 Precisely the distinctions which Socrates in the Parmenides accuses Zeno 

of ignoring, p. 70. 
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soluble, and unchanging. 1 The reality of whose existence we give 
an account in our questions and answers '-terms such as those 
which Socrates discussed with his friends-belong to the higher 
unseen order: each of them is simple (f-tOYoett5e~). by itself, always 
the same and never suffering any sort of change whatsoever. The 
many beautiful or equal things we perceive, on the other hand, are 
constantly changing in every respect and belong to the lower order, 
with the body whose senses perceive them (780 ff.). 

Thus Plato leads on the reader to see that the separate existence 
of a conscious immortal soul carries with it the separate existence 
of the Forms. Both doctrines are united in the theory of Anam­
nesis, which had first appeared in the M eno. A comparison of the 
Phaedo with the earlier dialogues bears out Aristotle's statement 
that it was Plato, not Socrates, who separated the Forms from 
things; and the Apology is witness that Socrates, who knew that 
he knew nothing about I the things in Hades ', did not affirm the 
pre-existence of the soul. The inference is that Plato arrived at 
both doctrines simultaneously, most likely as a result of a better 
acquaintance with Pythagoreanism, acquired on his first visit to 
South Italy. 

Since the objections Parmenides will presently make are ad­
mittedly directed against the theory as stated in the Phaedo, it 
will be well here to summarise the passage where it is offered as an 
alternative to those physical explanations of 1 becoming and perish­
ing' which Socrates had rejected. Socrates lays down two premisses. 
(I) The first is the existence of the Forms: 'that there is such a 
thing as Beauty just by itself, Goodness, Tallness, and so on with 
all the rest' (IOoB). (2) The second concerns the relation of such 
Forms to individual things bearing their names. This premiss is 
stated in two ways. 

(a) I If anything else is beautiful, besides Beauty itself, it is 
beautiful for no other reason than because it partakes of that 
Beauty' (10oc). 

The phrase I for no other reason than because ' (ovoe t5t. EY allo 
ij &on) is ambiguous. ' Reason ' might mean ' explanation ' (a 
common use of alr:la). The premiss will then assert that the state­
ment ' This rose is beautiful ' is equivalent to ' This rose partakes 
of Beauty ' : I can substitute that form of words and so explain 
the sense by paraphrase. But Plato seems to be speaking, 
not of the analysis of a statement, but of the corresponding fact. 
The theory will then assert that this fact consists of (I) a particular 
visible thing, this rose; (2) the Form, Beautiful or Beauty; and 
(3) what we should call a relation between the two expressed by 
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' is ', for which we can substitute ' partakes of '. But once more 
we have, so far, only an explanation: the fact that this rose is 
beautiful is the same thing as the fact that this rose partakes of 
Beauty. We learn nothing about any cause which would bring 
that fact into existence. On either view we have only an analysis 
of a statement or of a fact, not a reason for the statement being 
true or a cause of the fact's existence. 

(b) The second formulation seems, at first sight, to tell us more : 

'What makes {:nou:i) the thing beautiful is (not having a gay 
colour or anything of that sort, but) nothing else than the presence 
of that other Beauty, or the sharing in it, or however it may be 
that it comes to be there.l For I stop short of making any asser­
tion about that: I only assert that it is by Beauty that all 
beautiful things are beautiful ' (-r<ji xaA<ji :nav-ra -ra xaAa xa.l.a, 
IOOD). 

But again the word ' makes ' is ambiguous. Does it mean that 
the thing's beauty simply consists in the presence either of the Form 
itself or of the character like that of the Form, as we say that the 
presence of a gay colour 'makes' the thing gay? Or does it 
mean that the Form, existing independently, causes the thing to 
be (or to become) beautiful by somehow imparting its own character 
to the thing ? This is precisely the dilemma on which Socrates 
refuses to pronounce. The language might be expressly designed 
to leave it unsolved. 'Partaking' and 'sharing' mean no more 
than that many things can share, or have in common, the same 
relation to a single Form; that is so, whatever the relation may be. 
' Presence ' is the current, non-technical, term for the possession of 
any moral or physical quality. Thus Socrates says to Charmides, 
You ought to know what temperance is ' if you have temperance 
in you and are a temperate person' (ei' ao£ :naeean awq;eoavv'YJ 
xal el awq;ewv, IS8B). Again at Lysis 217D, when hair turns white 
in old age ' it becomes like the quality that is present-white by 
the presence of whiteness , (ol6v:nee TO nae6v, AeVXOV :naeova{q. 
Aevxal). No doubt, the real Socrates would use this expression; 
he could use it with no metaphysical implications. But here 

1 Reading oVK ~>v\o -r1. 7TOt£i' aVrO KaAOv ~ ~ £K£lvou ToV Ka..\oG £r-r£ TTapovula £r-r£ 

KOLVwv{a <tT< 01T'l/ s.q Kat 01TWS rrpoay<Vop.lvov. The -rrpoay<vop.EV7J of all MSS. 
cannot be right The Hipp. Maj., which seems to be based on our passage, 
indicates that it is the Form that -rrpoay{yv<-ra< : 2890 i-rrnlilxv -rrpoaylvTJ-ra• 

~K£Lvo -rO £l8oS', 292D -rO Ka..\Ov aVrO, 0 11avTi <fJ civ 7Tpouyfvrrral., inrdpX£L EK£lvcp 
.,a>.cf> <lva<. The genitive -rrpoay<vop.lvov may have been altered to agree with 
-rrapova{a and Kowwv{a. The alternative is to read -rrpoaayop<vop.£V7J (Wytten­
bach). For our purpose the reading does not matter. 
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he will not commit himself to it or to any other phrase that might 
imply either that the Form was present in the thing or that it was 
not. He takes refuge in the instrumental dative : ' by Beauty 
all beautiful things are beautiful'. If (as I suppose) Plato was 
aware that his own doctrine of separately existing Forms had 
never been maintained by Socrates, we might expect some embar­
rassment just here, where he has to speak, through Socrates' mouth, 
of the relation between Form and thing. Socrates had talked, like 
anyone else, of characters present in things. Plato has just pro­
pounded his own doctrine that Forms exist separately. This has 
already led to the distinction between the unique unchanging Form 
which is the object of thought (Equality itself) and the many chang­
ing instances Which We perceive as immanent in things ('nz EV iOl~ 
~vAot~ i'aa). The distinction is clearly maintained in the argument 
which follows. Hence at this point he refuses to use any term im­
plying the presence of the unique Form itself in many things. He 
may have been already feeling some uneasiness about the relations 
between the separate Form and the immanent character and setting 
such problems aside as not relevant to his present purpose. 

Some further illustrations are then given. It is ' by tallness ' 
that tall persons are tall and taller ones taller ; 10 exceeds 8 not 
' by 2 ' but ' by maniness ' (n.I.~Oet) or ' because of maniness ' (&a 
To n.l.ijOo~). In the whole argument no distinction is drawn be­
tween qualities and relations. Tallness is treated as if it were a 
quality like whiteness, inherent in the tall person, but with the 
peculiarity that he has it ' towards ' or ' in comparison with ' (ne6~) 
the shortness of another person.l 

Plato next draws clearly the distinction between the unique and 
unchanging Form, Tallness (avid To piyeOo~). and a particular 
tallness which is in the person.2 This may be called an immanent 
character (Mea, fW(!qnJ) or an instance of Tallness. It is, of course, 
only one of innumerable instances, and it is not exempt from all 
change. We are further told that the same person, Simmias, can 
possess two contrary characters at the same time-a tallness, as 
compared with the shortness in Socrates, and a shortness as com­
pared with the tallness in Phaedo. This is the point which Socrates 

1 Both Plato and Aristotle speak of' relative terms' or' predicates', never 
of relations as subsisting between two terms. Hence they do not recognise 
change of relation as a distinct kind of change. Aristotle gives as the reason 
for there being no proper kind of change for the relative that a thing, without 
changing, can be now greater, now less, than another, if that other changes 
in quantity (Met. zo88a, 34). Similarly if A is now to the right, now to the left, 
of B, this is because either A or B has changed in place (locomotion). 

2 Ph d ' ' ' • ' 8 Cf " ' ' ' • (' ' ) " ' ' "' ~e 0, l02D, TO E'V 'f'JJLW, J.L;'Y,E' or; . l?3B, 0:"£ ... TO' E'V ~fUV E'V:XVTC.OV OVT£ TCI 
£V T1J rf>ua£L. Parm. I 30B, aVMJ OJU>WTI)~ xwpt~ >}s TJJ.L£L> OJ.LOLOT7jTOS £XOJ.L£V. 
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makes in the Parmenides against Zeno's assertion that the same 
things cannot have two contrary characters. 

So far the theory has explained what is meant by statements 
such as ' this rose is beautiful ', or ' Simmias is tall '. Plato now 
turns to the explanation of becoming and change, in fulfilment of 
Socrates' opening remark : ' we need an explanation of becoming 
and ceasing to be in general' (9SE). The terms are carefully chosen 
to indicate this, including one term which is used nowhere else. Just 
as a thing's being beautiful is due to its having a share (p,edxetv) in 
Beauty, so its becoming beautiful means that it comes to partake 
of Beauty (p,eraaxelv, ingressive aorist, from which the noun 
p,eraaxeat~, here only, is formed for 'acquiring a share', rorc). 
As in the previous case we are given only an analysis of what is 
meant by ' Simmias becomes tall ' : he begins to partake of Tall­
ness. This is a description of the same event in other words. 
Nothing is said as to any ' cause ', in our sense, which would make 
such an event take place as its effect.1 

The next question is : what exactly happens when a thing, such 
as Simmias, loses one character and gains the opposite ? What is 
it that changes or comes into existence? (r) The Forms themselves 
cannot, of course, come to be or perish or change : Shortness itself 
can never become Tallness. (2) Nor can the particular instance of 
shortness which is in Simmias change its nature and become a 
tallness. It must either retire and give place to the opposite 
character or perish. Later it appears that all ordinary qualities do in 
fact perish; the alternative of' retirement' is included only to provide 
for the case of the soul, which by definition carries with it the 
character ' living ' and excludes death and destruction. (3) There 
is also the person who undergoes the change and remains the same 

1 This is rightly pointed out by Aristotle where he criticises this analysis, 
de gen. et corr. ii, g. Matter and form are not enough to bring things into being 
without a source of motion. Some have thought the Forms adequate to 
account for coming-to-be. Thus Socrates in the Phaedo first blames everyone 
else for having no explanation of becoming, and then, after laying down the 
distinction between Forms and things that partake of them, tells us that 
• while a thing is said to be (so and so) in virtue of the Form, it is said to 
come-to-be by virtue of taking a share (J.L€TaA1)1/1£V = Plato's J.L€Taax€alv) and 
to pass away by losing it (a1ro,6o~.jv). So he regards Forms as causes (arT,a) 
of coming-to-be.' Aristotle then objects that, if Forms are to be moving 
causes, why is their generating activity intermittent? (No change can occur 
in them, which could make them operative at one time, and not at another.) 
Cf. the same criticism at Met. ggrb, 3· It is true that Plato here indicates 
no efficient cause. Aristotle's suggestion that the Form might ' generate ' 
is probably based on Tim. soc, where the Form is compared to the father, 
the recipient to the mother. But in the Timaeus the moving cause is, not 
the Form, but the Demiurge. 
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all the time (I02E). What happens in change, then, is that one 
immanent character perishes and its contrary comes to be in the 
subject of change. The new character is described as ' approaching ' 
or ' invading ' and ousting the contrary already in possession. 
These metaphors disguise the lack of any efficient cause. We have 
only an analysis of the factors involved in any change of quality, 
not a' reason 'why any actual change should ever occur, or a' cause' 
which could bring it about. The only case where anything like a 
cause appears is that of fire and snow. Fire is always hot, snow 
always cold. When the heat in fire approaches snow, the snow 
will not admit hotness, but will perish together with its own cold­
ness (IOJD). Since no change can occur to Forms and they cannot 
perish, this can refer only to a particular fire approaching a particu­
lar piece of snow. Socrates seems to be unaware that the only 
efficient cause of change he actually describes is a physical cause of 
precisely the kind which, in the account of his youthful experiences, 
he had rejected as unsatisfying. 

Such is the theory which Socrates offers as disposing of Zeno's 
assumption that the same things cannot have two contrary charac­
ters. If the ' things ' in question are concrete sensible things, 
Socrates asserts, simply as an obvious fact, that the same person 
can be both tall and short as compared with different people. 
Also he can be one person and yet have many parts. This means 
that one concrete thing can possess at the same time two contrary 
characters, by virtue of partaking of two contrary Forms. No 
contradiction is necessarily involved. 

Parmenides now proceeds to criticise the theory. He does not 
challenge the point which Socrates has made against Zeno ; Plato 
evidently regards that as established. Nor does he as yet take up 
Socrates' suggestion that the mutual relations of Forms among 
themselves need further study ; the second part of the dialogue 
will have a bearing on this question. Parmenides' criticisms here 
fall under three heads: (I} the extent of the world of separate 
Forms; (2) the problem of participation; (3) the danger that 
Forms, if separate, may be found to be unknowable by us. 

Why does Plato choose Parmenides, among all the Presocratics, 
to criticise his own theory? He always speaks of Parmenides with 
more respect than he pays to any other philosopher. He looked 
upon himself as the successor of the man who had first drawn, 
however imperfectly, the distinction between an intelligible world 
of truth and reality and a sensible world of seeming and becoming. 
In Rep. V he had adopted, without acknowledgment, Parmenides' 
scheme distinguishing (I} the perfectly real and knowable, (2) the 
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totally unreal and unknowable, and (3) between these two, a world 
of appearance, partaking both of being and of not being. But he 
could not follow Parmenides in rejecting, as wholly illusory, the 
third of these three Ways. The world of appearance must have 
some sort of being, and must therefore be somehow related to the 
world of true reality, which Plato has peopled with Forms. Par­
menides is the obvious critic of this departure from the pure Eleatic 
doctrine. The objections here are such as he might have raised. 
(r) If there are to be many Forms instead of the one real Being, 
how many are there ? On what principle does Plato decide that 
there is, or is not, a Form for any set of things with a common 
name? (2) If the world of Seeming has some ground in reality, 
what is the relation which holds the two worlds together ? (3) If 
no intelligible account can be given of this relation, will not the 
real world be entirely cut off from the sensible, by a gulf which our 
knowledge cannot pass ? 

I30A-E. Parmenides criticises the theory of Forms. (r) What 
classes of things have Forms ? 

I30A. While Socrates was speaking, Pythodorus said he was 
expecting every moment that Parmenides and Zeno would 
be annoyed ; but they listened very attentively and kept 
on exchanging glances and smiles in admiration of Socrates. 
When he ended, Parmenides expressed this feeling : Socra­
tes, he said, your eagerness for discussion is admirable. 

B. And now tell me : have you yourself drawn this distinction 
you speak of and separated apart on the one side Forms 
themselves and on the other the things that share in them ? 
Do you believe that there is such a thing as Likeness itself 
apart from the likeness that we possess, and so on with Unity 
and Plurality and all the terms in Zeno's argument that you 
have just been listening to? 

Certainly I do, said Socrates. 

Here, as in the Phaedo, the distinction is quite clearly marked be­
tween (r) the separate Form; (2) the immanent character, 'the 
likeness that we have' ; and (3) the concrete things which partake 
of, or share, the Form and contain the character. 

The first class of terms, about which Socrates has no doubts, 
are such as those which had figured in Zeno's arguments: Likeness 
and Unlikeness, Unity and Plurality, Motion and Rest, etc. We are 
not to infer that this class contains only these contraries, however 
many they were. All the mathematical Forms, at least, would 
belong here. The similar list of 'common' terms at Theaetetus, 
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185, includes, with Being and Not-being, Likeness and Unlikeness, 
Sameness and Difference, Unity and Plurality, Odd and Even and 
number in general. To this class is next added (as in the Theaetetus 
and the Phaedo) the moral Forms. 

IJOB. And also in cases like these, asked Parmenides : is there, for 
example, a Form of Rightness or of Beauty or of Goodness, 
and of all such things ? 

Yes. 

It has often been pointed out that Plato must have started by 
recognising the Forms of moral qualities, because these had been 
the main object of Socrates' inquiries. The claim of the mathe­
matical Forms becomes prominent in the Meno and Phaedo with the 
doctrine of Anamnesis, since mathematical truth is pre-eminently 
recoverable by recollection. The mathematical sciences were the 
only sciences in the full sense, yielding exact truth about unchanging 
objects. Socrates' doubts begin only with the remaining classes. 

IJOC. And again, a Form of Man, apart from ourselves and all 
other men like us-a Form of Man as something by itself? 
Or a Form of Fire or of Water? 

I have often been puzzled about those things, Parmenides, 
whether one should say that the same thing is true in their 
case or not. 

The Forms of the species of living creatures and of the four elements 
do not appear in the early dialogues. The species (Man, Ox) figure 
in the Philebus {ISA), and they are all contained in the intelligible 
Living Creature of the Timaeus (Joe). The Timaeus also asserts 
Forms of the four elements (SIB). The need for Forms of these 
products of divine workmanship, as they are called at Sophist, 
z66B, ' ourselves and all other living creatures and the elements of 
natural things, fire, water, and their kindred', would become clear 
when the theory was applied to the philosophy of Nature. The 
real Socrates never so applied it. The Phaedo is probably true to 
fact in representing Socrates as giving up all hope of finding a really 
satisfactory explanation of the physical world before he turned from 
'things' to dialectical discussions. It is borne out by Aristotle's 
statement that Socrates did not concern himself with Nature as 
a whole. 

IJOC. Are you also puzzled, Socrates, about cases that might be 
thought absurd, such as hair or mud or dirt or any other 
trivial and undignified objects ? Are you doubtful whether 
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IJOC. or not to assert that each of these has a separate Form 
D. distinct from things like those we handle 1 ? 

Not at all, said Socrates; in these cases, the things are just 
the things we sec ; it would surely be too absurd to suppose 
that they have a Form. All the same, I have sometimes 
been troubled by a doubt whether what is true in one case 
may not be true in all. Then, when I have reached that 
point, I am driven to retreat, for fear of tumbling into a 
bottomless pit of nonsense. Anyhow, I get back to the 
things which we were just now speaking of as having Forms, 
and occupy my time with thinking about them. 

E. That, replied Parmenides, is because you are still young, 
Socrates, and philosophy has not yet taken hold of you so 
firmly as I believe it will some day. You will not despise 
any of these objects then; but at present your youth makes 
you still pay attention to what the world will think. 

Socrates' only expressed objection to Forms of this class is that 
it seems absurd to suppose Forms of such insignificant things. 
Parmenides rightly dismisses this objection as unphilosophical, but 
does not say that they must have Forms. The impression is left 
that the field of Forms had been too narrowly restricted; attention 
had been fixed on the moral and mathematical Forms, and the 
question what other Forms must be recognised had not been faced. 
If Socrates here stands for the Platonic Socrates of the early and 
middle dialogues, it is true that, all through these, the prevailing 
interest had been moral, religious, and political, not metaphysical. 
The moral Forms were by far the most prominent. The mathe­
matical Forms had appeared in the theory of Anamnesis, but the 
chief point of that theory was to establish the pre-existence of the 
soul. It is only when the doctrine of Forms is applied to the 
explanation of 'the whole of Nature' that this question of their 
extent becomes a problem.2 The Parmenides stands at the begin­
ning of the later series in which Plato sets his own doctrine beside 
the main Presocratic systems and indicates where he agrees or 
disagrees with them. The series leads up to the cosmology 
of the Timaeus. Since nothing further is said about this matter 
in our dialogue, it is unnecessary to examine once more the 
difficulties of reconciling Aristotle's evidence with the Platonic 

1 Dies' correction, ov llio aJ T<VV orwv tjp.€OS f'<TaX€tp. (Cf. c, I, T<VV oro, 
~p.£<s iop.•v), seems the best yet proposed. 

1 In Plato's Theory of Knowledge, p. g, I have suggested that the difficulty 
arises from the double origin of the theory, in Socrates' search for the definition 
of terms and in the Pythagorean doctrine of the nature of things. 
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writings.1 Parmenides drops this question here and turns to the 
problem of participation, which arises when any Forms are 
credited with separate existence. 

IJOE-IJIE. (2) Objections to Participation. (a) A thing cannot contain 
either the Form as a whole or a part of it. 

Parmenides has reproduced (at IJOB) the distinction drawn in 
the Phaedo between the separate and unique Form, Likeness itself, 
and the character of likeness 'which we have'. He now refers to 
the analysis of becoming, according to which things become like or 
just or beautiful by ' receiving a share ', or ' coming to partake ' 
(p,e-raAafl{Javuv) of the Form in question. According to this meta­
phor, the immanent character is imagined as the 'share' or 'part ' 
that falls to me, and is distinguished from the shares that fall to 
other people. How, then, is it related to the Form? 

IJOE. (Parmenides continues) However that may be, tell me this. 
You say you hold that there exist certain Forms, of which 
these other things come to partake and so to be called after 
their names 2 : by coming to partake of Likeness or Large-

IJI. ness or Beauty or Justice, they become like or large or 
beautiful or just ? 

Certainly, said Socrates. 
Then each thing that partakes receives as its share 3 either 

the Form as a whole or a part of it ? Or can there be any 
other way of partaking besides this ? 

No, how could there be? 
Do you hold, then, that the Form as a whole, a single 

thing, is in each of the many, or how? 

1 An exact and unbiased review of Aristotle's evidence is given by Sir 
W. D. Ross, Aristotle's Metaphysics, vol. i, pp. xlv ff. If the digression in 
Ep. vii, 342A ff. is genuine, Plato in the last decade of his life recognised 
Forms not only of moral and mathematical terms and of living creatures 
and the elements, but of manufactured things (aK£uaOTa) and of all actions 
and passions (the meanings of verbs). 

I • •• ' ., \ -\ Q' ' • ' • - • t Ph d 
tuV T~o£ ;a aN\ a p.£70.1\ap.tJaVO~a TaS ~1T~VVfi.L~S aV'T~V 

1 
'aX£ LV 

1 
q U ~ es ae 0, 

102B, Kat TOV'TWV Tllia f'£TaAa.p.{1avoVTa aiJTWV TOIJTWV T'JV £1TWVIJf'laV U1}(£W, Where 
the analysis of becoming and change begins. Since Plato mentions Beauty 
and Justice here and Goodness and Beauty at 134B (as at Philebus ISB, where 
the same problem is raised), Taylor is incorrect in stating that ' the criticism 
of Parmenides . . . is confined entirely to the " forms " of mathematics ' 
(Tmns. Introd., p. 18). 

8 The construction of p.tTaAap.f1avnv with the genitive of the share taken is 
unusual, but occurs at Phaedrus 248E, ap.tlvovo; p.olpa; p.£TaAap.f1avnv. The 
normal construction is the accus., A pol. 36B, p.ni1Aaf3wv To wlp.wTov p./pof Twv 
,P~,Pwv. But p.lpou; p.tTI1Aa.p.f3av••v here can have no other meaning, and 
p.tTixnv with the gen. is used in the same sense below, I3IC. 

84 



PARTICIPATION CRITICISED 

131 Why should it not be in each,l Parmenides? 
B. If so, a Form which is one and the same will be at the same 

time, as a whole, in a number of things which are separate, 
and consequently will be separate from itself. 

No, it would not, replied Socrates, if it were like one and 
the same day, which is in many places at the same time and 
nevertheless is not separate from itself. Suppose any given 
Form is in them all at the same time as one and the same 
thing in that way. 

I like the way you make out that one and the same thing 
is in many places at once, Socrates. You might as well 
spread a sail over a number of people and then say that the 
one sail as a whole was over them all. Don't you think that 
is a fair analogy ? 

c. Perhaps it is. 
Then would the sail as a whole be over each man, or only 

a part over one, another part over another? 
Only a part. 
In that case, Socrates, the Forms themselves must be 

divisible into parts, and the things which have a share in 
them will have a part for their share.2 Only a part of any 
given Form, and no longer the whole of it, will be in each 
thing. 

Evidently, on that showing. 
Are you, then, prepared to assert that we shall find the 

single Form actually being divided? Will it still be one ? 
Certainly not. 

At this point the dilemma is completely stated. But Parmenides 
adds an illustration, taken from the Phaedo: Largeness, Equality, 
Smallness. The rest of the argument assumes that the instance of 
Largeness which falls to the share of a large thing is a ' part ' of the 
Form in the sense of a bit into which the Form is cut up and which 
is consequently smaller than the Form Largeness. This is to under­
stand ' part ' and ' whole ' in the most gross and material sense. 

IJIC. No, for consider this. Suppose it is Largeness itself that 
you are going to divide into parts, and that each of the many 

D. large things is to be large by virtue of a part of Largeness 

1 ~v Elva• MSS.. but Schleiermacher's £v£iva. is perhaps more natural. 
At 149C, 7. T and B 1 have ~v £cmv for £v£aT•v (B 2) ; at 1450, 4. BT have 
fv EoTat for Evturat. 

2 t-dpovs av P,£Tfxot. 

~V ~p.Ei:S /LET£xoVT£~, 

Again the genitive is abnormal: but cf. IJJD, op.o•wp.aTO. 
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1310. which is smaller than Largeness itself. Will not that seem 
unreasonable? 

It will indeed. 
And again, if it is Equality that a thing receives some small 

part of, will that part, which is less than Equality itself, 
make its possessor equal to something else ? 

No, that is impossible. 
Well,l take Smallness: is one of us to have a portion 

of Smallness, and is Smallness to be larger than that portion, 
which is a part of it ? On this supposition again Smallness 
itself will be larger, and anything to which the portion taken 

E. is added will be smaller, and not larger, than it was before. 
That cannot be so. 
Well then, Socrates, how are the other things going to 

partake of your Forms, if they can partake of them neither 
in part nor as wholes ? 

Really, said Socrates, it seems no easy matter to determine 
in any way. 2 

There is evidence that the immanence of Forms was discussed 
at the Academy. 3 Aristotle remarks that Forms can contribute 
nothing to the being of things unless they are in them ; they might 
in that case be regarded as causes 'in the same way as white is 
the cause of whiteness to the white thing by being mixed in it ; 
but this theory, first stated by Anaxagoras and later by Eudoxus 
and some others, is easily refuted' (Met. A, ggra, 13). Alexander 
enumerates the objections from Aristotle's neel lbewv B (Frag. 
r8gR) : (r) Forms would have to be bodies and also contrary to 
one another; (2) either the whole Form or a part of it would have 
to be in each thing: if the whole, then what is numerically one 
would be in many things; if a part, a man will contain only a part 
of the Form Man; (3) Forms would be divisible; (4) there would 

1 Punctuate 'A.Ua Tov af'•Kpov ••• laVTov oVTos ; as a question. As the 
text stands, dAAa could only introduce an alternative consequence of the 
previous supposition about TO iaov; but it does not. This is a third sup­
position, Tov af'•Kpoii standing first and carrying the emphasis, like a.lTo To 
f'tydJos and Tov iaou in the previous speeches. Two consequences follow : 
(1) Smallness itself will be larger than the portion of it taken by the small 
thing, and (2) this portion taken from Smallness (To rirf>a•p£8tv), though added 
to the thing, will not make it greater, but smaller than before. Proclus 
(v, p. IIJ) interprets correctly. So does M. Dies, but he prints the current 
punctuation, which will not yield the sense required. 

• Aristotle's statement (Met. 987b, 13) that the Pythagoreans and Plato 
left the nature of ' participation ' or ' imitation ' an open question for dis­
cussion, has been taken to refer to this conclusion. 

• Jaeger, Aristoteles, p. 16. 
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be many Forms, not one only, mixed in each thing ; (5) Forms 
would not be models ; (6) they would perish with the things in 
which they are mixed ; and (7) they would not be exempt from 
motion. This criticism indicates that Eudoxus was conceiving 
participation in the same material way as Parmenides here. The 
terminology of the theory, which was borrowed from current 
speech, lent itself to such interpretation.1 In the medical writers 
and the early philosophers 'the hot' (nl ()e(!ftOV), for example, is 
spoken of as if it were a material substance, a 'part' of which 
could be ' present in ' a thing which would thus ' possess a share ' 
of it. Eudoxus, apparently, proposed to understand participation 
in a Platonic Form, such as avnl ro xaMv or avro ro {tiya in just this 
way. The objection raised by Parmenides is identical with one of 
Aristotle's; and our passage might be understood as Plato's own 
rejection of such a crude interpretation. Parmenides' examples, 
Large, Equal, and Small, bring out the absurdity of supposing that 
' Largeness itself ' (avro ro {tiydJoc;) or 'the Large itself' (avro ro 
{tiya) is a large thing, which could be divided into parts. Owing to the 
current use of language, it would be difficult for the ordinary Greek 
to realise that Largeness or 'the Large' was not itself large; it 
would have seemed to him a contradiction to say ·the Large itself 
is not large'. There is, in fact, an ambiguity in the expression 
avro 1:0 {tiya. It can mean, not the Form, but' that which is simply 
large and nothing else', like Socrates 'avnz nz OftOta (rzgB) which 
meant 'things which are simply alike and nothing else'. As Socrates 
said, it would be contradiction to say that such things were unlike 
or not alike. Plato himself was aware of this ambiguity; and it 
will be part of the purpose of the second part to call attention to it. 2 

The young Socrates, however, is not represented as capable of 
detecting it ; though he will presently suggest a way of escape. 
Meanwhile Parmenides advances another objection, resting on the 
same false assumption that Largeness itself is a large thing. 

IJIE-IJ2B. (b) The Third Man 

IJIE. Again, there is another question. 
What is that ? 

132. How do you feel about this ? I imagine your ground for 
believing in a single Form in each case is this: when it 
seems to you that a number of things are large, there seems, 

1 For illustrations, see H. C. Baldry, Plato's 'technical terms ', C.Q. xxxi 
(1937), pp. 141 fl. 

• At 1490 fl. the Phaedo theory, so far as Largeness, Smallness, and 
Equality are concerned, will be shown to lead to the impossible result that 
no quantity can be greater or smaller than another. 

87 



THE PARMENIDES 132A-B 

IJ2A. I suppose, to be a certain single character 1 which is the 
same when you look at them all ; hence you think that 
Largeness is a single thing. 

True, he replied. 
But now take Largeness itself and the other things which 

are large. Suppose you look at all these in the same 
way in your mind's eye, will not yet another unity make 
its appearance-a Largeness by virtue of which they all 
appear large ? 

So it would seem. 
If so, a second Form of Largeness will present itself, over 

and above Largeness itself and the things that share in it ; 
and again, covering all these, yet another, which will make 

B. all of them large. So each of your Forms will no longer 
be one, but an indefinite number. 

The argument here turns on the ambiguity above noted. It is 
assumed that the Form, Largeness itself, has the character in the 
same way that the many large things have it; in other words, that 
it is itself a large thing. If that is so, then it is just one more 
member of the class of large things, and there will be the same 
reason to demand a second Form for it to partake of as there was 
to demand the original Form for the many to partake of. Thus 
we shall get an infinite regress. Aristotle (Met. ggob, IS) observes 
that some of Plato's ' more precise arguments recognise Forms of 
relative terms which, we maintain, do not form an independent 
class ; others state the argument of the Third Man '. Jackson 
and other critics have seen here a reference to our passage. The 
' Third Man ' seems to have been the title of several different 
arguments, which fall under two heads: (I) not involving an infinite 
regress, (2) involving an infinite regress (as here). 

(I) Alexander (ad loc.) mentions an argument used by 'the 
Sophists'. When we say' a man walks' we do not mean the Form 
Man (which cannot move) nor yet any particular man (for we do 
not know what man it is who is walking). It must, then, be some 
' third man '. Alexander adds that those who separate the common 
predicate from the individuals, as do the assertors of Forms, give 
a handle to this sophistical argument. But, on the face of it, the 
argument seems to point out merely that, granted there is a Form 
Man, we can make statements not only about that Form and about 
one specified individual man, but also about 'a man ' or 'some 
man ' unspecified : ' some man stole my umbrella.' Stoic logic 

1 l8ta here (as in the Phaedo) means the character supposed to be possessed 
both by the Form and by the things which partake of the Form. 
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recognised this type of 'indefinite proposition ' (d6gtcn:ov Mlwt-ta) : 
'someone (uc;) is walking' or 'he (bceivoc;) is moving' (Diog. L. vii, 
70; Sext. adv. log. ii, 97). Evidently this is not the argument used by 
Parmenides. There is no infinite regress ; and the ' third man ' 
is not an extra Form, but an unspecified individual. 

There is also an argument attributed to Plato's contemporary, 
the sophist Polyxenus. 'If man exists by participation (xan1 
t-terox~v) or sharing (t-terova{av) in the Form or Self-man, there must 
be some man who will have his being in relation to the Form (ned~ 
-r:~v lOiav l~et rd elvat). But neither the Self-man, which is the 
Form, nor some particular man (o ric; avOgwnoc;) can be by participa­
tion in the Form. Therefore it must be a third man.' The state­
ment is obscure. Professor Taylor 1 connects this argument with 
one used by Aristotle (Met. 1059b, 2) : Suppose that Forms do 
exist and that the objects of mathematics are to be placed (as they 
are by Plato) as a third class between Forms and perceptible things, 
why is there not a third man or horse between the Forms Man, 
Horse, and the individuals ? Polyxenus' phrase ' some man who 
will have his being in relation to the Form' might mean something 
of which all you know is that it is ' a man ', as in mathematics ' a 
circle ' means something that is simply a circle and nothing more ; 
whereas any specified individual man has many other properties. 
If this is what Polyxenus meant, his argument comes to much the 
same thing as the previous one. The theory of Forms should 
recognise that 'a man' means something distinct from the Form, 
Man, and from any specified concrete individual. In any case, it 
is clear that Polyxenus' argument is quite distinct from Parmenides' 
argument in our passage.2 It cannot therefore be used as proof 
that Plato is reproducing criticisms of his own theory advanced 
by Megarians (Polyxenus was an associate of Bryson, who was a 
pupil of the Megarian Euclides 3). 

(2) The argument in our passage, involving an infinite regress, 
was also known as the ' Third Man '. It was restated by Aristotle 
as follows. 4 ' If a term truly predicated of a number of things 
actually exists in separation from the things it is predicated of­
and that is what those who assert Forms believe they show, since 
their reason for the existence of a Self-man is that Man is truly 
predicated of a number of things and is a different " Man " from 

1 Mind, 34 (1925), 355· 1 As Taylor remarks, Plato (1926). p. 355. 
a K. v. Fritz (Pauly-Wiss. Suppl. V, s.v. Megariker, 722), arguing that 

chronology is against Polyxenus being the pupil of Bryson, whose £Taipos he 
is called in Plato, Ep. xiii, represents Polyxenus as the pupil of Euclides. 

' In Il~pl 'IS~wv A, quoted by Alex. on Met. 990b, 15, p. 62, 33 (Ar., Frag. 
J 88R) : 8ElKVIJ7'aL Kat oiffws Q Tp{TOS' dv8pw110S' ••• 
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the individual men-then there will be a third Man. For if the 
" Man " which is predicated is different from the things it is 
predicated of and has an independent existence, and if it is predicated 
both of the individuals and of the Form, there will be a third Man 
over and above the individuals and the Form. And similarly a 
fourth, predicated of this third and of the Form and the individuals, 
and a fifth, and so on indefinitely.' Again at Met. 1038b, 30, it is 
argued that ' the Third Man ' (an infinite regress) will result from 
giving any universal term, like 'Animal', a substantial existence 
apart from particular animals.1 Thus Aristotle simply repeats 
Parmenides' objection as valid against the separate existence of 
Forms. 

Plato leaves the objection unanswered here. But elsewhere he 
uses a kindred argument to prove the opposite conclusion : that 
any Form must be unique. The divine creator made only one 
' Bed ', the essential Bed, which exists in reality. If he had made 
two, then there would make its appearance yet another one, whose 
character the first two would possess, and this third bed would 
be the essential Bed (Rep. 597c). This passage, as Apelt observed 
(Beitriige, 53), might be a refutation of the Third Man. If there 
were two Forms, Bed, they would be entities of the same order 
and exactly alike ; and there might then be ground for requiring 
a third Form 'whose character they would both possess'. But 
the Form and the individual beds are not entities of the same order 
or exactly alike. The Form, Bed, is not a bed; and it is not true 
that it has the character in the same way that individual beds 
have it. Rather it is the character, and there is no ground for 
duplicating it. Similar reasoning establishes the uniqueness of 
the Form, Living Creature, in Timaeus 3IA. 

The refutation of the Third Man really requires what Socrates 
desiderated earlier-a study of statements made, not about in­
dividuals, but about Forms. Socrates is human, and we can also 
say 'Socrates is a man'; but if we can say 'Man is human', we 
cannot also say 'Man is a man'. The arguments in the Republic 
and the Timaeus indicate that Plato was not blind to the fallacy in 
Parmenides' assumption that Largeness is a large thing. 

I32B-G. These objections cannot be met by making the Form a 
thought in a mind 

The young Socrates is not allowed to expose this fallacy. Instead, 
he offers the suggestion that the Form may, after all, not be an 

1 Cf. Soph. El. 178b, 36, where the Third Man regress is said to result from 
the false assumption that the common predicate ' Man ' is an individual 
substance. 
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independently existing thing, but only a thought in a mind. As 
such, its unity could not be destroyed by its being distributed in 
'parts' among individuals. To this suggestion Parmenides offers 
two objections, which should be kept distinct. 

I32B. But, Parmenides, said Socrates, may it not be that each 
of these Forms is a thought, which cannot properly exist 
anywhere but in a mind. In that way each of them can 
be one and the statements that have just been made would 
no longer be true of it. 

Then, is each Form one of these thoughts and yet a thought 
of nothing? 

No, that is impossible. 
So it is a thought of something ? 
Yes. 

c. Of something that is, or of something that is not ? 
Of something that is. 
In fact, of some one thing which that thought observes 

to cover all the cases, as being a certain single character ? 
Yes. 
Then will not this thing that is thought of as being one 

and always the same in all cases be a Form? 
That again seems to follow. 

Socrates' suggestion is one that may well have been made in 
discussions at the Academy. The word ' thought ' is ambiguous ; 
but the context makes it plain that ' thought ' means an act of 
thinking, which can only occur 'in a mind' (ev VJVXatr;), not neces­
sarily a human mind. This phrase, again, implies that, if minds 
did not exist and think, there would be no Forms, for these are to 
be acts of a mind's thinking. 

Parmenides' first objection is that an act of thinking must have 
an object, and this will be the single character (lbea) observed as 
pervading a whole class of things. In so far as this character is 
one-and its unity is emphasised-it will be the same as the Form 
(elt5or;). The conclusion is that the Form is the object of thought, 
not the act of thinking. It follows that there is no ground for 
saying that it exists only in a mind and in this way denying its 
independent existence. In support of this conclusion it might be 
argued that an act of thinking must have some object and that 
object must have some content. If the content is different in each 
mind, no intercourse will be possible. If we are to understand 
one another, the same content or meaning must be before all our 
minds, though not, perhaps, with equal clearness. If it existed 
only in one mind, it would be inaccessible to all others. 
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Parmenides now adds a second objection. 

132c. And besides, said Parmenides, according to the way in 
which you assert that the other things have a share in the 
Forms, must you not hold either that each of those things 
consists of thoughts, so that all things think, or else that 
they are thoughts which nevertheless do not think ? 

That too is unreasonable, replied Socrates. 

This objection is ad hominem, directed against Socrates' account 
of the way in which things have a share in Forms-the way that 
Parmenides has been criticising, according to which either the 
whole Form or a part of it would have to be in the thing. If 
Forms are acts of thinking, each thing will be composed of acts of 
thinking; and either everything will think (not minds only), or 
there will be acts of thinking which do not think-a contradiction 
in terms. It may be noted that Plato's Parmenides repudiates 
the doctrine which some critics ascribe to the real Parmenides, 
that' to think is the same thing as to be ' : 't'o yae m)'t'o voeiv eadv 
u "al elvm (see above, p. 34). 

Socrates abandons his suggestion. Some modern writers have 
not abandoned it, but have talked of the Forms as the ' thoughts 
of God ', as if they existed only in his mind. This ' God ' is to be 
the Demiurge of the Timaeus. But there is no warrant anywhere 
in Plato for saying that the Forms, which the Demiurge takes as 
his model, depend on his mind for their existence or are his acts 
of thinking; still less for saying that the copies of the Forms in 
the sensible world are thoughts composing things. If any serious 
meaning can be found in such statements, it is not a meaning that 
we have the smallest right to attribute to Plato. 

132C-133A. Can the objections be met by making the Forms patterns 
of which there are likenesses in things ? 

Socrates now returns to his view that there are separate Forms, 
fixed in the nature of things or in reality (ev 't'fj qn)aet), a term which, 
as Proclus remarks, Plato often uses of the intelligible world. He 
now suggests that the relation of the Form to the immanent char­
acter may be that of pattern to copy. If 'participation' means 
only the resemblance which a copy has to its original, we shall 
escape the difficulties entailed by the crude notion that the Form 
is a thing, all or parts of which might be in individuals. There 
may be any number of mirror images of the same object. Neither 
the object nor any part of it will be in the image or in the mirror ; 
but each image can reflect its whole character. May not the whole 
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character of the Form be reproduced, on this analogy, m any 
number of individuals? 

132c. (Socrates continues.) But, Parmenides, the best I can 
D. make of the matter is this: that these Forms are as it 

were patterns fixed in the nature of things; the other things 
are made in their image and are likenesses 1 ; and this 
participation they come to have in the Forms is nothing 
but their being made in their image. 

Well, if a thing is made in the image of the Form, can 
that Form fail to be like the image of it, in so far as the 
image was made in its likeness ? If a thing is like, must 
it not be like something that is like it ? 

It must. 
And must not the thing which is like share with the thing 

E. that is like it in one and the same thing (character) ? 2 

Yes. 
And will not that in which the like things share, so as 

to be alike, be just the Form itself that you spoke of ? 
Certainly. 
If so, nothing can be like the Form, nor can the Form 

be like anything. Otherwise a second Form will always 
make its appearance over and above the first Form; and 

133. if that second Form is like anything, yet a third; and 
there will be no end to this emergence of fresh Forms, if 
the Form is to be like the thing that partakes of it. 

Quite true. 
It follows that the other things do not partake of Forms 

by being like them ; we must look for some other means 
by which they partake. 

So it seems. 

Parmenides' argument here is fallacious, as Plato must have 
been aware, for he did not give up speaking of Forms as patterns 
in the nature of the things. In the Timaeus the Demiurge takes 
Forms for his model, and later (SZB) the copies of them are regarded 
as images (elxovq;) cast by the Forms themselves upon the Receptacle 
in which they appear. Proclus pointed out that the relation of 

1 I have used the word ' image ' ( = ~iKwv) in rendering eo,Kevru, ~iKao8lv, 

and 'like ' (Clpmov) where op.olwp.a, arf>wp.o•w8T] occur, because two things may 
be alike without the one being an image or copy of the other. But Plato 
does not clearly mark this difference by his choice of terms, for ap.olwp.a, 
d</>op.o•ofio8a• usually mean 'copy' (image). 

2 •illov~ is omitted by Burnet and Dies, following Jackson. 
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copy to original is not merely one of likeness ; the copy is derived 
from the original.l The reflection of my face in a glass is a copy 
of my face and like my face ; my face is like the reflection, but 
not a copy of it. In the Republic the term 'image' (elxwv) is used 
for a lower grade of existence. If we examine Socrates' statement 
carefully, we find that he suggests that things are likenesses 
(opotwpq:ra) of Forms, being made in their image (lotxevat), and 
that the relation called 'participation' is that of image to original 
(elxaafJijvat) ; he does not clearly assert that this relation is merely 
one of likeness. Parmenides then produces an argument to prove 
that the relation of likeness cannot be the same as the relation of 
participation, which Socrates has now identified with the relation 
of copy to original. 

The argument is this. If an image or copy is like the original, 
the original must be like the copy. (This is true.) But if one thing 
is like another, that means that they partake of the same Form, 
and this Form, it is clearly implied, will be the same as the Form 
of which the copies are copies: e.g. if all men are like one another, 
this means that they all partake of the Form, Man. This is not 
in agreement with Socrates' original statement (r29A) that two 
things are alike when they partake of the Form Likeness. 'This 
man is like that man ' is not equivalent to ' These men both partake 
of the Form, Man'. There is consequently no objection to saying 
that this man is like the Form, Man, and the Form is like him. 
This does not entail that the Form, Man, should partake, or be a 
copy, of itself or of a second Form, Man. We merely say that the 
Form, Man, partakes of the Form, Likeness. No infinite regress is 
involved so long as we do not identify the relation of Likeness with 
that of copy to original. There may be many similar photographs 
of the same person. They will be like one another, and the person 
will be like them. But they are all pictures of the person ; they 
are not pictures of one another, nor is the person a picture of them. 
They would not all be like the person, if they were not all pictures 
of him ; but you cannot argue that the person cannot be like the 
photographs unless he is himself a picture of a second person, and 
so on for ever. 

The upshot is that the argument is fallacious, unless Socrates 
meant to assert that participation is the same thing as likeness, 
and it is not clear that he did mean that. The conclusion that 
the two relations are not identical is sound ; but it is no reason 
against regarding the Form as a pattern of which the many 

1 Cf. Taylor, Plato (1926), p. 358. The same consideration underlies 
Asclepius' defence of Plato against this use of the Third Man, Schol. in Met. 
(Berl. Edit., vol. iv) 567a, 41. 
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individuals are copies. Plato must have seen this, because he 
continues to speak of Form and individuals in these terms. 

Here the objections to ' participation ' end. The conclusion 
seems to be that (r) participation is not to be understood in the 
gross material sense that a Form is a substance, parts of which are 
distributed among any number of things; (2) that the Form 
nevertheless has an independent existence and is not ' a thought 
in a mind ' ; and (3) that it can stand to the individual instances 
in a relation analogous to that of original to copy, which includes, 
but is not identical with, the relation of Likeness. The reader is 
left to discover the answers to Parmenides' objections ; the young 
Socrates is represented as unable to meet them. He lacks that 
training in the detection of ambiguities which Parmenides will 
presently illustrate. It is naive to conclude that Plato himself 
regarded the objections as seriously damaging his theory, although 
the nature of participation is undoubtedly obscure and hard for 
our imaginations to conceive. 

133A-134E. (3) Will not the separate Forms be unknowable by us ? 
The final objection is that the separation of the Forms from their 

instances in things threatens to isolate them in a world of their 
own, inaccessible to our knowledge. Conversely the gods, if they 
belong to that other world, may be cut off from knowledge of the 
things in our world, and will not be, as the Phaedo (63c) declared, 
our masters. 

133A. You see then, Socrates, said Parmenides, what great 
difficulties there are in asserting their existence as Forms 
just by themselves? 

I do indeed. 
I assure you, then, you have as yet hardly a notion of 

B. how great they will be, if you are going to set up a single 
Form for every distinction you make among things. 

How so? 
The worst difficulty will be this, though there are plenty 

more. Suppose someone should say that the Forms, if 
they are such as we are saying they must be, cannot even 
be known. One could not convince him that he was 
mistaken in that objection, unless he chanced to be a man 
of wide experience and natural ability, and were willing to 
follow one through a long and remote train of argument. 
Otherwise there would be no way of convincing I a man 

c. who maintained that the Forms were unknowable. 
1 The reading a:rrliJavos is confirmed by the later reference to this remark at 

I 35A, miha .\Eyona , , , o apn £>.fyop.ev, IJavp.aUTWS ws /lvoava?TEtUTOV elva&. 
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Parmenides clearly hints here that the following argument is not 
cogent ; a man of sufficient intelligence could be brought to see 
the flaws in it. These are, in fact, not very hard to detect ; and 
it is surprising that some commentators have overlooked this hint 
and taken the argument as really damaging. 

133C. Why so, Parmenides ? 
Because, Socrates, I imagine that you or anyone else 

who asserts that each of them has a real being ' just by 
itself', would admit, to begin with, that no such real being 
exists in our world. 

True; for how could it then be just by itself? 
Very good, said Parmenides. And further, those Forms 

which are what they are with reference to one another, 
have their being in such references among themselves, not 
with reference to those likenesses (or whatever we are to 

D. call them) in our world, which we possess I and so come to 
be called by their several names. And, on the other hand, 
these things in our world which bear the same names as 
the Forms are related among themselves, not to the Forms; 
and all the names of that sort 2 that they bear have reference 
to one another, not to the Forms. 

How do you mean ? asked Socrates. 
Suppose, for instance, one of us is master or slave of 

another; he is not, of course, the slave of Master itself, 
the essential Master, nor, if he is a master, is he master of 

E. Slave itself, the essential Slave, but, being a man, is master 
or slave of another man ; whereas Mastership itself is what 
it is (mastership) of Slavery itself, and Slavery itself is 
slavery to Mastership itself. The significance of things in 
our world is not with reference to things in that other world, 
nor have these their significance with reference to us; but, 
as I say, the things in that world are what they are with 
reference to one another and towards one another ; and so 

I34· likewise are the things in our world. You see what I 
mean? 

Certainly I do. 

1 Again (as at I3IC) f'ETlxew with genitive means ' have as our share '. 
Note that, in spite of the previous argument, ' likenesses ' (op.o«J,p.aTa) is still 
used of the instances in our world. 

• Relative names, such as ' master (of) ', ' slave (of) ', ' greater (than) ', 
which require a correlative in the genitive (or dative) case to complete their 
significance : Rep. 438A, oaa y' EUTL TOtaiha ofa efval TOV, Ar., Cat. 6a, 36, 
Trp6~ Tt TO. TotaVTa ,\ly£TW. Ooa aUTO. O.:rr£p £aTi.v lTlpwv Elvw. ,\EyETW.. Oirrws takes its 
meaning from the genitives iaVTwv, EKElvwv preceding. 
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134. And similarly Knowledge itself, the essence of Knowledge, 
will be knowledge of that Reality itself, the essentially 
real. 

Certainly. 
And again any given branch of Knowledge in itself will 

be knowledge of some department of real things as it is in 
itself, will it not ? 

Yes. 
Whereas the knowledge in our world will be knowledge 

of the reality in our world ; and it will follow again that 
each branch of knowledge in our world must be knowledge 

B. of some department of things that exist in our world. 
Necessarily. 
But, as you admit, we do not possess the Forms them­

selves, nor can they exist in our world. 
No. 
And presumably the Forms, just as they are in themselves, 

are known by the Form of Knowledge itself? 
Yes. 
The Form which we do not possess. 
True. 
Then, none of the Forms is known by us, since we have 

no part in Knowledge itself. 
Apparently not. 
So Beauty itself or Goodness itself and all the things we 

c. take as Forms in themselves, are unknowable to us. 
I am afraid that is so. 
Then here is a still more formidable consequence for you 

to consider. 
What is that ? 
You will grant, I suppose, that if there is such a thing 

as a Form, Knowledge itself, it is much more perfect than 
the knowledge in our world ; and so with Beauty and all 
the rest. 

Yes. 
And if anything has part in this Knowledge itself, you 

would agree that a god has a better title than anyone else 
to possess the most perfect knowledge ? 

Undoubtedly. 
D. Then will the god, who possesses Knowledge itself, be 

able to know the things in our world ? 
Why not? 
Because we have agreed that those Forms have no 

significance with reference to things in our world, nor have 
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1340. things in our world any significance with reference to them. 
Each set has it only among themselves. 

Yes, we did. 
Then if this most perfect Mastership and most perfect 

Knowledge are in the god's world, the gods' 1 Mastership 
E. can never be exercised over us, nor their Knowledge know 

us or anything in our world. Just as we do not rule over 
them by virtue of rule as it exists in our world and we know 
nothing that is divine by our knowledge, so they, on the 
same principle, being gods, are not our masters nor do they 
know anything of human concerns. 

But surely, said Socrates, an argument which would· 
deprive the gods of knowledge, would be too strange. 

Formally, at any rate, this argument is almost grossly fallacious. 
It confuses the Form (Mastership or Knowledge) with perfect 
instances of the Form. Mastership, the Form, has as its correlate 
the Form, Slavery ; and we may say, in that sense, that it is 
'Mastership of Slavery itself', as Parmenides does say at 133E. 
But Mastership is not the master of Slavery or of anything else. 
It is the ideal or perfect master that is master of the ideal or perfect 
slave (av·u)~ fleanOT'YJ~1 0 eaU fleanOT'YJ~, aVTOV <5ovAOV1 0 eaT£ flovAo~1 
I33D). Every perfect master contains an instance of Mastership, 
but is obviously not identical with the unique Form, Mastership 
itself. In the concluding argument the gods are represented as ideal 
masters who possess (llxew or t-tedxetv) an instance of Master­
ship ; clearly they are not the same thing as the Form; nor ~re 
they masters of the Form, Slavery itself: that is meaningless. 
So the argument breaks down, unless we grant that an ideal or 
perfect master cannot be master of imperfect slaves, like ourselves~ 
and there seems to be no reason to grant that. Proclus (V, p. 194) 
points this out. It is true, he says, that Mastership itself and 
Slavery itself are correlatives. But we do say that the gods are 
our masters, so that mastership in the other world will have rela­
tionship with slavery in our world; and this is true, because we 
partake of Slavery itself. 

There is the same confusion of the Form, Knowledge, with the 
perfect instance of knowing. Perfect knowledge, such as a god 
might possess, is a perfect instance of the activity called knowing, 
which can exist only in a mind. The Form itself is not an activity 
existing in a mind, and cannot know anything. Socrates, who has 
just been told that Forms cannot be acts of thinking in a mind, 

1 Here (as at Tim. 7IA, eiSD-re> ••• lleo>) Plato passes from the singular 
to the plural in the same sentence. 

g8 



FORMS NEEDED FOR ALL DISCOURSE 

ought not to have accepted the suggestion at 134B: 'Presumably 
the Forms just as they are in themselves are known by the Form 
of Knowledge itself.' The confusion follows in the next sentences. 
'We do not possess (lxoftev) the Form.' That is true ; the Form 
does not exist in us. But for this the next sentence substitutes, 
'we have no part in Knowledge itself' (airr* buaT~ft'YJ~ ov 
fti!TEXOftev). If this means that we do not possess or contain perfect 
instances of knowledge, that is a different statement, which does not 
follow from the other. And even if it is true, there is nothing to 
show that we might not have imperfect knowledge of objects which 
are perfectly real. The whole Socratic and Platonic attempt to 
define Forms implies that we can start from imperfect knowledge 
of the Forms themselves and gradually improve that knowledge. 
The confusion comes out clearly in the second argument about the 
gods : ' if anything has part in (ftedxet) this Knowledge in itself, 
a god has the best claim to possess (lxetv) the most perfect know­
ledge' (134c). Here it is the god who possesses the most perfect 
instance of knowledge; it is in fact the god, not the Form, Know­
ledge, that knows the Forms. And, once more, there is nothing to 
show that the gods, besides having this knowledge of Forms, should 
not also have knowledge of our world. 

Another weak point is the assumption that, if there is a sharp 
line between the two worlds, ' we ' are confined to the hither side 
of it. Our bodies certainly are ; but, as the Phaedo argued, our 
souls are more akin to the unseen and intelligible. In the Timaeus 
(35A) the soul is compounded of both ' the indivisible and unchang­
ing being ' belonging to the Forms and ' the divisible existence which 
comes to be in the region of the bodily '. Thus souls are an inter­
mediate order of existents, having a foot in both worlds and cap­
able of knowing both. 1 As we have seen, Anamnesis involves the 
separate existence of Forms and the eternity of the soul which 
knows them. The doctrine expressly contradicts Parmenides' 
suggestion that the separation of the Forms cuts them off from our 
knowledge. 

I34E-I35C. The Forms are admitted to be necessary for aU thought 
and discourse 

Parmenides himself has admitted that his last objection could be 
seen through and answered by a man of sufficient ability ; and he 
now goes further and acknowledges that to deny the existence of 

1 Wilamowltz, Platon, ii, 227 : Der Einwand ... schwindet, sobald die 
<f>pclV7Ja<~ in der Seele gottlich ist, und sobald die Seele ein ewiges W esen ist, also 
der Mensch auch in jenes Reich hineingehVrt. 
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the Forms is to destroy the possibility, not only of philosophy, but 
of all significant discourse. 

134E. 
135· 

And yet, Socrates, Parmenides went on, these difficulties 
and many more besides are inevitably involved in the Forms, 
if these characters of things really exist and one is going to 
distinguish each Form as a thing just by itself. The result 
is that the hearer is perplexed and inclined either to question 
their existence, or to contend that, if they do exist, they 
must certainly be unknowable by our human nature. 
Moreover, there seems to be some weight in these objections, 
and, as we were saying, it is extraordinarily difficult to 
convert the objector. Only a man of exceptional gifts will 
be able to see that a Form, or essence just by itself, does 

B. exist in each case ; and it will require someone still more 
remarkable to discover it and to instruct another who has 
thoroughly examined all these difficulties. 

I admit that, Parmenides ; I quite agree with what you 
are saying. 

But on the other hand, Parmenides continued, if, in view 
of all these difficulties and others like them, a man refuses 
to admit that Forms of things exist or to distinguish a 
definite Form in every case, he will have nothing on which 

c. to fix his thought, so long as he will not allow that each 
thing has a character which is always the same ; and in so 
doing he will completely destroy the significance of all 
discourse. But of that consequence I think you are only 
too well 1 aware. 

True. 

Parmenides here accepts the fundamental thesis of Plato's theory : 
Forms are necessary as objects on which to fix our thoughts and 
as constant meanings of the words used in all discourse. Otherwise, 
in any communication we shall not be thinking and speaking of 
the same things ; and if the things change while we speak of them, 
our statements will not remain true. The Forms, therefore, must 
not be wholly immersed in the flow of sensible things. Somehow 
they must have an unchanging and independent existence, however 
hard it may be to conceive their relation to changing individuals. 

Stallbaum first suggested that the objections brought by Par­
menides against the theory of Forms had been formulated by 

1 For this use of p.a>J.ov, cf. Phaedo. 630, ¢>1Jol 8epp.alveo8ru. p.a>J.ov Sta.\e­
yop.lvov~, ' people get too hot with talking •. 
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ALLEGED MEGARIAN CRITICS 

Megarian contemporaries of Plato.l The only external evidence 
alleged was the invention of the Third Man argument by Polyxenus, 
friend of the Megarian Bryson; but Professor Taylor has pointed 
out that this was not the argument involving indefinite regress 
used by Parmenides. Moreover, the general attitude of Parmenides 
towards the theory of Forms is not such as the Megarians could 
have taken up. As Taylor remarks, Parmenides 'does not quarrel 
with the young Socrates for believing in the separate and intelligible 
forms; on the contrary, he expressly declares that without such 
objects there can be no philosophy and no science, for there is 
nothing else that can be really known '. This admission could no 
more have been made by the Megarians than by the historic 
Parmenides ; we are told that they adhered strictly to Eleatic 
monism. They would have been even more anxious to deny a 
plurality in the intelligible world than to object to giving the sensible 
world any but an illusory existence. Parmenides' tone is, on the 
whole, sympathetic. He seems desirous to help Socrates to a 
clearer statement of his doctrine ; he does not pull it to pieces with 
captious and eristic criticisms. The difficulties are of the sort 
that must have been raised in discussions at the Academy itself ; 
and we have independent evidence that Eudoxus had taken the 
crude materialistic view of participation. About the Megarians 
we know very little. The followers of Euclides soon gained a 
reputation for eristic, and they seem to have contributed nothing 
more important than some paradoxes which still provide logicians 
with amusement.2 As Mr. Hardie 3 remarks, 'Burnet's suggestion 
of a personal and philosophical cleavage between Plato and the 
Megarics, and his view that the later dialogues represent a progres­
sive " emancipation " from " Megaric doctrine ", are no more than 
conjecture.' The conjecture is certainly not borne out by the only 
personal mention of Euclides in the later dialogues. The intro­
ductory conversation of the Theaetetus presents him in a very favour­
able light and reads like a dedication of the work to an old and 
valued friend. 

The belief that the Megarians had formulated the criticisms is 
bound up with a view of the dialogue as a whole which we shall see 
reason to reject. Briefly, this view is that the second part of the 
dialogue is a largely fallacious tissue of ' antinomies ' or contra­
dictions, deduced by means of peculiarly Zenonian and Megarian 

1 Apelt, Beitrlige, 45· 
s A sober review of what is known or can be safely inferred about the 

Megarians is given in Prof. G. C. Field's Plato and his Contsmporaries, pp. 
169 ff. 

• A Study in Plato, p. 107. 
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logical methods. Professor Taylor 1 states the case as follows: ' If 
we assume that the objections brought by Parmenides against the 
doctrine expounded by Socrates did not originate with Plato himself, 
but are in substance a reproduction of criticisms on the teaching of 
dialogues like the Phaedo coming from an Eleatic quarter, we can 
understand why Plato, after stating them, should counter by saying 
in effect to his critics : " Turn the kind of logic you are accustomed 
to exercise upon me and my Socrates against your own fundamental 
tenet, and see how you like the result. The contradictions in which 
you think you have entangled me are nothing to those in which I 
can involve you by playing your own game with your own doctrine. 
I can easily do with you as Zeno did with the critics of his master 
Parmenides-give you back as good as you bring and better, in a 
way which will be highly diverting to a lover of dialectic." ' Of 
the ostensible conclusion reached at the end of the dialogue Professor 
Taylor writes : ' It seems clear to me that by this enigmatic con­
clusion Plato is telling us as plainly as he can that the whole series 
of " antinomies " is a parody of a logic which is not his own.' 2 

Against this hypothesis it may be urged that the logic used against 
Socrates in the first part is not Zenonian in form, except in so far 
as the first argument against participation contains a dilemma : 
'Either the whole or a part of the Form must be in the thing.' 
Nor is there anything characteristically Zenonian or Megarian in 
such fallacies as we have detected. Further, the method employed 
in the second part differs radically (as we shall see) from Zeno's. 
Finally, if it appears that the second part is anything but a tissue 
of fallacious conclusions, the tu quoque view (as we may call it) 
falls to the ground. Leaving these questions in suspense, we must 
first consider what light is thrown on the relations of the two parts 
by the transitional passage which here follows. 

I35C-I36E. Transition to the second part. Parmenides' programme 
for an exercise in dialectic 

On the admitted assumption that Forms are a necessity for all 
thought and discourse, Parmenides now offers advice to Socrates 
as to how he should proceed. His mistake has been to attempt the 
definition of Forms, such as Beauty or Justice, without a pre­
liminary exercise of a sort which Parmenides will presently illustrate. 

135c. What are you going to do about philosophy, then ? 
Where will you turn while the answers to these questions 
remain unknown ? 

I can see no way out at the present moment. 

1 The Farm. of Plato translated. Introd., p. 10, 

!02 

2 Ibid., p. II I. 



TRANSITION TO SECOND PART 

135C. That is because you are undertaking to define ' Beautiful ', 
'Just', 'Good', and other particular Forms, too soon, 

D. before you have had a preliminary training. I noticed that 
the other day when I heard you talking here with Aristoteles. 
Believe me, there is something noble and inspired in your 
passion for argument ; but you must make an effort and 
submit yourself, while you are still young, to a severer 
training in what the world calls idle talk and condemns 
as useless. 1 Otherwise, the truth will escape you. 

Why is a preliminary exercise necessary? The suggestion 1s 
that, before setting out to define some particular Form, there is 
need to study the general assumptions involved in the assertion 
that such a Form exists and can be defined. Take, for instance, 
'the Beautiful just by itself'. What does that phrase mean? 
We have already noted (p. 87) one ambiguity: it may mean either 
the Form, Beauty, or something defined as having the character of 
that Form and no other,' that which is simply beautiful and nothing 
else'. The Form, Equality, is distinguishable from 'equals' 
(avn1 Ta i:aa), quantities defined as simply equal. What we seek 
to define is the Form. This is certainly one thing, a unity. But 
it can be defined only in terms of other Forms, which appear to be 
parts of the meaning defined. If so, that meaning is, in some way, 
a whole of parts; not a bare unity, but a one which is also many. 
The whole task of definition is to discover and enumerate those 
parts. The ' Division ' of a generic Form into its proper parts is 
a method of reaching definitions that has already been announced 
in the Phaedrus and will be lavishly illustrated in the Sophist and 
the Statesman. Hence, before defining any particular Form, we 
need to consider what definition involves: how a single Form is 
related to its many parts, and to other Forms which are not parts 
of it, but wholly excluded by it. 

The historic Socrates had spent his time defining just such 
Forms as are mentioned here: Beauty, Justice, Goodness. He 
had not, as I believe, raised the preliminary questions: Have 
these Forms a separate existence, and in what ways can one Form 
be related to others ? The same is true of Plato's own early 
dialogues, in which he had followed the Socratic procedure and 
tried to define Courage, Temperance, and so on. Then, in the 

1 !socrates in particular condemned Socratic discussion as a8o>.eaxta Kal 
f''KpoMy{a (xiii, K. ao</> ., 18), and applied the same terms to the studies of the 
Academy, as useless for practical life (xv, avn8., 262.). Plato defiantly adopts 
the word to describe his own procedure. Parmenides is not recommending 
a training in eristic sophistry. 
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Phaedo, he had clearly asserted separate existence, as the young 
Socrates does at the outset of our dialogue. But Socrates here 
has been represented as never having considered whether the 
problem of the one and the many is not everywhere involved in 
the world of Forms just as much as in the things we see. His words 
might imply that he thinks of each Form as ' apart just by itself' 
in the sense that it is entirely isolated from every other Form. 
He would much admire anyone who could show that the Forms 
'among themselves' can combine or be separated in affirmative 
and negative statements. Since every definition is a statement 
about a Form entirely in terms of other Forms, we may suspect 
that the preliminary exercise needed before any definition is under­
taken will have some bearing on that question of the relation of 
Forms among themselves. Parmenides seems to mean that 
Socrates' inability to meet his criticisms is due to his neglect of 
these previous questions. He now indicates the programme for 
the preliminary exercise. The form of argument will have some 
resemblance to Zeno's, but with important modifications. 

135D. What form, then, should this exercise take, Parmenides ? 
The form that Zeno used in the treatise you have been 

listening to. With this exception : there was one thing 
E. you said to him which impressed me very much : you 

would not allow the survey to be confined to visible things 
or to range only over that field ; it was to extend to those 
objects which are specially apprehended by discourse and 
can be regarded as Forms. 

Yes, because in that other field there seems to be no 
difficulty about showing that things are both like and 
unlike and have any other character you please. 

You are right. But there is one thing more you must 
do. If you want to be thoroughly exercised, you must 
not merely make the supposition that such and such a 

136. thing is and then consider the consequences ; you must 
also take the supposition that that same thing is not. 

How do you mean ? 
Take, if you like, the supposition that Zeno made: 'If 

there is a plurality of things '. You must consider what 
consequences must follow both for those many things with 
reference to one another and to the One, and also for the 
One with reference to itself and to the many. Then again, 
on the supposition that there is not a plurality, you must 
consider what will follow both for the One and for the many, 

B. with reference to themselves and to each other. Or, once 
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136B. more, if you suppose that 'Likeness exists', or 'does not 
exist', what will follow on either supposition both for the 
terms supposed and for other things, with reference to 
themselves and to each other. And so again with Unlike­
ness, Motion and Rest, Coming-to-be and Perishing, and 
Being and Not-being themselves. In a word, whenever 
you suppose that anything whatsoever exists or does not 
exist or has any other character, you ought to consider the 

c. consequences with reference to itself and to any one of the 
other things that you may select, or several of them, or 
all of them together ; and again you must study these 
others with reference both to one another and to any one 
thing you may select, whether you have assumed the thing 
to exist or not to exist, if you are really going to make out 
the truth after a complete course of discipline. 

There would be no end to such an undertaking, Par­
menides ; and I don't altogether understand. Why not 
enlighten me by illustrating the method on some supposition 
of your own choice ? 

D. That is a heavy task, Socrates, to lay on a man of my age. 
But you, Zeno, said Socrates ; why don't you give us the 

illustration ? 
Zeno laughed and replied : Let us beg Parmenides himself 

to do it, Socrates. What he means is no light matter, I am 
afraid. You must see what a task you are setting. If we 
were a larger company, it would not be fair to ask him. 
Such a discourse would be unsuitable before a large audience, 

E. particularly in a man of his age ; because most people are 
unaware that you cannot hit upon truth and gain under­
standing without ranging in this way over the whole field. 
So, Parmenides, I join with Socrates in his request, in the 
hope of sitting at your feet again myself after all these 
years. 

The procedure is to resemble Zeno's in so far as it takes an hypo­
thesis such as ' that x exists ' and deduces the consequences. But 
here the resemblance ends. Parmenides adds two qualifications. 
He admits that Socrates' theory has disposed of Zeno's difficulty 
about individual things having contrary characters. The scope is 
not to be confined to sensible things, but extended to the Forms, 
which Parmenides himself has recognised as necessary. It is 
evidently implied that what is to follow will have some bearing 
upon the mutual relations of Forms. The second modification 
transforms Zeno's method into a procedure of a quite different type. 
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Zeno had taken his opponents' hypothesis, and by means of a 
dilemma deduced conclusions which he assumed to be contradictory. 
The method was controversial, leading to a purely negative result. 
Parmenides, on the other hand, requires Socrates to consider the 
consequences, not only of affirming, but of denying the hypothesis. 
This means that the procedure either ceases to be controversial or, 
as controversy, becomes ineffective. If you study the consequences 
both of affirming and of denying an hypothesis, you look at the 
question from both sides and the natural result will not be purely 
negative : either the affirmation or the denial should be established. 
If the method is to remain controversial and you are to reduce 
both affirmation and denial to absurdity, your opponent will be 
unscathed. This consideration has a bearing on the tu quoque 
view of the dialogue. According to Professor Taylor, Plato's reply 
to his Megarian critics takes this form : ' It is retorted that their 
own doctrine is in a worse case still, for the application of the same 
logic to it shows that its denial is as self-refuting as its assertion, 
and that either leads to scepticism.' The last words refer to the 
ostensible conclusion of the whole argument at 166c : that whether 
you assume the existence or the nonexistence of a One, everything 
can equally well be affirmed or denied of it and of everything else. 
Apart from the fact that this conclusion is only ostensible and 
does not really follow, it would not, if it did follow, demonstrate 
that Monism is in a worse case than the theory of Forms. Suppose 
you are a Protestant, and a Catholic friend, using the scholastic 
method of argument, proves that your protestant doctrine leads to 
absurdity. You leave the proof unanswered. Your only retort is 
that, by parodying the scholastic method, you can show that, 
whether God be assumed to exist or not to exist, every peculiarly 
Catholic doctrine is both true and false. Your friend will hardly 
admit that this leaves Catholicism in a worse case. He will reply 
that there must be something very wrong with the use you make 
of what you call his scholastic method. I cannot believe that 
Plato's reply to Megarian critics could be: 'You criticise my 
theory ; I cannot answer your criticism directly ; but I can show 
(with a certain amount of fallacious reasoning, no worse than yours) 
that the denial of your fundamental doctrine leads to scepticism 
just as much as the affirmation of it.' There is this much truth 
in the tu quoque theory, that many of the arguments developed 
in the second part criticise Parmenides' own doctrine of the One 
Being. But some of them apply also to the theory of Forms, as 
the context here leads us to expect. It is Socrates that is said to 
need this preliminary gymnastic and to have got into difficulties 
for lack of it. 
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That the ostensible conclusion of the whole series of arguments 
(at r66c) does not really follow should be clear to every careful 
reader. Parmenides has said that the method might be applied 
to anything whose existence one may choose to assume. He will 
take, for purposes of illustration, his own hypothesis: the exist­
ence of a One. We are to study the consequences both of affirming 
and of denying this, both for the One and for the 'others'. In 
accordance with this programme we should expect to find in 
the sequel four deductions: (A) If the One is, what follows (a) for 
the One, (b) for the Others; (B) If the One is not, what follows 
(a) for the One, (b) for the Others? But there are in fact eight (or, 
as some think, nine) deductions. The reason is that the hypothesis 
is taken in more than one sense; for instance, the One in Hypo­
thesis I is not the same thing as the One in Hypothesis II. This 
has been obvious to all commentators, ancient and modern: In 
Hypothesis I 'the One' is a bare unity which excludes all plurality 
and is not a whole of parts. The consequences deduced are purely 
negative : nothing whatever can be truly asserted of such a One. 
In Hypothesis II the One is a One which, besides having unity, has 
being, and is a whole of parts. It is shown that a long string of 
contrary characters can be truly ascribed to this entity from various 
points of view. But the ostensible conclusion: ' Whether there is 
or is not a One, both that One and the Others alike are and appear 
to be, and are not and do not appear to be, all manner of things ', 
completely ignores the ambiguity. These apparent' contradictions' 
have been deduced from at least two different meanings of 'the 
One'. We shall find, moreover, that the same form of words, 'if 
there is (or is not) a One' is explicitly defined not only in two but 
in several more senses. If we observe the distinctions which Plato 
himself indicates, nearly all the apparent fallacies and sophisms 
vanish, and with them the apparent contradictions. The upshot 
of the whole cannot, therefore, be a demonstration that the Eleatic 
hypothesis leads to complete scepticism. 

We must note, then, that there is an important discrepancy 
between the programme here outlined by Parmenides and the pro­
cedure actually followed. So far we are led to expect no more 
than four Hypotheses; there will actually be eight. The explana­
tion must be that Plato does not want to call attention beforehand 
to the ambiguity of the supposition, 'there is a One'. We are 
to find that out as we proceed and to draw for ourselves the necessary 
inferences. 

107 



THE PARMENIDES 136E-137c 

136E-137C. Parmenides offers to demonstrate the consequences of 
supposing that there is, or is not, a One 

136E. After these words from Zeno, Pythodorus joined with 
Aristotdes and the rest in begging Parmenides not to disap­
point them, 1 but to demonstrate the method he had in mind. 
Parmenides replied : I cannot refuse, although I feel like 
the old race-horse in Ibycus, who trembles at the start of 

137. the chariot-race, knowing from long experience what is in 
store for him. The poet compares his own reluctance on 
finding himself, so late in life, forced into the lists of love ; 
and my memories too make me frightened of setting out, at 
my age, to traverse so vast and hazardous a sea. However, 
I must do as you wish ; for after all, as Zeno says, we are 
all friends here. Where shall we begin, then ?2 What 

B. supposition shall we start with? Would you like me, since 
we are committed to play out this laborious game, to begin 
with myself and my own original supposition ? Shall I 
take the One itself and consider the consequences of assum­
ing that there is, or is not, a One ? a 

By all means, said Zeno. 
Then who will answer the questions I shall put ? Shall 

it be the youngest ? He will be likely to give the least 
trouble and to be the most ready to say what he thinks; 
and I shall get a moment's rest while he is answering. 

c. The youngest means me, Parmenides, said Aristoteles ; 
and I am ready. Put your questions and I will answer 
them. 

Parmenides' reason for choosing the youngest to act as respondent 
is significant. He will be 'the least likely to give trouble' or to 
raise awkward objections. Socrates, young as he was, would cer­
tainly have been experienced enough in argument to detect the 
ambiguities of the hypothesis and to challenge many superficially 
questionable inferences. Aristoteles, from beginning to end, raises 
not a single objection; now and then he asks for an explanation, 

1 p.~ lliws wolet, 'stop behaving otherwise ', is used to reinforce a positive 
request which has been met with some reluctance. Cf. Rep. 328B, p.lveTE Kal 
p.~ IDws wo.ein (Adam's note) ; 338A . 

• Did Plato recall Farm., frag. 5 [3]. ~IJVOV 8£ J-10{ lOTtV, omr68ev ap~WJ-Ia<" 
Tb8t yap w&>.w l~ol-'a' a38ts i' 

a Reading ehe ev EOTIV and either eiTE 1-1>/ [£v] or eiTE 1-'~ eOTtv, (M. Wundt, 
Platons Parmenides (1935), p. 6). Cf. Prod., iv, 12, f3oo>.eo8e, £¢>"1 (IlapJ-1.), 
TO lv lnro8Wp.e8a. .,.o ip.6v erTE Ecrnv, E"iTE p..~· Tlva TE ati-rqJ E'tr'ETal.. 0 0 • None of the 
Hypotheses starts from the assumption that the One is not one (!-'~ <v). 
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but otherwise he says Yes or No as required. 1 It has been noticed 
that from this point onwards the narrative form is abandoned and 
not a single name is mentioned. The dialogue becomes dramatic 
in form, and the speakers might as well be labelled A and B. The 
result is utterly unlike a Socratic conversation, in which the chief 
speaker leads on his respondent, eliciting his opinions, securing his 
assent to each step, and removing his doubts and difficulties. 
It may be Plato's intention to point the contrast between Eleatic 
procedure and what he and Socrates understood by ' dialectic ', 
the art of philosophic conversation in a co-operative search for truth. 

Since Aristoteles contributes nothing, nothing is gained by casting 
the arguments into the form of question and answer. The conven­
tion becomes tiresome and cumbrous ; it only increases the diffi­
culty of following the reasoning. I have accordingly dropped it in 
the translation. Aristoteles will appear only on a few occasions 
where his assent is tinged with a suggestion of doubt. By com­
paring a page of my version with any literal translation the reader 
can convince himself that this change of form in no way falsifies 
the sense. 

THE DIALECTICAL EXERCISE 

Principles of Interpretation.-The key to the understanding of 
the second part must be sought in the unmistakable ambiguity 
of the hypothesis, 'If there is a One', Had Plato's intention been 
solely to turn the Zenonian method of argument against the Eleatic 
thesis, he would naturally have formulated that thesis once for 
all in Parmenidean terms and deduced contradictory results by 
shifting, within the limits of the same deduction, from one sense 
it might bear to another. But in fact he distinguishes in Hypotheses 
I and II two different senses and keeps them apart. The con­
sequences deduced in each case do actually follow, and they are 
of course different. It is true that Parmenides can be held respon­
sible for both senses, because he had confused them. Some of the 
attributes he had deduced for his One Being follow from supposing 
it to be a bare Unity that is one in every sense and in no sense many; 

1 The persistent notion that Aristoteles is a mask for the young Aristotle 
seems to me fantastic. It is quite probable that the Parmenides was written 
before Aristotle joined the Academy in 367 or 366 B.c. at about the age of 
seventeen. His early writings indicate that for years afterwards he was, as 
we should expect, a faithful adherent of the theory of Forms, under the over­
whelming influence of his master. The objections to the theory in our dialogue 
are advanced by Parmenides, not by Aristoteles, who has nothing to say for 
himself. And of all Plato's own pupils Aristotle would have been the least 
likely to give no trouble. 
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others from supposing it to be a One which is a whole of parts. 
Plato separates the two assumptions, and by adhering strictly to 
each in turn shows that they lead to opposite conclusions. The 
method of argument has some resemblance to Zeno's where (as in 
Hyp. II) it is shown that ' the One ' has pairs of contrary attributes. 
But, unlike Zeno, Plato usually indicates clearly enough where he 
is passing from one to another sense or aspect of ' the One ' or of 
'the Others'. If we attend to these indications, the apparent 
contradictions disappear. 1 Grote said of the terms 'One' and 
'Being' that, whereas Aristotle declared them to be not univocal, 
' Plato neither notices nor discriminates their multifarious and 
fluctuating significations . . . The purpose of the Platonic Par­
menides is to propound difficulties, while that of Aristotle is, not 
merely to propound, but also to assist in clearing them up.' Mr. 
Waddell (p. III) replies that 'this is true only in a sense. He 
[Plato] is not explicit, as we have learnt to count explicitness; 
but he sees, and means us to see, much both of the different senses 
of the words and of the results of the inquiry.' 

So much can be established by an examination of the argu­
ments in detail. It is a natural inference that a main purpose of 
the whole exercise must be to point out that even the apparently 
simplest terms, such as ' one ' and ' being ', which will appear at 
the threshold of any metaphysical discussion, are dangerously 
ambiguous. 2 This point is relevant not only to the criticism of 
Parmenides' system but equally to the preliminary training of the 
young Socrates. Until he has cleared up these ambiguities, he 
should not set about defining particular Forms, or even assert that 
such unities exist. The Forms, Unity itself and Existence itself, 
and all other Forms, are each a' one being', and it is vital to settle 
beforehand the question whether, and in what senses, their unity 
is compatible with plurality. This involves the problem which 
Socrates wished to be discussed : the relations of Forms among 
themselves. 

It was from the Parmenides and from countless discussions to 
which it must have given rise that Aristotle learnt the maxim he 

1 Proclus at the beginning of Book vi of his Commentary points out very 
clearly that the reason why there are nine Hypotheses is that both 'the 
One ' and 'being ' have more than one sense (vol. vi, p. 4). He refutes the 
complaint of other critics that to jump from one sense of ' the One 'to another 
would be contrary to the aim of the method announced, which ought to 
consider the consequences of affirming and denying the same hypothesis 
(ibid.. p. 8). 

• As Lotze wrote : ' The simplest of the conceptions here employed, that 
of a thing and that of its being, however lucid they appear at first, on closer 
consideration grow always more obscure.' 
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so often repeats : ' One ' and ' being ' are used in many senses 
(n:l ev xal. n:l ov no.?..?.axw~ Uyewt). But whereas Aristotle as a 
rule sets out with a systematic enumeration of the meanings of 
ambiguous terms, Plato makes his point by an indirect procedure. 
Faithful to Socrates, he would rather make us think for ourselves 
than tell us what to think. So he confronts his students here with 
a problematical exposition which may well have baffled the intelli­
gence of those who were less acute than Aristotle himself. Dif­
ferent hypotheses are expressed in the same form of words : ' If 
a One (or the One) is', or 'is not'. Since they lead to various 
incompatible conclusions, the student is expected to infer that the 
formula is ambiguous, and to make out for himself what sort of 
' One ' and what sort of ' Others ' are being discussed on each 
occasion. If he turns back to the opening paragraphs of the 
several Hypotheses, he will discover that Plato has furnished the 
clue. He has merely to see that these .opening paragraphs, though 
usually cast into the form of a deduction, really define the sense 
in which ' the One ' or ' being ' is to be understood in each 
Hypothesis. 

As we proceed, we shall find that Plato, in scattered passages, 
unobtrusively indicates the many ambiguities lurking in the 
phrase: ' If a One (or the One) is'. His contemporaries, knowing 
only their own language, were either unaware of them or, like the 
eristic sophists, used them to entangle disputants in contradictions 
or paradoxical nonsense. No one had squarely faced the fact that 
the simplest words may have many different meanings, which must 
be defined before serious argument can begin. Owing to certain 
peculiarities of Greek grammar, 'the one ' (rd lv) can mean (r) 
Unity or Oneness in general; (2) the unity of anything that has 
unity or is one thing; (3) that which has unity, anything that is 
one ; (4) the one thing we are speaking of, as opposed to ' other 
ones', and so on. The words for 'being' (rd ov, elvat, ovata) 
are even more ambiguous. 'Being' can mean (r) the sort of 
being that belongs to any entity, whether it exists or not ; (2) an 
entity which has being in this sense, any term that can be the 
subject of a true statement ; (3) the essence or nature of a thing ; 
(4) existence ; (5) that which has existence, or (collectively) all 
that exists. There is also the ' copulative ' use of ' is ' (Plato's 
t-tedxetv) ; and ' is ' meaning ' is the same as ', with ' is not ' 
meaning' is different from' (as explained in the Sophist). English 
is a more analytical language, and it is sometimes impossible in 
translation to avoid giving too precise a rendering of the hypothesis, 
'If a (or the) One is'. The reader must be asked to remember that 
the phrases we may substitute for the sake of clearness, such as 
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' unity ' or ' one thing ' for ' the One ', vague as they still are, fail 
to reproduce the full ambiguity of the original. 

Since it is obvious that the One of Hyp. I is a different thing from 
the One of Hyp. II, we should be prepared for further shifts of 
meaning in the later Hypotheses. We shall miss Plato's whole 
intention, if we assume beforehand that ' the One ' must stand 
all through for the same thing, and then identify it with the One 
Being of Parmenides, or the Neoplatonic One (or Ones), or the 
Hegelian Absolute, or the universe, or the unity of the real, or the 
Platonic Form. 1 The consequence of presuming a constant mean­
ing has been that the arguments have appeared to be very largely 
either fallacious or meaningless. My own study of them has con­
vinced me that they cease to be either fallacious or meaningless on 
the supposition that Plato is exposing the ambiguities of ' the One ' 
and of 'being'. For all that we know beforehand, either of these 
terms may be used in eight different senses, as many as there are 
Hypotheses. It will be found that, at the beginning of each 
Hypothesis and sometimes in the later course of the deductions, 
Plato sufficiently indicates in what sense the terms ' One ' and 
' being ' are intended. At the outset of any Hypothesis 'the 
One' should be taken as having neither more nor less meaning than 
is there defined, whatever further attributes it may be found, as 
the argument proceeds, to be capable, or not capable, of possessing. 

The same remarks apply to 'the Others'. Most critics have 
assumed beforehand that this phrase has also a constant meaning 
all through : that' the Others' are the other Forms, or the sensible 
world, or an analogous element in both the sensible and the intelli­
gible. We shall avoid any such presupposition and be prepared 
to find that 'the Others' may have as many meanings as 'the 
One ' to which they are opposed. In a modern book it would be 
natural, in certain contexts, to substitute letters, e.g. ' A ' for 
' the One ' and ' not-A ', or ' B ', or some such symbol for ' the 
Others'. The opening paragraph of an Hypothesis would then 
state that ' A ' stands for ' the One ' in the sense there defined, or 
'not-A ' or 'B ', etc., for 'the Others' in the appropriate sense. 
But it is better to keep more faithfully to Plato's practice. In the 
translation, accordingly, 'One' and ' Others' will be retained and 

1 Parmenides' programme at IJ6AB may suggest that ' the One ' = the 
Platonic Form, Unity itself, and it has been argued that To ev should be 
translated throughout by ' Unity '. I have found it impossible to make 
sense of the arguments on that assumption. Also at IJ7B Parmenides says 
he will take his own hypothesis of the One Being, which is certainly not 
identical with the Platonic Form. This is another indication that ' the One ' 
is ambiguous, and that the criticisms implied in the Hypotheses apply partly 
to Parmenides' One Being, partly to Plato's Unity itself. 
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printed with an initial capital where the terms are used in this 
way. Until the definition has been stated, the terms are just as 
much blank cheques as the symbols A and B. The reason why no 
two interpretations of the Parmenides agree is that the value of 
these blanks has first been filled in from extraneous sources, and 
the deductions have then been twisted into some sort of conformity 
or else abandoned as sophisms. 

I cannot for a moment claim that the principles of interpretation 
here recommended and applied remove all the difficulties and 
provide every argument with a valid sense. The reader must 
judge how far they are successful in giving the dialectical exercise 
as a whole a significance that is serious and important as well as 
relevant to the problems in the earlier part of the dialogue. I 
venture, at least, to predict that no one who has the patience to 
read the rest of this book will believe that Plato himself was uncon­
scious of the ambiguities of ' One ' and ' being ', or that he was 
consciously playing on those ambiguities to construct a string of 
sophisms. He has elsewhere expressed vigorously enough his con­
tempt for such fruitless jeux d' esprit. The Stranger in the Sophist 
(259B), after setting out a number of statements which will appear 
contradictory to anyone who ignores the ambiguities of ' is ' and 
'is not', remarks that there is nothing clever in making play with 
such ambiguities. What is hard and worth doing is 'to follow our 
statements step by step and, in criticising the assertion that a 
different thing is the same or the same thing is different in a certain 
sense, to take account of the precise sense and the precise respect 
in which they are said to be one or the other. Merely to show 
that in some unspecified way the same is different or the different 
is the same, the great small, the like unlike, and to take pleasure in 
perpetually parading such contradictions in argument-that is not 
genuine criticism, but may be recognised as the callow offspring 
of a too recent contact with reality.' In the dialectical exercise 
Plato demands of his student precisely the effort he here describes 
as hard but worth the making. He is not himself putting forward 
a futile parade of real or seeming contradictions which would 
contribute nothing to the genuine criticism of Parmenides or of 
the Megarians or of anyone else. 

The revered Parmenides, moreover, is the last person whom 
Plato would have represented as offering such a farrago under the 
pretence of giving the young Socrates a salutary training. These 
antics were good enough for the elderly ex-athletes, Euthydemus 
and Dionysodorus; but a little of them goes a long way. In the 
Euthydemus they are administered only in small doses, interspersed 
with passages of serious discourse by Socrates and brilliant pieces 
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of description ; and the whole is redeemed by an exceptionally 
exquisite style. All these graces and mollifications are lacking in 
the second part of our dialogue, and those critics who find in it an 
exhibition of rollicking fun must possess an enviable sense of 
humour.1 Mr. W. F. R. Hardie 2 has recently urged that 'we 
ought not hastily to abandon the view that it (the dialectical 
exercise) has a serious purpose and perhaps even a fairly definite 
philosophical content. It seems to me clear that the passage of 
transition just summarised is calculated to lead us to expect that 
the second part of the dialogue will throw some real light on the 
difficulties which have been raised in the first. And an examination 
by the founder of Eleaticism of " his own hypothesis " can hardly 
avoid ultimate issues. The reference in the Theaetetus (r83E) to 
the "noble depth " of what was uttered by " Parmenides" on this 
occasion seems to me to tell strongly against the view that the 
hypotheses of the second part are nothing but an obscure joke or a 
long and tedious parody.' I agree ; and I hope to show that the 
philosophical content is even more ' definite ' than Mr. Hardie 
suspects. 

The question whether any of the arguments really deserve to 
be called ' sophisms ' can be decided only by a careful study of 
each one in its own context. My own conclusion is that the appear­
ance of fallacy is chiefly due to Plato's deliberate reproduction of 
the deductive form of reasoning characteristic of the Eleatics, and 
exemplified in Parmenides' Way of Truth. It is clear that each 
Hypothesis begins with a definition, sometimes disguised as a series 
of inferences. Thus, instead of saying, ' Let us suppose that " the 
One " means, for our present purpose, absolute unity which excludes 
any sort of plurality,' Parmenides will say, ' If the One is one, it 
will not be many; and so it will have no parts and will not be a 
whole.' That is really the definition ; but the deduction proper 
follows without a break or any change of form: 'And having no 
parts, it will have no beginning or middle or end ; and so no limits. 
And consequently it will be without shape,' and so on to the end 
of the whole chain of inferences.3 This masking of the definition 
in the semblance of an inference has misled interpreters into sup­
posing that 'the One ' is the same thing in all the Hypotheses, and 

1 'Considered light-heartedly, the Parmenides is one of the funniest things 
in philosophy-the youthful Socrates, the future champion of sound sense 
and right reason, taking a lesson, open-mouthed-in ontological rigmarole 
from the old Eleatic dialectician, in the company of Zeno, the subtle juggler 
of apory and paradox I '-P. H. Frye, Plato (Nebraska, 1938), p. 28. 

2 A Study in Plato, p. 100. Cf. also Ritter's remarks, Platon, ii, 85. 
3 In Hyp. II, however, the most important of all, and in the first of the 

negative Hypotheses (I60B-D), the definition is hardly disguised. 
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that the conclusions reached must therefore be contradictory­
either sophisms or ' antinomies 'requiring some reconciling synthesis. 

Plato's plan of representing every step in the argument as follow­
ing from a previous step sometimes entails another misleading 
feature. Now and then assumptions that are really new premisses 
are introduced, not at the outset of an argument, but after the 
deduction has already proceeded some way. Instances will be 
found at I47A and I49C. The reader must observe for himself 
that it is the furtive intrusion of these additional assumptions that 
leads to a consequence apparently contradicting one that has been 
reached just before. We shall find that in most cases the fresh 
assumption is a false Eleatic dogma, entailing a result that is false 
and unacceptable to common sense. 

It is further necessary to suppose that sometimes the conclusion 
that the One has or 'will have' a certain attribute really means 
that there is no reason why it should not have it. This principle, 
for instance, applies to some of the positive conclusions about the 
One of Hyp. II, which is defined as a thing that has being as well 
as unity and is a whole of parts. It is impossible to infer that 
anything so defined must have geometrical shape, exist in space, 
and be actually in motion and at rest. But we can assert that 
there is nothing illogical in adding these qualifications to a thing 
of which all that we yet know is that it answers to that definition. 

There will remain a few cases in which the argument seems to 
be formally defective or fallacious. Thus at I4IE Plato takes a 
short cut from a true premiss to a true conclusion which does not 
immediately follow. At 148A there appears to be a puzzle set for 
the detection of fallacy or ambiguity; but this is at once supple­
mented by an alternative proof capable of a valid interpretation. 
Apart from a few instances like these, the great bulk of the deduc­
tions are sound, although a certain number are so vaguely worded 
that, with the evidence at our disposal, we cannot be sure of the 
true meaning. 

HYPOTHESIS I 

I37C-D. If the One is defined as absolutely one, it is in no sense 
many or a whole of parts 

The opening paragraph, as has been pointed out, really defines 
what is meant by the ' One ' which is the subject of all this first 
Hypothesis. We are told that the term ' one' is to be taken as 
excluding plurality altogether ; the One is not to have any distinc­
tion of parts or to be in any sense many or diverse. 'The One' 
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means an object of which neither more nor less than that is 
true. 1 

I3JC. Well then, said Parmenides, if there is a One, of course 
the One will not be many.2 Consequently it cannot have 
any parts or be a whole. For a part is a part of a whole; 
and a whole means that from which no part is missing; 
so, whether you speak of it as' a whole' or as' having parts,', 
in either case the One would consist of parts and in that 

D. way be many and not one. But it is to be one and not 
many. Therefore, if the One is to be one, it will not be a 
whole nor have parts. 

All the subsequent inferences follow from this definition. We are 
to suppose that the One is just simply one and nothing else.3 It 
is not 'many' in any sense. This is expressed by saying that it is 
not a' whole of parts', not in any way divisible. The term' part' 
is to be understood in the widest sense. It covers not only the 
parts into which a whole thing might be divided (as a number into 
units, an area into smaller areas, a material body into pieces), but 
any and every diversity of aspect or character. This appears not 
only from some of the consequences deduced, but also from the 

1 Cf. Taylor (Plato, 1926, p. 363) : The subject of the thesis ' it is one ' is, 
' as the character of the reasoning shows, " anything whatever which is 
conceived to be a mere undifferentiated unity admitting no plurality what­
soever''.' 

I el Ev loT,V, llio T' oVK av Eif} '1J'oA,\<i Td b ; Taylor translates : . if it is 
one, of course the one will not be many', to mark a difference between the 
supposition here and in Hyp. II (I42B), where it appears first in the form 
;v £l ecrnv, ('if there is one ' Taylor), then as £l lv ecrr•v (I42c, 3), and then 
again as ;v £l ecrr&v (c8). It is true that the opening paragraphs in the two 
Hypotheses define the meaning differently. But if the Greek is written 
without accents, the difference between £l ev ecrr&v and ev £l lcrrw may be 
only a matter of emphasis. In Hyp. III and IV, two different suppositions 
are both expressed by :v £l ecrr•v (I5]B, I59B). In Hyp. V (I6os) we find 
£l p.~ ecrr• To iv, £l ;v 1-'~ ecrr&v, ;v £l p.~ ecrr• for the same supposition. In 
Hyp. VII and VIII ;v el 1-'~ lcrr• is used for two different suppositions (I64B, 
I65E). In our passage the reader would naturally take £lev lcrrtv as analogous 
to Zeno's £l11o.Ua £err• (1280, 5), 'if there is a many', and as stating Par­
menides' thesis that 'there is a One', mentioned above. Accordingly he 
would understand : ' If there is a One, of course the One (To lv, either ' the 
One in question ' or ' that which is one ') will not be many.' I should print 
el ;v ecrr•v here, as at I3]B, 4 and I42c, 3· 

Referring to this passage, Proclus (Eucl. I, p. 99) remarks: 'That point 
comes after I, line after 2, etc. Parmenides indicates when he first negates 
plurality of the One, and then wholeness. If " many" is prior to " whole ", 
number is prior to the continuous, 2 to the line, I to the point.' 

3 Wahl, p. II4, Il s'agit done de ne laisser dans sa pensee que l'idee de l'11nite 
pure et simple. 
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parallel paragraph defining the different One of Hypothesis II. 
That One is not simply ' one ' but ' a One which is ' (' one entity ', 
ev ov), and it is called a whole of which its oneness and its being 
are ' parts ', whereas we should naturally describe them as ' ele­
ments' or 'aspects' or 'characters '. 1 So the One of the present 
Hypothesis excludes any sort of diversity. At J40A it is explicitly 
stated that it cannot have any second character. Hence it is not, 
like the One of Hypothesis II, something (ov) which is one or has 
unity.2 The only thing you can say of it is that ' it is one ' ; and 
it will finally appear (I4IE) that you cannot even say that. For 
'is' in this statement must have some meaning. If it means or 
implies' exists', then, were the statement true, the One would have 
a second character, existence. If it means that the One possesses 
unity, that again is false, for we should have a thing (ov) possessing 
a character distinct from itself. So this One is separate (xwe{~) 
from all other characters. No other character belongs to it; it 
contains no distinguishable aspects or 'parts'. It is just 'one' 
and nothing else. 3 Moreover, it will appear later from the com­
plementary Hyp. IV, which considers the consequences of this 
supposition for the Others, that there can be no Others in the sense 
of a plurality of ' other ones '. Consequently the One of our 
Hypothesis is (as Parmenides said of his One) not only indivisible but 
unique. This, however, is a matter that rather concerns the Others. 
Here we are considering only the One. 

The full significance of this definition emerges only as the implica­
tions are deduced in the following sections. Nothing can be truly 
affirmed of this One ; so the conclusions are all purely negative. 
The deduction proper now begins. It is shown that such a bare 
One cannot possess any of a whole series of attributes. These are 
taken in a logical order, which will be followed again in Hyp. II. 
They fall into several groups. The first group, occupying the next 
four sections, are {I) limit ; (2) spatial extension and shape ; (3) 
place ; (4) motion (including change of all kinds) and rest. The 
question is whether a bare One can be successively clothed with 
these attributes. {I) If it could have limit, it could be a definite 
quantity (number or magnitude). (2) If we could then add spatial 
extension, the One would become a geometrical magnitude. (3) It 

1 Cf. r66A, where p.lpos ' part • is used for any element in, or character 
that belongs to, existents (T! Twv JVTwv), and the use of p.lpTJ (or £i'C57J) for 
the • parts • of the soul in the Republic. 

2 The distinction between just 'being unity • and ' having unity • (pnlxnv 
Toil iv6s) is drawn at 158A. 

3 So Dam. § 48, p. g8, KaTa ""'v 11pwT7Jv inr611£a<v Ta miVTa &11' atl-roii (sc. Toil 
o ' ) 1 \ I ' ' f' ' • t ' I 'J.' ' -' I t ' 
EV~S "'aVEAW~, ~a' TO El-Va£ 1TpD$ a11amv, aVTO p.ovoV a¥'''J10' 'TO EV )'£')'VJLVWIL£VOV a1TO 

TWv d.Uwv a11anwv. 
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might then be further qualified as a body with position in physical 
space. (4) Finally, such a physical body might move and change 
or be at rest. We should thus have accomplished an evolution 
like the Pythagorean evolution from the original Unity to the 
sensible body, or like Parmenides' deduction of his limited Sphere 
of Being filling all space from his premiss, 'There is a One '. 

The next four sections prove that, if we start from the bare Unity 
defined, we cannot advance a single step towards clothing that 
bare One until it becomes a physical body with extension and 
position in space and the capacity for motion or rest. 

137D. The One (having no parts) is without limits 

137D. And, if it has no parts, it cannot have a beginning or 
an end or a middle ; for such things would be parts of it. 
Further, the beginning and end of a thing are its limits. 
Therefore, if the One has neither beginning nor end, it is 
without limits. 

This statement has sometimes been misunderstood. ' Without 
limits ' (Wr:eteov) must, as the whole context shows, be taken in a 
purely negative sense. It is not meant that the One has unlimited 
extent, such as will be deduced for the number series in the corre­
sponding section of Hyp. II (I42D ff.) ; for any sort of extent implies 
distinguishable parts, and so contradicts the definition. Contrast 
the One Being of Melissus, who used the same word (Wr:eteov) to 
assert that his One Being was unlimited in extent. 

I37D-I38A. The One (being without parts) has no extension or shape 

137D. Consequently the One has no shape: it is not either 
E. round or straight. Round is that whose extremity is every­

where equidistant from its centre ; and straight is that of 
which the middle is in front of both extremities.1 So if 
the One had either straight or round shape, it would have 
parts and so be many. Therefore, since it has no parts, 

138. it is neither straight nor round. 2 

The wider notions ' limited ' and ' unlimited ' (the first Pytha­
gorean pair of opposites) apply to quantities of all kinds. Shape 

1 Heath, Thirteen Books of Euclid, i, 165, remarks that this is the only 
definition of a straight line that is authenticated as pre-Euclidean. 'Aristotle 
quotes it in equivalent terms (Topics, vi, 11, 148b, 27), oo To plaov lm11poaO£i 
TO is 11lpaatv.'.' The middle obstructs the view of either end for an eye situated 
at the other end. 

2 At 145B shape is defined as ' either straight or round or a mixture of the 
two'. Cf. Philebus, sxc, Ar., de caelo, 268b, x8, Prod., Eucl. I, p. 103. 
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is a geometrical property, peculiar to continuous magnitudes, having 
both limit and the ' unlimited ' element of extension. It belongs 
to the lines and plane and solid figures of geometry. These come 
after numbers in the world of mathematical Forms. If the One 
were to evolve into a physical body, this is the stage at which it 
would acquire spatial extension and figure. But this advance is 
impossible, because it would involve distinction of parts. Euclid 
opens with the definition of the point, as that which has no parts ; 
he then defines the line as length without breadth, and adds that 
the limits of the line are points. So the line has limits, a beginning 
and end and the interval between. On this Proclus 1 remarks 
that 'the point seems to bear the image of the One, for the One 
also has no parts, as Plato shows in the Parmenides' (here). 

I38A-B. The One (being without parts or extension) is nowhere, 
neither in itself nor in another 

138A. Further, being such as we have described,2 it cannot be 
anywhere ; for it cannot be either (a) in another, or (b) 
in itself. 

(a) If it were in another, it would be encompassed all 
round by that in which it was contained,3 and would have 
many contacts with it at many points; but there cannot 
be contact at many points all round with a thing which is 
one and has no parts and is not round. 

(b) On the other hand, if it were in itself, it would have, 
to encompass it, none other than itself; since it would 

B. actually be within itself, and nothing can be within some­
thing without being encompassed by that thing. Thus the 
encompassing thing would be one thing, the encompassed 
another ; for the same thing cannot as a whole both encom­
pass and be encompassed at the same time; and so, m 
that case, the One would no longer be one, but two. 

Therefore, the One is not anywhere, being neither m 
itself nor in another. 

If the One could have been endowed with extension and figure, 
we might here have gone on to determine it further as a physical 

1 Eucl. I, p. 104. 

• Totofi-rov y£ av. This phrase (and similar phrases frequently used else­
where) should be noted. It means that the present negation of an attribute 
follows logically from the previous negations and from the definition. 

a Ar., Phys. 2ogb, 32: 'It is held that what is anywhere (1rov) is itself some­
thing and also that there is a different thing outside it.' Procl. (vol. vi, 126) 
mentionS CritiCS WhO took tv a,\,\rp to mean tv T01Ttp, tv ayy£{tp, but he is not 

.content with so simple a view. 
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body in a place. Then, if it did not occupy the whole of space, it 
would have more than one point of contact with whatever was 
outside it. And even if it were (like Parmenides' One Being) a 
sphere occupying the whole of space, it would be ' in itself ' in the 
sense that we could distinguish its spherical boundary from the 
interior.l But then it would have distinguishable parts. Having 
no parts, it cannot be ' in itself ' in the sense in which a thing, 
considered as all its parts, is in itself as whole. 

Plato is evidently thinking of Parmenides' Sphere; hence the 
specific denial of roundness. To the argument as it stands it might 
be objected that the geometrical point had been regarded as indi­
visibly one and having position in space without any question of 
' contact at more than one point ' with its environment, or of its 
being 'in itself' as here defined. This is ignored because at this 
stage we have reached the notion of an extended body, and all 
that is here asserted is that the One, not being an extended body, 
cannot be ' in another ' or ' in itself ' in the sense applicable to 
such bodies in physical space. 

138B-139B. The One (not being a physical body in space) is neither 
in motion nor at rest 

If the One could have the attributes so far denied, it would now 
be an extended body with position in space, and the possibility 
would here arise that it should either move or remain still, and that 
it should possess other properties, in respect of which it might 
suffer change. But the One we have defined cannot move or change 
or even remain where it is (for it is nowhere) or persist with such 
properties as it has (for it has no properties). 

138B. Next consider whether, such being its condition, it can be 
(a) in motion or (b) at rest. 

(a) If it were in motion, it would have to be either 
c. moving in place or undergoing alteration ; for there are no 

other kinds of motion. 2 

Now, if the One alters, so as to become different from itself, 
it surely cannot still be one. Therefore, it does not move 
in the sense of suffering alteration. 

The word for change or alteration (ai.J.o{wat~). as distinct from 

1 Cf. Ar., Phys. zogb, I, 'If place is what primarily contains (To wpwToP 
w£p•lxov} each body, it would be a limit (wlpas). so that the place would be 
the form or shape (To £l8os Kai -rj /lOP</>~) of each body by which the magnitude 
or the matter of the magnitude is defined; for this is the limit of each body.' 

• Cf. Theaet. IBID: the two kinds of motion (KlV7jots) are local motion and 
alteration. 

120 



HYP. I. NO MOTION OR REST 

local motion, is used in its widest sense, covering any properties 
which might be altered so that the thing should become ' other ' 
than it was.1 Later (156B) various kinds of alteration will be 
enumerated: combination and separation, becoming like or unlike 
(in quality), increase and decrease in size. But here the only possible 
change is that the One (which has no second property that it 
could lose by alteration) should cease to be one. But this would 
mean its complete disappearance, not alteration ; and even disap­
pearance is impossible: the One cannot cease to exist, since (as we 
shall discover later, 141E) it has not the second property, existence. 

138c. Does it, then, move in place ? If it does, then it must 
either turn round in the same place or shift from one place 
to another. If it turns round, it must rest on a centre 
and have those parts which revolve round the centre as 

D. different parts of itself. But a thing which cannot have a 
centre or parts cannot possibly be carried round on its centre. 
If it moves at all, then, it must move by changing its place 
and coming to be in different places at different times. 
Now we saw that it could not be anywhere in anything. 
It is still more impossible that it should come to be in any­
thing. If a thing is coming to be in something, it cannot 
be in that thing so long as it is still coming to be in it, nor 
yet can it be altogether outside it, since it is already coming 

E. to be in it. Accordingly this can happen only to a thing 
which has parts ; for part of it will be already in the other 
thing and part of it outside at the same time, and a thing 
which has no parts surely cannot possibly be, at the same 
time, neither wholly inside nor wholly outside something. 
It is still more impossible that a thing which has no parts 
and is not a whole should come to be in anything, since it 
cannot do so either part by part or as a whole. Hence 

139. it does not change its place either by travelling anywhere 
and coming to be in something, or by revolving in the same 
place, or by changing. 

Therefore the One is immovable in respect of every kind 
of motion. 

That the One, not being a body situated in space, cannot have 
locomotion is obvious. It is equally impossible that it should be 
at rest anywhere, or be said to remain in the same condition or in 
possession of the same properties without alteration; for the One 
has no properties. 

1 So Proclus (vol. vi, 145) explains that <LUolwo•> here includes all internal 
changes. 
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139A. (b) On the other hand, we also assert that it cannot 
actually be in anything. Consequently it can never be in 
the same (place or condition), because then it would be in 
that selfsame (place or condition), and we saw that it could 
not be either in itself or in anything else. The One, then, 

B. is never in the same (place or condition). But what is 
never in the same (place or condition) is not at rest or 
stationary. 

It appears, then, that the One is neither at rest nor in 
motion. 

With respect to motion and rest the conclusions, as before, are 
purely negative. The One which is a bare ' One ', nowhere and 
with no properties, can no more remain motionless and unchanged 
in property than it can move or change. 

Here the first section of the Hypothesis is complete. The argu­
ment has been sound at every point. The result is that, if you 
start with the conception of a One which is one and nothing else, 
without any kind of diversity or plurality, then you cannot clothe 
this bare unity with any further attributes, since that would be to 
contradict the definition. Hence, with such a starting-point, there 
can be nothing like the Pythagorean process of evolution. Without 
the two elements of ' limit ' and ' unlimited ', there can be no 
number (plurality of units) and not even a unit of number. There 
will be no point (unit with position) which might generate the line, 
surface, and solid of geometry and so yield a body having shape. 
Finally, there can be no sensible body in physical space, such as 
might move or remain still and possess sensible qualities capable of 
change. 

The next three sections are concerned with relations (as we 
should call them) which a 'One' might be expected to have, but 
cannot in fact have, either to itself or to something else: sameness 
and difference, likeness and unlikeness, equality and inequality. 
These are not further determinations clothing the original bare One, 
such as those rejected in the preceding sections, but characters 
which would belong to the One if it could have been so clothed. 
The absence of these characters can be deduced partly from the 
original definition of a One which is not also many, partly from the 
absence of one or another of those determinations. 

In the corresponding sections of Hyp. II we shall hear of' Others' 
or ' the Others ' ("ni.itita) in the plural. But here only the singular 
' another ' or ' something else ' (b:eeov) is used. The reason is 
given in the complementary Hyp. IV, which deduces the conse-
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quences for the Others from the present supposition of a bare One, 
which must remain in complete abstraction and cannot communi­
cate its character. It will there appear that there can be no Others 
in the sense of ' other ones '. So there is not even ' another ' to 
which the One could be related by the characters now to be con­
sidered. The One is unique, in total isolation. 

It is, however, because of its own nature as defined at the outset 
that the One cannot have sameness, difference, likeness, etc. All 
these words have meanings distinct from the meaning of 'one'; 
they are characters distinct from oneness. The One as defined 
has no character other than oneness. This is explicitly stated 
below at I40A.1 It must also be remembered that the One as 
defined is not something which is one, or has unity, and might lose 
that unity and still persist. It is not one thing (lv ov), but just 
simply ' one '. 

I39B-E. The One (lacking the above qualifications) is not the same 
as, or different from, itself or another 

139B. Further the One cannot be either the same as another 
or the same as itself, nor yet other than itself or other than 
another. 

(a) Were it other than itself, it would be other than one 
and so would not be one. (b) And if it were the same as 
another, it would be that other and not be itself; so that, 

c. in this case again, it would not be just what it is, one, but 
other than one. 

Therefore the One will not be the same as another or 
other than itself. 

These conclusions follow at once from the notion of a One that is 
one and nothing else, and cannot be or become anything but just one. 

139c. (c) Nor can it be other than another, so long as it is one. 
To be other than something properly belongs, not to' one', 
but only to an 'other than another'. Consequently it will 
not be other in virtue of its being one, and so not in virtue 
of being itself, and so not as itself ; and if as itself it is not 

D. in any sense other, it cannot be other than anything. 

The conclusion is sound. To be other than something else is not 

1 Jackson (]oul'n. Philol. xi, JII note) pointed out that every one of the 
inferences is substantiated by this initial assumption, which ' is in fact the 
Eleatic dogma interpreted with a strictness to which the Eleatics themselves 
never attained'. 
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the same thing as to be one.l So a One which is simply one and has 
no second character at all, cannot have the character of being other 
than anything. Its 'oneness', which is all there is of it, cannot 
make it so. Not to mention the fact (which appears in Hyp. IV) 
that there can be no other one for it to be other than. 

139D. (d) Nor yet can it be the same as itself. For the character 
(qn5at~) of unity is one thing, the character of sameness 
another. This is evident because when a thing becomes 
'the same' as something, it does not become 'one'. For 
instance, if it becomes the same as the many, it must become 
many, not one; whereas if there were no difference whatever 
between unity and sameness, whenever a thing became ' the 
same', it would always become one, and whenever one, 

E. the same. So if the One is to be the same as itself, it will 
not be one with itself, and thus will be one and not one ; 
and that is impossible. Consequently it is equally impossible 
for the One to be either other than another or the same as 
itself. 

Thus the One cannot be other than, or the same as, either 
itself or another. 

The reasoning here is not, as some say, sophistical, but rests on 
the same premiss : that the One we are supposing has no second 
character. ' Same ' and ' One ' are two different meanings or 
characters. As we might say, the proposition 'x is one' is not 
the same as the proposition ' x is the same as itself '. If the One 
has (or is) only one character (as we have assumed throughout), 
and if we now suppose that character to be sameness, then it cannot 
also have (or be) the character of oneness; which is absurd and 
contradicts the hypothesis. 

All the conclusions in these sections, as in the other sections, are 
purely negative. We cannot say that the One is the same as itself 
or anything else ; but that does not imply that it is different from 
itself or anything else. It cannot have either of the two contrary 
characters. 

139E-140B. The One is not like or unlike itself or another 

Of the three pairs of contraries in this group, sameness and dif­
ference are the most general and comprehensive. Likeness is now 
defined in terms of sameness : two things are like when they both 

1 Cf. the argument at 143B: Unity and being are other than one another, 
not qua unity or qua being, but qua other. 
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have any identical character.1 To say that two things have an 
identical character (-rav-rdv :ru::novOevat) is equivalent to saying 
that the same statement can be truly made about both; the verb 
:naaxuv is frequent in that sense. So ' character ' must be taken 
in a very wide sense, covering the whole field of what Aristotle 
called' predicates' (including all relations). 11 Here the fundamental 
premiss that the One can have no second character becomes most 
explicit. 

Two things will be alike, then, when they are the same in respect 
of any one character that can be truly said to belong to them; 
they need not be the same in every respect. If the only thing you 
can truly say of the One is that it is ' one' (supposing you can 
even say that), you cannot also say that it is like anything-even 
itself-or unlike anything. 

139E. Nor can the One be (a) like or (b) unlike anything, 
whether itself or another. 

(a) A like thing is a thing which has an identical character. 
But we have seen that the character ' same ' is distinct 
from the character 'one'. Now if the One has any 

140. character distinct from being one, it must have the character 
of being more things than one ; and that is impossible. 
So it is quite impossible that the One should be a thing 
' having the same character ' as either another or itself. 

Therefore the One cannot be like another or like itself. 
(b) But neither is it true of the One that it is different ; 

for, in that case again, it would be true of it that it was 
more things than one. But if ' like ' means that of which 
the same thing is true, a thing that is unlike itself or another 

B. will be that which can be truly said to be different from 
itself or another. And the One, it appears, cannot be said 
to be different in any way. Consequently, the One is in 
no way unlike either itself or anything else. 

Therefore the One cannot be like or unlike either another 
or itself. 

I40B-D. The One is not equal or unequal to itself or to another 

The third pair of contraries, equal and unequal, is still further 
restricted, to the category of quantity : it applies to number and 

1 Cf. Ar., Met. 10r8a, 15: 'Those things are called "like" which have 
the same attributes (TaU,.o 1rnrovll&ra) in every respect, or have more attributes 
the same than different, or whose quality is one.' 

1 Procl. (vi, 195), 1rav yap To oTIOvv 1T£1r0vllas 1ro.Ua ;aT,. 1rallos yap Ka.\£i T~v 
p.tii£€&V lliou nvos 
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magnitude. A number, according to the ancient definition accepted 
by Plato and later authorities, is ' a plurality of units ' (n):ij801; 
fJOYaflwv). It follow that I (the unit) is not a number, and also 
that all numbers are commensurable, each consisting of so many 
units. Irrational quantities, such as Vz, were not called ' numbers'. 
They were treated as geometrical magnitudes, to be represented 
by lines, such as the diagonal of the square.1 

'Equal' can be defined simply as 'having the same number of 
measures' (units of number or magnitude). 'Unequal' as applied 
to commensurables (including all numbers) means 'having a 
different number of the same measures'. But incommensurable 
magnitudes require another definition : they can be divided into 
the same number of different measures (one greater than the other).2 

Plato first states these definitions. It is then easy to show that the 
One cannot be said to be equal or unequal to anything. 

140B. Further, the One, being such as we have described, will 
not be either (a) equal or (b) unequal either to itself or to 
another. 

If it is equal, it will have the same number of measures 
as anything to which it is equal. If greater or less, it will 

c. have more or fewer measures than things, less or greater 
than itself, which are commensurable with it. Or, if they 
are incommensurable with it, it will have smaller measures 
in the one case, greater in the other. 

(a) Now a thing which has no sameness cannot have the 
same number of measures or of anything else. Therefore 
the One, not having the same number of measures, cannot 
be equal to itself or to another. 

' Having no sameness ' (tJ~ tJe-dxov -rov av-rov) means that no 
statement beginning ' The One is the same as . . .' or ' The One 
has the same . . .' can be true. This follows from the One not 
having the character 'same', as proved above. 

qoc. (b) On the other hand, if it had more or fewer measures, 
it would have as many parts as measures; and thus, once 

D. more, it would be no longer one, but as many as its measures. 
And if it were of one measure, it would be equal to that 
measure ; whereas we saw that it could not be equal to 
anything. 

Therefore, since it has neither one measure, nor many, 

' See above, p. 6o. 
J Procl. vi, 207, O.aVp.p.ETpov 8E T(l 8ta&poJp.Evov Els iaa p.Ev KaT, dpL8p.6v, <ivLaa 

8£ KaTa p.£ye8os. 
126 



HYP. I. NOT IN TIME 

I40D. nor few, and has no sameness at all, it appears that it can 
never be equal to itself or to another, nor yet greater or 
less than itself or another. 

Inequality is denied by virtue of the original definition of the 
One as not being a whole of parts. Measures are parts ; or, even 
if you try to assert that there is only one measure involved in the 
case of the One, that would mean that the One had the same 
measure as itself, and, as we have seen, no such statement can be 
true. 

J40E-I4ID. The One cannot be, or become, older or younger than, 
or of the same age as, itself or another, or be in time at all 

Here the addition of a further determination-existence in time 
-is considered and rejected on the basis of conclusions reached in 
the last three sections. If the One were in time, statements involv­
ing the terms ' same ', ' different ', ' equal ', ' unequal ', would be 
true of it, and it has been shown that no such statements can 
be made. 

I40E. Again, can it be held that the One can be older or younger 
than anything or of the same age with anything ? 

If it is of the same age with itself or another, it will have 
equality of duration and likeness 1 ; and we have said that 
the One has neither likeness nor equality. We also said 

141. that it has no unlikeness or inequality. Such a thing 
cannot, then, be either older or younger than, or of the same 
age with, anything. 

Therefore the One cannot be younger or older than, or 
of the same age with, either itself or another. 

We may infer that the One, if it is such as we have de­
scribed, cannot even occupy time at all. Whatever occupies 
time must always be becoming older than itself, and ' older ' 
always means older than something younger. Consequently, 

B. whatever is becoming older than itself, if it is to have 
something than which it is becoming older, must also be at 
the same time becoming younger than itself. (What I mean 
is this. If one thing is already different from another, 
there is no question of its becoming different : either they 
both are now, or they both have been, or they both will 
be, different. But if one is in process of becoming different, 

1 op.oto'T'I}To; here need not go with xpovov. If two things are of the same 
age, they have both (a) equality of duration and (b) likeness in the sense 
above defined : the statement that they are of a certain age will be true of 
both. 
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I4IB. you cannot say that the other has been, or will be, or as 
c. yet is, different ; it can only be in process of becoming 

different. Now the difference signified by' older' is always 
a difference from something younger. Consequently, what 
is becoming older than itself must also at the same time be 
becoming younger than itself.) Now, in the process of 
becoming it cannot take a longer or shorter time than itself ; 
it must take the same time with itself, whether it is becoming, 
or is, or has been, or will be. So, it seems, any one of the 

D. things that occupy time and have a temporal character 
must be of the same age as itself and also be becoming at 
once both older and younger than itself. But we saw that 
none of these characters can attach to the One. 

Therefore the One has nothing to do with time and does 
not occupy any stretch of time. 

All the expressions for change of temporal relations are studied 
more fully at the corresponding stage in the next Hypothesis, where 
we shall be considering a thing that can exist in time (ISIE ff.). 
The above argument is not a ' sophism '. Whatever exists in time 
must be of a different age at every moment from its age at any 
earlier moment ; and the lengthening interval between its younger 
self and its older self must always be the same as the interval between 
its older self and its younger self. But we have seen that no 
propositions involving the terms ' same ' and ' different ' can be 
true of the One we have defined. 

Proclus (iv, 232) has preserved Syrianus' explanation of how it 
is that what is becoming older than itself must also be becoming 
younger than itself. It is interesting as distinguishing clearly the 
two ways of conceiving time. 'There are two ways in which a 
thing may be in time: (1) as advancing in a straight line and start­
ing from one point and ending at another; (2) as travelling round 
in a circle and having its motion from and to the same point, which 
is both beginning and end, so that the motion never stops, every 
point in it being just as much a beginning as an end.' In this 
second case of periodic motion in time, the thing is becoming older 
in so far as it is getting farther fmm its beginning, but younger in 
so far as it is approaching its end, since in getting nearer to its end 
it is getting nearer to its beginning, and to get nearer to one's begin­
ning is to get younger. Syrianus understood the passage to refer 
to the periodic revolutions of the divine souls ; but Plato in the 
longer account of time relations in Hyp. II appears to regard time 
as a straight line, not a circle, and Proclus himself falls back on a 
more general interpretation, which does not involve periodicity. 
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J4ID-I42A. Since it is not in time, the One in no sense 'is', and 
it cannot even be named or in any way known 

I4ID. Again, the words' was', 'has become', 'was becoming' 
are understood to mean connection with past time; 'will 

E. be ', ' will be becoming ', ' will become ', with future time ; 
'is' and 'is becoming', with time now present. Conse­
quently, if the One has nothing to do with any time, it 
never has become or was becoming or was ; nor can you 
say it has become now or is becoming or is; or that it will 
be becoming or will become or will be in the future. Now 
a thing can have being only in one of these ways. There is, 
accordingly, no way in which the One has being. 

Therefore the One in no sense is. 
It cannot, then, ' be ' even to the extent of ' being ' one ; 

for then it would be a thing that is and has being. Rather, 
if we can trust such an argument as this, it appears that 

142. the One neither is one nor is at all. 
And if a thing is not, you cannot say that it 'has' any­

thing or that there is anything ' of' it. Consequently, it 
cannot have a name or be spoken of, nor can there be any 
knowledge or perception or opinion of it. It is not named 
or spoken of, not an object of opinion or of knowledge, not 
perceived by any creature. 

Now can this possibly be the case with the One? 
ARISTOTELES : ' I do not think so.' 

There are several features of this argument that call for remark. 
The conclusion itself-that the One can have no sort of being­

is sound, and could be deduced directly from the definition in the 
first paragraph of the Hypothesis.1 If we conceive the One as one 
and nothing else whatever, it cannot have any second character 
that could be meant by the word 'is' in any of its senses. We 
cannot say: 'the One exists', or 'the One is one', or even 'the 
One is' i.e. is an entity, has that 'being' which must belong to the 
subject of any true statement. Later, the various senses of the 
word ' being ' will be distinguished as occasion arises. The ' being ' 
which belongs to every entity, whether it exists or not, will be 
distinguished from 'existence' in Hyp. V. In the same context 
it will be observed that a non-existent entity, just because it is 
an entity, can have various characters, though we shall avoid saying 

1 This is remarked by Proclus (vi, 251), who adds that Plato could hardly 
have opened his argument by deducing that the One has no sort of being 
immediately from the supposition el ~v ef7'1"w, which it would have appeared 
to contradict (and does in fact contradict). 
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that it 'is' of such and such a character, because that would 
normally be understood as implying that the subject exists (r6rc). 
But here the One is not even an entity. 

Neither of the two inferences: (r) that the One does not exist, 
(2) that the One is not even an entity and therefore cannot be the 
subject of a true statement that it is one, appears to follow from 
the previous conclusion that the One is not in time. A Platonic 
Form is an entity that is not, and does not come to be, in time, 
and yet has many characters and can be known.1 Also it ·will 
actually be demonstrated in Hyp. V that an entity which does 
not exist at some time nevertheless is an entity, can have many 
characters, and can come into existence. At the present stage, 
however, these distinctions are not yet drawn and they are not 
strictly observed here. Plato is content to draw a true conclusion 
from premisses that hardly sustain it. But the premisses them­
selves are true ; and to represent a true conclusion as following 
from true premisses, which do not by themselves entail it, is not 
sophistry in the usual sense. It is rather taking a short-cut, to 
avoid entering on explanations which will be more in place else­
where. Plato could not explain everything at once; the ambigui­
ties of 'being' are reserved for the later Hypotheses. We shall 
meet with a few other cases of this sort. It must be remembered 
that the whole of this second part is avowedly a preliminary exer­
cise in the study of ambiguities. This gymnastic is designed for 
the students of the Academy. They are expected to compare the 
arguments of each Hypothesis with those of the others and to find 
out for themselves the distinctions that must be drawn-in fact, 
to go through the very process attempted in the present commentary. 
In the next Hypothesis they will be confronted with a whole series 
of conclusions which appear contradictory until the ambiguities 
are detected. In an exercise of this sort Plato did not scruple to 
introduce, here and there, a Non sequitur. It is possible that the 
phrase, 'if we can trust such an argument as this' (I4IE, 12), is 
a hint that formally, although the premisses and the conclusion 
are true, the reasoning is not entirely trustworthy. 

Parmenides ends by asking, ' Can this possibly be the case with 
the One ? ' and Aristoteles answers, ' I do not think so.' The pur­
pose is to provide a transition to the next Hypothesis, which will 
suppose a One that has being and will lead to positive conclusions. 

1 On the other hand, at Tim. 37E, where eternity is contrasted with time, 
it is said that past and future (' was ' and ' will be ') are forms of time, 
appropriate to the becoming which proceeds in time, but ' is ' should be 
used of eternal being which is for ever in the same state immovably, and 
ought not to be used of what is becoming. 
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THE NEOPLATONIC INTERPRETATION 

Parmenides does not mean that the consequences so far deduced 
do not follow for the One as defined in the present Hypothesis. 
They do follow, and they have led to purely negative results. 
So, if we are to give ' the One ' any sense in which true positive 
statements can be made about it, we must add to its oneness some 
sort of being. This we proceed to do in the next Hypothesis. 

The Neoplatonic Interpretation.-Mention has been made in the 
Preface of some recent writers who have revived the Neoplatonic 
interpretation of the Hypotheses. They all agree that the One 
of Hyp. I is a God, beyond all being (l:rcba:tva rij~ ova{a~). unknow­
able, and to be characterised only by negations. This deity is to 
be identified with the Form of the Good. He is situated 'en un 
lieu surintelligible ', which Plato has described only in the Republic 
(Wahl, p. 120). For Wundt he is the Form of the Good, the 
aex-YJ avv:rc60ero~ (Rep. SlOB), the Cause of Philebus 27B, and 'the 
Idea of the Idea ', i.e. that which is presupposed by every deter­
minate Idea and makes it an Idea. Plato, not Plotinus, is the 
founder of negative theology. Speiser's view is similar; and he 
connects the unknowableness of this God beyond being with 
Socrates' saying that the highest human wisdom is to know that we 
know nothing. Paci regards this One as an 'unita superessente' 
superior in ontological worth to the being which is the object of 
thought and which comes into view in Hyp. II (p. 113). This 
unity is a ' transcendent God ' (p. 144). 

All these writers would, I think, admit that this revelation of 
mystical doctrine could never have been discovered by anyone 
who had nothing more to go upon than the text of the dialogue 
itself. What Parmenides offered to Socrates was a gymnastic 
exercise, not the disclosure of a supreme divinity. He also said 
that he would begin ' with himself and his own supposition that 
there is a One ', and Parmenides' One Being was not a god, nor 
was it ' beyond being '. The language throughout is as dry and 
prosaic as a textbook of algebra; there is as little here to suggest 
that the One has any religious significance as there is in the other 
case to suggest that x, y, and z are a trinity of unknown gods. 

The Neoplatonic interpretation rests in the first place on the 
assumption that, when Plato says that this One has no positive 
attributes and cannot even ' be ' in any sense, he means that it is 
somehow ' beyond ' or ' above ' being and all other attributes. 
There is not the slightest hint anywhere in the text to warrant this 
assumption. It depends entirely on the identification of the One 
as here characterised with the Form of the Good, and on a mystical 
construction of the phrase ovx ova{a~ OVTO~ TOV ayaOov, &.A.A.' ln 
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bte1<13t'Va Tfjt; ova{at; 'lt(!ea{Jelq. 'Kat CJv'Vafli3L V'Jti3(!SXOVTOt; (Rep. 509B). 
Thanks largely to the Neoplatonists themselves, such an atmo­
sphere of religious fervour has gathered about Socrates' compari­
son of the Good to the Sun that it seems almost brutal to suggest 
a simpler interpretation. But can it be proved that these words 
mean anything more than that, whereasyoucanalways ask the reason 
for a thing's existence and the answer will be that it exists for the sake 
of its goodness, you cannot ask for a reason for goodness ; the good is 
an end in itself ; there is no final cause beyond it ? This applies 
to the universe. As Socrates urged in the Phaedo, the order of 
the world should be explained by reference to some good of the 
whole which will be the ultimate reason (airla) why things are as 
they are. The ' reason ' or ' cause ' that explains all existence 
might be described as ' beyond ' the existence it explains ; and 
being the good or end of that existence, it will be superior to it 
in worth. It is quite another matter to say that this cause itself 
can be identified with a ' One ' which has no existence or being of 
any kind. The Neoplatonising interpreter appeals to Aristotle's 
statement that ' of those (Pythagoreans and Platonists) who main­
tain the existence of unchangeable substances (ovalat;) some say 
the One itself is the Good itself ; but they thought its essence 
(ovala) lay mainly in its unity'. These 'some' may be identified 
with Plato and his conservative followers, notably Xenocrates. 
But the doctrine is not Plotinian.l The Good is not here ' beyond 
being', but an unchangeable substance (ovala), just as Plato's 
' One' is said to be ovala at Met. g87b, 22. And so far from being 
beyond knowledge, the Good of the Republic is described in the 
same context as ' the highest object of knowledge ' (fteytarov 
ft&.()rJfla, 505A). This knowledge is the goal of the whole course of 
the philosopher's higher education. In describing it Plato uses 
language borrowed from the lnonula of the Eleusinian mysteries, 
which consisted in the exhibition of cult-symbols and images of 
the divinities. This revelation had, of course, no resemblance to 
the 'mystical union' of trance and ecstasy. Nor has any mystic 
ever suggested that the proper avenue to his supreme experience 
lies in a fifteen-years course of pure mathematics and dialectic, 
followed by fifteen years of subordinate office in the State. There 
is no evidence that either Socrates or Plato ever had that experience 
which was really the core round which Plotinus constructed his 
theology. Had any such tradition been known in ancient times, 
the Neoplatonists would have made the most of it.2 

1 This is pointed out by Mr. A. H. Armstrong in his unpublished dissertation 
on Plotinus. 

• The unfortunate suggestion, revived by Burnet, that Socrates when he 
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On the surface the conclusion of Hyp. I is that if Unity itself, 
Socrates' avro nl lv, is to be understood as bare unity and nothing 
else at all, then we cannot even say that there is such a thing. 
Why should this conclusion not be accepted as what Plato means, 
with the inference he actually draws, that this cannot be a satis­
factory account of Unity itself, but we must at least add 1 being ' 
to unity, as we proceed to do in the next Hypothesis? We shall 
then have an avrd rd lv which does exist, and which might with 
much better reason be identified with the Good. The equation 
of the Good with the bare Unity of Hyp. I is in flat contradiction 
with the text. That Unity has no second character ; therefore 
we cannot say it is good or the Good. It has no sort of being; 
therefore, if this is the Good, the Good does not exist, is not real, 
is not even an entity. No one will maintain that Plato could have 
meant that. The Neoplatonisers may fairly be asked to explain 
why he said that you cannot truly assert that the One is anything 
whatsoever, when he meant that you can truly assert that it is 
beyond being, and is good, and a god, and I the Idea of the Idea'. 

The N eoplatonists make the further assumption that the Good 
of the Republic is the supreme god of Plato's theology, superior 
to the divine Nov~. which they locate in Hyp. II. Nothing ap­
proaching satisfactory evidence for this equation can be found in 
Plato's works and it is hard-perhaps impossible-to reconcile 
with the Timaeus and the Laws. It may be added that Aristotle, 
if anyone, must have understood the Parmenides correctly; and 
to his far from mystical temperament it would have seemed the 
worst sort of nonsense to say of the supreme God what Plato does 
say of the One, that he cannot have any sort of being and nothing 
true can be said about him. Such a theology would surely have 
been denounced in the Metaphysics and elsewhere. This is a case 
in which the argument from silence has considerable force. 

The most that can be said for the Neoplatonist interpretation is 
that Unity is later on (rs8n) represented as the principle of Limit, 
which when combined with the Unlimited factor produces a plurality 
of limited things ; and Limit is associated, in Pythagorean and 
Platonic thought, with Goodness. But in Hyp. I and IV this 
principle of unity is supposed to be separated in complete abstrac-

stood absorbed in thought for a day and a night at Potidaea, was enjoying 
a' beatific vision' in some sort of trance, is plainly contradicted by Alcibiades' 
own words at Symp. 220c. Socrates had ' begun to reflect upon something 
(avmnfaas .,.,) and stood there considering it (aKo7Twv), and when he could 
make no headway he would not let it go, but still stood trying to find the answer 
(C7]-rwv) '. Word went round that Socrates was standing 'thinking about 
something ' (rf>pov-rl,wv .,.,) . The essence of the 1 mystical union ' is that it 
transcends all discursive thought. 
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tion from the second element, with the consequence that no one 
limited thing can exist. Such a helpless abstraction cannot be 
identified with the Good of the Republic or with a divinity.! 

Setting aside the Neoplatonic view, we may now return to con­
sider the bearing of the argument so far upon the earlier part of 
the dialogue. It is plain that the final upshot of Hyp. I is as 
unacceptable to Parmenides and Zeno as it is to Socrates. It has 
been proved that the One of Parmenides, if it is to be (as he said) 
absolutely one, unique and without parts, cannot have a whole 
series of attributes which Parmenides assigned to it : it cannot be a 
limited sphere filling all space and remaining at rest ; it cannot 
even possess existence or a name, for a name (as the Eleatic argues 
against Parmenides in the Sophist, 2440) must be a different thing 
from the thing which has that name. And, instead of being the 
sole object of rational thought, it cannot be known in any way. 2 

As for Zeno, his proposition that ' what is one cannot also be many ' 
has turned out to be a refutation, not a defence, of Parmenides. It 
is precisely the doctrine that leads to all these fatal results. 

At the same time this Hypothesis contains a lesson for Socrates, 
who had said that he would be surprised if anyone could show 
that 'what is simply Unity itself' (8 l!anv lv, avnl rovro) is also 
many (rzgB). Parmenides has now shown him that, if this phrase 
means a Form, Unity, which is to be just unity and nothing else 
and so is to exclude any sort of plurality, then nothing whatever 
can be truly said about such a Form, not even that it exists or is 
one. The moral is that, when any Form is described as ' just what 
it is' and as ' just by itself' (avrd "a()' avr6), that does not mean 
that it is completely isolated from all ' combination ' with other 
Forms. Every Form must ' partake of' Existence and Unity at 
least ; for it can be truly asserted of every Form that it exists and 
1s one. This is the conclusion that emerges, if we apply the argu-

t A detailed criticism of the Neoplatonic interpretation will be found in 
Appendix E to Professor Taylor's Translation. 

2 Friedlander, Platon. Schrijten, 471, has seen that Plato closely follows 
the lines of Parmenides' reasoning and denies to his One attributes which 
Parmenides ascribed to it as well as the attributes he rejected. This was 
also pointed out by Jackson, journal of Philol. xi, 310. A friendly critic has 
objected that it is a strange procedure to make Parmenides expose the 
weaknesses of his own system. I can only reply that the criticisms are not 
expressed in the text ; they are merely inferences which the reader can draw 
for himself, and some of them are identical with objections openly stated by 
the Eleatic stranger in the Sophist. It does not seem to me impossible that 
Plato should represent Parmenides as supplying material which could be 
used for the correction of his own doctrine. 
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ment of this Hypothesis to the Form, Unity itself (avrd rd lv). 
If any Form excludes plurality, it might be expected to be the 
Form, Unity. But Parmenides has now shown that no such Form 
can exist at all or be an object of knowledge, unless the contraries, 
one and many, are in some sense combined in it. It thus appears 
that the union of contraries in the Forms themselves, which Socrates 
asked to be demonstrated (rzgE), is just as necessary as the union 
of contraries in sensible things, asserted by Socrates himself as 
destroying Zeno's underlying assumption : ' one thing cannot also 
be many',' what is like cannot also be unlike', etc. In this way, 
by taking the bare ' One ' which can equally well stand for the One 
of Parmenides and for Socrates' Form, Unity itself, Plato has, with 
extraordinary ingenuity, contrived at once to expose the incon­
sistency of Parmenides and to clear up an ambiguity in his own 
theory. On this interpretation the conclusions so far reached 
become relevant to the problems raised in the original discussion 
between Socrates and Zeno. 

None of the interested parties, as we have seen, can accept the 
present situation with equanimity. If Parmenides' One and Soc­
rates' Unity itself (or any other Form) are to be rescued from self­
destruction, both must be something more than ' just one and 
nothing else'. The least that we can add is 'being'. We shall 
then have a One that is and can be truly said to be one. 

HYPOTHESIS II 

In the earlier sections of Hyp. I it has appeared that nothing like 
the Pythagorean evolution, starting from an original One and 
leading to the sensible body existing in space and time, is logically 
conceivable, if the One is not also 'many' or a 'whole of parts'. 
Parmenides had disposed of the Pythagorean scheme precisely by 
asserting that a One Being has no parts and must be unique : it 
does not contain a manifold, and no other thing can ever come out 
of it. Plato now intends to deny this dogma and to restore the 
possibility of a (logical) evolution following the Pythagorean lines, 
with the refinements of his own more advanced thought. 

As before, the opening paragraph of the Hypothesis completely 
defines the conception we need to start with. This is the con­
ception of' a One which is' (lv ov), or something which has the two 
attributes of unity and being, and for the present no further attri­
butes. We shall then be able, first, to deduce simply from that 
conception the unlimited plurality of numbers and the unlimited 
plurality of things that are (ovm). Next we shall see that a One 
which has being is such that it can have the whole series of characters 
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which were rejected in Hyp. I. We can clothe it with extension, 
shape, existence as a physical body in space, the capacity for motion, 
change, and rest, and so on. All these possibilities will follow 
from the mere addition of ' being ' to ' unity ' in the construction 
now put upon the hypothesis, ' If a One is '. 

I42B-C. If the One has being, it is One Entity, with both unity and 
being 

I4ZB. Shall we, then, go back to our hypothesis and reconsider 
it from the beginning, in the hope of bringing to light some 
different result ? 

'If a One is', we say, we have to agree what sort of con­
sequences follow concerning it. Start afresh, then, and 
consider. If a One is, it cannot be, and yet not have being. 
So there will also be the being which the One has, and this 
is not the same thing as the One ; otherwise that being 
would not be its being, nor would it, the One, have that 

c. being, but to say ' a One is ' would be tantamount to saying 
'a One (is) one '.1 But in fact the supposition whose 
consequences we are to consider is not ' if a One (is) one', 
but ' if a One is '. This implies that ' is ' and ' one ' stand 
for different things. Thus the short statement ' a One is ' 
simply means that the One has being. 

It is not explained what sort of being this ' One Being ' has. 
Existence in time is not meant, for that is added at a later stage. 
It seems best to avoid the word 'existence' as suggesting the 
existence into which and out of which pass the things that become 
and perish in time. ' Being ' is to be taken in the widest sense 
in which we speak of an ' entity '. This ' being ' is described at 
r6IE as belonging to anything about which any true statement 
can be made, including the statement that it does not exist. Hyp. V 
is devoted to considering what can be said about a non-existent 
entity. A One Entity (tv ov), then, is a subject of which we can 
assert the two truths : (r) that it is one, or has unity, and (2) that 
it is, or has being. The expression, for the present, will cover 
anything that in this sense 'is'. 

From this simple conception of One Entity all the deductions 
of the next two sections can be drawn, without the addition of 
any further determinations. It will be argued (r) that by dwelling 
on the implications of this conception our thought can derive from 

1 ~v lv. In Greek the word 'is' (the 'copula') can be omitted, as here. 
;., lv €v would be a more accurate expression than .,; lv £oT<v for what was 
our supposition in Hyp. I. 



HYP. II. ONE ENTITY A WHOLE OF PARTS 

it the unlimited series of numbers. Further, (2) there will be as 
many entities (ovra) as there are numbers, and each of them will be 
one entity. Only then shall we begin to add the string of deter­
minations that were rejected in Hyp. I. 

142c-n. A 'One Entity' is a whole of parts (both one and many) 

The first step is to assert of a ' One Entity ' what was denied by 
the very definition of the absolute One of Hyp. !-that it is many, 
in the sense of being a whole of parts. The next words indicate 
that what has gone before is the fresh definition, now to be followed 
by the deduction of consequences. 

142c. Let us, then, once more state what will follow, if a One is. 
Consider whether this supposition does not necessarily 

D. imply that the One is such as to have parts. That follows 
in this way. Since ' is' is asserted to belong to this One 
which is, and ' one ' is asserted to belong to this Being 
which is one, and since ' being ' and ' one ' are not the same 
thing, but both belong to 1 the same thing, namely that 
' One which is ' that we are supposing, it follows that it is 
' One Being ' as a whole, and ' one ' and ' being ' will be 
its parts. So we must speak of each of these parts, not 
merely as a part, but as part of a whole. 

Therefore, any ' One that is ' is a whole and also has 
parts. 

We have already (p. n6) noted that Plato uses the word 'part ' 
(pleo~, ft6ewv) where we should speak of elements or characters or 
aspects. The statement above, that any ' One Entity ' has two 
parts, its unity and its being, supports our supposition that here 
at the outset we are to conceive it as consisting of these two elements 
only. They are sufficient to make it a whole or complex, and so 
a One which is also more than one, 'many'. 

I42D-I45A. A One Entity (having parts) is indefinitely numerous 
and also limited 2 

In Aristotle's account of the Pythagorean generation of numbers 
from the original One, Limit and Unlimited were the first pair of 

1 -rov a.n-ov 3£ . . . -rov .'v6s ov-ros, possessive genitive with the preceding 
lun. The genitive in -r<l l<TTt -rov lv6s ov-ros >.ly£-rat above cannot be governed 
by >.ly£mt, but must also be possessive, unless some parallel can be found 
for My£a9at with genitive meaning ' to be predicated of '. The point is that 
two different attributes belonging to the same subject (the <v ov) must be two 
parts of one whole. 

2 Throughout this section Burnet's division of paragraphs is incorrect and 
misleading. 
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Opposites, whose union gave rise to the arithmetical unit and 
numbers (p. 6). The alternative, limited or unlimited, followed 
at the same point in Hyp. I, immediately after the definition of the 
One which was not many and had no parts. There only the nega­
tive inference was possible : that such a One could not have limits, 
for there could be no distinction of beginning, middle, and end ; 
and the next inference was that it could not be a geometrical 
magnitude having a shape. Number was already excluded by the 
definition, which denied any plurality. In the present Hypothesis, 
with its wealth of possibilities, number and geometrical magnitude 
(shape) are separately considered, number, of course, being prior. 

First, the existence of the unlimited series of numbers is deduced 
from the mere conception of 'One Entity'. We saw that the 
Eleatics objected to the Pythagorean derivation of numbers, a 
plurality of ones, from the original unit. Zeno sought to prove that 
the existence of any plurality involved contradictions. Plato here 
shows that the existence of number follows immediately from the 
Parmenidean hypothesis itself, understood as positing a One that 
is not merely one but also has being. There is nothing irrational 
or illogical is allowing our thought to advance, by the processes 
here indicated, from a One that has being to any number of ones 
that have being. In this revised form Plato restores the Pytha­
gorean evolution of numbers from the One. The primary pair of 
opposites, Limited and Unlimited, here come into view. 

There are two alternative methods of procedure: (a) by division, 
(b) by addition and multiplication. Both lead to the conclusion 
that a One Being is unlimited in multitude or indefinitely numerous 
(W!:eteov ni.~Oet). Finally, it will be shown that a One Being, 
considered as a whole, must be limited. 

(a) We begin with the method of division. From this point of 
view the One Being is a whole, capable of unlimited division into 
parts. 

142D. Again, take each of these two parts of the One Being-
E. its unity and its being : unity can never be lacking to the 

part ' being ', nor being to the part ' unity '. 1 Thus each 
of the two parts, in its turn, will possess both unity and 
being; any part proves to consist of at least two parts, 
and so on for ever by the same reasoning : whatever part 
we arrive at always possesses these two parts; for a 'one' 
always has being, and a ' being ' always has unity. Hence 

143· any part always proves to be two and can never be one. 

t The sense here is certain, though the reading is dubious. Cf. 144E, 
oifr£ ydp -rO Ov Toii £v0s cinoA£l7T£'TaL oVr£ TO £v Toii Ovros. 
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143. In this way, then, what is ' One Being 'must be unlimited 
in multitude. 

This first method applies to ' One Being ' the conception of infinite 
divisibility in a peculiar manner. The reasoning appears to be 
fallacious and has been condemned as such, owing to the ambiguity 
of the term ' part '. Infinite divisibility is commonly applied to 
magnitudes. If our ' One Being ' were a magnitude, we could 
imagine it endlessly divided into parts (smaller magnitudes) each 
of which would be and be one. But if (as we are supposing) the 
' One Being ' is simply ' one entity ' of whatever kind, it seems 
illegitimate to regard its being and its unity as parts resulting from 
division and capable of subdivision. The further determination 
whereby it acquires extension and shape is not added till the next 
section. 

The sort of division here intended can only be the mental act of 
distinguishing the two elements in 'One Entity '. 1 If we now fix 
our thought upon either of these elements, say the 'unity', we 
shall once more see it as a ' one entity ', having a unity and a being 
of its own. The process can now be continued indefinitely: we 
shall never reach an element that is not an element or is not one 
element. So interpreted, the meaning is that, if you start by 
considering the bare notion of ' One Entity ' as a complex with two 
distinguishable elements, there is nothing to prevent your thought 
from advancing, without any further aid, to the conception of 
unlimited multitude.11 It is thus that we must understand the 
conclusion stated, that 'a One Being is unlimited in multitude '. 
The reasoning is valid against Parmenides, who declared that a 
' One Being ' must be indivisible, and yet asserted that ' what can 
be thought can be'. We now find that our thought can advance 
without limit in this process of distinguishing, and there is no 
ground for holding that there is anything irrational in the notion 
of multitude and even of unlimited multitude. The reasoning is 
also valid ad hominem, in that Parmenides spoke of his One Being as 
an extended continuous magnitude with spherical shape. If it has 
these properties, it must be infinitely divisible in the ordinary sense. 

1 This mental act may be compared to the act of discerning two specific 
differences contained in a generic concept, as practised in the method of 
Division (8talpm<>). 

a There is something in this unaided advance of thought that recalls the 
account of Recollection at Meno, BID : • Since all reality (the world of Forms 
and of mathematical truth) is akin, there is nothing to prevent a man who 
has been reminded of only one thing-learnt it, as people say-from discover­
ing all the rest for himself.' All truths are so connected that the chain can 
be followed, by pure reasoning, from any one link that is grasped. 
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(b) The alternative method reaches the same conclusion by way 
of addition and multiplication, and explicitly deduces the existence 
of the number series. From this standpoint we need a One that 
can stand as a unit, to which other units--other 'ones '-can be 
added. For numbers three terms are considered necessary, so as 
to provide the first unit, the first even number, and the first odd. 
These are provided by taking (r) the 'One' which is said to have 
being in the expression a' One which is' (lv ov), (z) the being which 
it has, and (3) the term ' different ', a character which is imme­
diately perceived to belong to both these entities, for they could 
not otherwise be distinguished. 

143A. We may also proceed in another way, as follows. We 
are saying that the One has being : that is why it is ; and 
it was for that reason that a ' One which is ' was seen to 
be a plurality. Now take just this 'One' which we are 
saying has being and conceive it just by itself alone apart 
from the being which we say it has. Will this 'One ' itself 
be found to be merely one or also a plurality ? 1 Consider : 

B. the ' One ' itself and its being must be different things 
since the One is not being, but, as One, has being. If, then, 
the One and its being are each different from the other, 
it is not in virtue of being one that the One is different 
from the being, nor is it in virtue of being ' being ' that the 
being is other than the One : they differ from one another 
in virtue of being different or other. Thus (the term) 
• different ' is not identical with either 'one' or 'being'. 

c. Now suppose we take a selection of these terms, (say) 
' being ' and ' different ', or ' being ' and ' one ', or ' one 
and ' different ' ; in each case we are selecting a pair which 
may be spoken of as 'both'. I mean: we can speak of 
'being', and again of 'one'. We have thus named each 
member of a pair. And when I say 'being and one' or 
' being and different ', or ' different and one ', and so on in 
every possible combination, I am in each case speaking of 

D. 'both'. And a pair that can properly be called·' both' 
must be two. And if a pair of things are two, each of them 
must be one. This applies to our terms : since each set 
forms a couple, each term must be one. And if so, then, 
when any one is added to any pair, the sum will be three. 

t The unity of the One Being, even in isolation from its being, still must 
have two distinct characters: oneness and difference from being. • Being • 
also will have two characters : being and difference from oneness. Hence 
difference is a third distinct term. 
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143D. And three is odd, two even.l Now if there are two, there 
E. must also be twice times, if three, three times, since two is 

twice times one and three is three times one. And if there 
are two and twice times, three and three times, there must 
be twice times two and three times three. And, if there are 
three which occur twice and two which occur three times, 
there must be twice times three and three times two. Thus 

I44· there will be even multiples of even sets, odd multiples of 
odd sets, odd multiples of even sets, and even multiples 
of odd sets. That being so, there is no number left, which 
must not necessarily be. 

Therefore, if a One is, there must also be number. 

Thus, from the simple consideration of ' One Entity', with its 
two parts and the difference between them, we have derived the 
unlimited plurality of numbers. Each of the three terms is ' one 
entity ' and can thus be treated as a unit ; and by adding and 
multiplying these units we can reach any number (plurality of 
units), however great.z 

The next point is that, since all the units (' ones ') forming 
numbers are themselves entities (ovra}, the same process that yields 
an unlimited plurality of units or ' ones ' also yields an unlimited 
plurality of entities or 'beings'. We have not merely numbers, 
a plurality of ones (noA.A.a}, but many things that are (noA.A.a ovra), 
and in fact an ' indefinite plurality of things that are ' (nA.ij8o~ 

WtEl(!OV iWV ovrwv). Thus the ' being ' of a One Being is in­
definitely multiplied by the same process whereby its unity was 
indefinitely multiplied in the previous argument. 

144A. Now, if number is, there must be many things, and indeed 
an unlimited plurality of things, that are ; for we must 
admit that number, unlimited in plurality, also proves to 
have being. And if all number has being, each part of 

B. number must have being also. Thus being is distributed 

1 Note that Plato drops the archaic Pythagorean identification of the 
Odd with Limit, the Even with Unlimited (p. 6), so far as numbers are 
concerned. All numbers are limited. 

z The objection that prime numbers cannot be obtained by multiplication 
is invalid, since Plato evidently includes addition and starts with that when 
he adds one term to another to make two, and two to one to make three. 
Moreover, primes were sometimes regarded as odd multiples of an odd 
number, I being treated for this purpose as odd : 5 = 5 X I. Theon, 
p. 23, J4, KaAoiiVTa' 8E Kal 1T£p,aadK,> 1T£p,aao{ ( ol 1TpWTO' a1T~W> Kal aaVv8no• 
ap,Op.ot). 
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144B. throughout all the members of a plurality of beings, and is 
lacking to none of these beings from the smallest to the 
greatest ; indeed it is nonsense to suggest that anything 
that is should lack being. Thus being is parcelled out among 
beings of every possible. order from smallest to greatest ; 

c. it is subdivided to the furthest possible point and has an 
illimitable number of parts. So its parts form the greatest 
of multitudes. 

Again, among all these parts there cannot be any which 
is part of being and yet not a (one) part: if it is, then, so 
long as it is, it must always be some one part ; it cannot 
be no (not one) part. Consequently, unity must belong to 
every part of being, and be lacking to none, smaller or 
greater. And unity, being one, cannot be in many places 

D. at once as a whole. And if not as a whole, it must be as 
divided into parts; only so can it be present to all the 
parts of being at the same time. Further, that which is 
divided into parts must be as many as its parts. So we 
were wrong to say just now that being was distributed into 
the ' greatest ' multitude of parts. Its parts are not more 
numerous than those into which unity is distributed, but 

E. equal in number; for nothing that is lacks unity, and 
nothing that is one lacks being ; the two maintain their 
equality all through. It appears, then, that unity itself 
is parcelled out by being, and is not only many but in­
definitely numerous. 

Thus not only is a 'One which is' a plurality, but unity 
itself is distributed by being and is necessarily many. 

With this conclusion it is interesting to compare Aristotle's proof 
that there are as many species of being as there are of unity. That 
which is (rd ov) and that which is one (rd lv) are the same thing 
and a single nature by virtue of the fact that each implies the other 
in the same way as 'principle ' and 'cause' imply one another, 
though in definition they are different. Thus ' one man ' (elc; avOew­
~wc;}, 'he who is a man' (c:i)v avOewnoc;}, and 'a man' (avOewnoc;) 
are the same thing : nothing is added if we substitute either of the 
two former expressions for ' a man ' ; even if a man comes into 
existence or ceases to exist, he does not gain or lose either his 
' being ' (in this sense) or his unity. Accordingly, 'that which is' 
(rd ov) and ' that which is one' (rd lv) denote the same thing 
(Met. 1003b, 22). 

It only remains to point out briefly that any One Entity must 
also be limited, in so far as it is one whole, containing its parts. 
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I44E· Further, since its parts are parts of a whole, the One, in 
respect of its wholeness, will be limited. For the parts are 

I45· contained by the whole ; and a container must be a limit. 
Therefore, a 'One which is' is both one and many, 

whole and parts, limited as well as indefinitely numerous. 

The above argument is a brilliant refutation of the Eleatic thesis, 
that a One is, and yet a plurality of beings (noA.A.a lJvra) is irrational. 
We have proved that an indefinite plurality of entities, so far from 
being inconsistent with the assertion of a One Being or of the unity 
of all being, can actually be deduced directly from that assertion, 
by allowing our thought to follow out its implications. And 
Zeno's dogma that what is one cannot also be many is directly 
contradicted: anything that is one must be at least two, as having 
two parts or elements, its oneness and its being ; and indeed three, 
if we count the difference between these as a third character neces­
sarily present. The same argument holds against Socrates' sug­
gestion (rzgB) that the Form, Unity itself (mh-o rd lv), cannot be 
many. If that Form (or a:ny other Form) exists, it has its peculiar 
nature (unity or whatever it may be) and also its existence. Thus 
it ' partakes of ' or ' combines with ' a different Form, Existence. 
At least three Forms are thus involved in the recognition of any 
Form as existing; and these three characters are inseparably 
combined in any one Form. Given one existing Form, it must 
always be true that (r) the Form is what it is, has a nature of its 
own, (2) the Form exists, and (3) its nature is different from its 
existence. Thus ' Unity itself' is a whole or complex with at least 
three parts or elements, and so is many. 

The statement that ' Unity, being one, cannot be in many places 
(noAA.axov) at once as a whole' is meant to recall Parmenides' first 
argument against participation (r3rA). If we take Unity here to 
mean the Form, Unity itself, this Form, as an undivided whole, 
cannot be ' in ' any one thing in a way that would imply that it 
was used up by that thing. Unity must be somehow divided and 
distributed among many things; for we have proved that the 
mere assertion of a One Being at once implies that there are many 
beings, each of which is one or partakes of Unity. To deny this 
would entail all the negative consequences of the first Hypothesis 
and annihilate all discourse. We must not, therefore, shrink from 
the second horn of Parmenides' dilemma, or be afraid (as Socrates 
was, I3IC) to say that a Form can be portioned out among things 
and still be one. In some sense this is demonstrably true, though 
not in the sense Parmenides suggested, that the Form is cut up 
into pieces, each of which would be smaller than the whole. 
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The above demonstrations are of great importance for the sequel. 
They have established two conceptions, (r) unlimited multitude and 
(2) indefinite plurality, as against Parmenides' dogma that a One 
Being must be (r) indivisible and (2) unique. 

(r) By way of division we have justified the notion of a One 
Entity considered as a whole divisible without limit into parts, 
each of which will itself be one part when the division has been made. 
On the other hand, no one part that we reach will ever be an in­
divisible unit ; 'any part proves to consist of two parts, and so 
on for ever by the same reasoning' (I42E). When the One Entity 
has been clothed with further attributes, so as to become an extended 
magnitude and finally a physical body in space, it will retain this 
property of infinite divisibility in the ordinary sense, applicable to 
continuous quantity. 

Now, in our study of the Pythagorean evolution, we saw that 
Alexander Polyhistor's summary opens with the derivation of the 
Indefinite Dyad from the One. The One was the first principle of 
all things. ' From the One came the Indefinite Dyad, as matter 
for the One, which is cause ; and from the One and the Indefinite 
Dyad came numbers.' Whether or not this was a feature of the 
original Pythagoreanism, it is certainly a feature of the later 
Platonism, and it is indicated in the passage before us.l We have 
here the picture of a One Being regarded as an all-inclusive whole 
and, as such, one and limited, and also as possessing continuous 
'being'. So far it resembles Parmenides' One Being. The dif­
ference, however, is that our whole is divisible, and the whole 
itself and every part, though one, are also always two and so further 
divisible. The whole and every part thus consist of two ever­
present factors or elements: Limit or unity and Unlimited multi­
tude. This multitude only becomes a plurality of discrete units 
when actually divided. In itself it is what Plato calls the Indefinite 
Dyad, because, as he says here, it 'always proves to be two and 
never is one'. It will be convenient to use the word 'multitude' 
for this factor, and reserve 'plurality' for any number of discrete 
parts or units resulting from actual division. In some of the later 
arguments in this Hypothesis and in some of the other Hypotheses 
we shall encounter this conception of the Unlimited as the infinitely 
divisible factor or material element. As multitude, it will be called 

1 Cf. Ar., Met. Io81a, 14: (according to Plato) 'number consists of the 
One and the Indefinite Dyad ; and these are called the principles or elements 
of number.' It appears that the 'being' which is distributed or parcelled 
out by the limiting factor of unity actually is the Indefinite Dyad or great­
and-small. We may identify this unlimited factor or 'other' with the 
' being ' which, in combination with unity, constitutes a ' One Being ' (£v ov). 
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' the Others', in contrast with' the One' considered as the element 
of unity or limit. The two factors combined constitute one limited 
thing (neneeaapivov). 

(2) From the second point of view the derivation of numbers, 
pluralities of discrete units, has disproved Parmenides' dogma that 
the One Being is necessarily unique. By way of addition and 
multiplication we have justified the notion of a One Entity con­
sidered as one unit (the unit of number) with any number of other 
units alongside it and capable of being added to it to make up any 
plurality of units, however numerous. Since each of these other 
units is just as much a one being as the first unit, we have rejected 
the Eleatic dogma that there cannot be a plurality of things that 
are, existing alongside one another. From this point of view ' the 
Others' will mean these 'other ones', which can be invested with 
all the further attributes now to be added. 

These two meanings of' the Others', as (r) the unlimited factor 
requiring to be limited by the One (unity), and (2) other ones along­
side anything we choose to call ' the One ', will be distinguished 
and described in the complementary Hyp. III, which deals with 
the consequences for the Others of our present supposition. We 
shall presently have occasion to invoke both conceptions in explain­
ing arguments which pass from one sense to the other. Meanwhile 
we may note that they correspond to those two conceptions of 
quantity, as continuous or discrete, of which Zeno availed himself 
in his dilemmas. 

I45A-B. A One Entity (being limited) can have extension and shape 

Having deduced a plurality of entities from the mere conception 
of ' One Entity ', we can now consider whether it is possible to 
clothe such entities with those further attributes which we had to 
deny to the bare unity of Hyp. I. These attributes are taken in 
the same logical order, beginning with extension and shape. We 
pass, as before, from number to geometrical figure. This was the 
next stage in the Pythagorean evolution : the unit of number was 
also the point, from which proceeded lines, surfaces, and solid figures. 

From either of the two points of view our One Entity is a whole. 
We regarded it first as a continuous whole, infinitely divisible into 
parts. As discrete plurality, although the number series is endless, 
any one number, however great, is a limited plurality or total, and 
so likewise a whole. If we now add to this notion of a limited whole 
the attribute of extension, our ' One Entity ' will become more 
concrete as 'one magnitude'. And it will be true of any one 
magnitude, however great, that it has extremities: any one line 
must have a beginning and an end; any one plane or solid figure 

P.P. 145 L 



THE PARMENIDES 145A-D 

must be bounded by lines or surfaces. As ' one magnitude ', the 
One Entity will also retain its infinite divisibility and so consist 
of indefinitely numerous parts. This property is only hinted at 
in the statement that it will have a middle, as well as an end and 
a beginning: any one magnitude can be halved; and since each 
half will itself be one magnitude, the halving can be repeated 
without limit. 

145A. Since it is limited, then, it will have extremities; and if a 
whole, it will have beginning, middle, and end. A thing 
cannot be a whole without all these three ; if any one of 
them is lacking it will no longer be a whole. 1 Thus the 

B. One will have beginning and end and middle. But the 
middle can only be what is equidistant from the extremities. 

So a One, such as we have described, will have some 
shape, straight or round or a mixture of both. 

At this point, where we have passed from number to magnitude, 
the superficial form of the argument becomes slightly misleading. 
In Hyp. I we could directly infer the negative conclusions, that a 
One which was merely one could not have shape, or position in 
space, or motion and rest. But you cannot simply deduce from the 
conception of ' One Entity ' that anything that is one entity must 
have extension and shape, or position, or motion and rest. Ob­
viously there are entities, such as numbers and Platonic Forms, 
which have none of these attributes. If my principles of interpre­
tation are sound, we must understand the statement that 'the 
One Entity, being limited, will have shape' as meaning that the 
attribute of extension can, without any illogicality, be added 2 : 

there is no reason why we should not endow it with this further 
determination, though there was good reason for not so endowing 
the bare unity of Hyp I. I understand these sections as describ­
ing a sort of evolution by process of thought, starting simply from 
the ' One Entity ' which has been shown to have both limit and 
indefinite multitude, and arguing that such a thing can perfectly 
well be invested with these further attributes, successively, until we 
reach the conception of a physical body situated in space and capable 
of motion and rest. 

If this is so, the Platonic Parmenides is reproducing the manner 

1 Ar., de caelo, 268a, ro, ' As the Pythagoreans say, the All and all things 
are determined by the number three ; for end, middle, and beginning give 
the number of the whole, and their number is the triad.' 

• In the present paragraph Plato uses the optative, £xo• c'lv, which can 
mean ' would have ' or ' might have ' ; but in the next he uses the future, 
and in the paragraph on motion the equivalent of the present indicative. 
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of the real Parmenides, who professed to deduce all his conclusions 
by rigid reasoning from the same premiss, ' a One which is '. Here 
some of the same conclusions are deduced, others disproved. In 
particular, Parmenides had tacitly assumed that the One Being 
is extended, and then declared that it must be 'like a well-turned 
Sphere ', with a centre and extremities. Plato makes the same 
tacit assumption, but points out that ' one magnitude ' need not 
be a sphere, but may have any shape,' straight or round or a mixture 
of both'. Democritus' conception of atoms having every sort of 
shape is just as logical as Parmenides' sphere. 

I45B-E. A One Entity (being an extended magnitude) can be both 
in itself and in another 

An entity 'having these properties' (ovrw~ lxov), i.e. being a 
geometrical magnitude, can now be given position in space, as a 
physical body. This corresponds to the transition, 'from geomet­
rical solids, sensible bodies ', in the Pythagorean evolution. As 
the sum of all its own parts, the One will be contained in itself as 
whole. As a whole, if it is somewhere (as we are now assuming), 
it must be ' in something else '. 

I4SB. Then, if it has these properties, it will be both (a) in itself 
and (b) in another. 

(a) Each part is, of course, in the whole; none is outside 
the whole. And all the parts are contained by the whole. 

c. Now, the One is all its own parts, and neither more nor less 
than all. And the One is also the whole. Accordingly, 
since all the parts are in a whole, and the One is both all 
the parts and the whole, and all the parts are contained 
in the whole, the One must be contained by the One. In 
this sense it follows that One must be in itself. 

(b) On the other hand, the whole is not in the parts, 
neither in all the parts nor in any part. 

D. If it were in all, it would have to be also in one part ; 
for if there were some one in which it was not, it could 
not be in all. But if this one part is one among all the 
parts, and the whole is not in this one, we can no longer 
say it is in all the parts. 

If the text here, as printed by Burnet, is sound and complete, 
the argument is somewhat elliptical. The full form would be : 

If the whole is in all the parts, it must be in one part ; for if 
there were some one part in which it was not, it could not be in all. 
(But it is obviously absurd that the whole should be in one part.) 
On the other hand, if the whole is not in this one part, which is 
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one among all the parts, then the whole will not be in all the parts 
(but only in some of them). 

Then follows the proof that it cannot be in some (but not all) 
of the parts. 

145D. But neither is it in some of the parts: if the whole were 
in some of the parts, the greater would be contained in the 
less, which is impossible. 

If, then, the whole is not in several of its parts, nor in 
one, nor yet in all, it must be either in something else or 

E. nowhere at all. But if nowhere at all, it would be nothing ; 
whereas it is a whole and so, since (as a whole) it is not in 
itself, it must be in something else. 

Thus as a whole the One is in something else ; as all the 
parts it is in itself ; and thus the One must be both in itself 
and in another. 

The question whether this argument is fallacious or not depends 
on the way in which we define' whole', 'all the parts', and' in '.1 

Aristotle, enumerating the ways in which one thing is said to be 
' in ' another, recognises a sense in which the whole is in the parts, 
' for the whole is not something over and above the parts ' (Phys. 
zroa, r6). Plato points out that in the sense in which the parts 
are in the whole, viz. inside it, the whole is not in any part nor yet 
in all of them, but ' in ' something other than itself and its parts, 
if it is anywhere at all ; and that this sense is legitimately applied 
to a whole such as we are now considering, which is a magnitude 
having extension and shape. 

In the Timaeus (52B) where space is described, Plato expressly 
says that it is a delusion to suppose that 'what is not somewhere 
in earth or heaven is nothing'. This statement is true only of the 
images of the eternal realities. ' It is proper to an image that it 
should come to be in something else (lv edecp nvl), clinging in 
some sort to existence, on pain of being nothing at all'. This 
' something else ' is space ; and the same phrase in our passage 
will bear the same meaning. So the whole paragraph applies only 
to physical bodies; and this statement shows that the attribute 
of position in space is now added to the ' one extended magnitude ' 
of the preceding section. 

It is perhaps significant that the axiom, ' whatever exists must 
be somewhere ' or ' in something ', occurs both in a fragment of 
Zeno and in Gorgias' imitation of Zeno. Gorgias argued that an 
unlimited being (i.e. an unlimited body) cannot be either in itself 

1 The Theaetetus (203E ff.) discusses whether the whole is, or is not, the 
same as ' all the parts '. 
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(ev avnp} or in something other than itself (lreeov}, namely place 
(rono~). and concluded that it was nowhere, and 'if it is nowhere 
it does not exist ' (frag. 3 = Sext, adv. math. VII, 69-70). This 
at once suggests that the antithesis, ' in itself ' or ' in another ', 
like the other pairs of contraries, is taken by Plato from one of 
Zeno's arguments against the existence of a plurality. At any 
rate the axiom occurs in Zeno's proof that place (o rdno~} does not 
exist.! According to Simplicius (Phys. 562, r) Zeno 'put the ques­
tion as follows : 

If place exists, in what will it be ? For whatever exists is in 
something, and what is in something is in a place. Place, there­
fore, will be in a place, and so on for ever. Therefore place does 
not exist.' 

Comparison with Gorgias' argument suggests that this may have 
figured in one of Zeno's dilemmas disproving a plurality of things. 
Here is the gist of Gorgias' argument, the points being merely re­
arranged to fit the course of what I conjecture to have been Zeno's 
dilemma: 

SUMMARY OF GORGIAS' 

ARGUMENT 

If what-is is unlimited, the 
unlimited must be somewhere : 
either (a) in itself or (b) in some­
thing different. 

But (a) if it is in itself, the 
same thing will be both con­
tainer and contained, and what 
is will be two: place and body; 
for place is container, body con­
tained. But this is absurd. 

And (b) if it is in something 
else, it cannot be unlimited ; for 
the container is greater than the 
contained, and nothing is greater 
than the unlimited. 

Therefore what-is, if un­
limited, is nowhere ; and what 
is nowhere is nothing. 

ZENO'S ARGUMENT (?) 

If things are many, each of 
them must be somewhere : 
either (a) in itself or (b) in 
another. 

But (a) if it is in itself, it will 
be both container and contained, 
and one thing will be two : 
place and body. But what is 
one cannot be two. 

And (b) it cannot be in another, 
namely its place ; for if place 
exists, place will be in a place, 
and so on for ever. But this is 
absurd. Place, therefore, does 
not exist. 

Therefore, if things are many, 
they are nowhere, and what is 
nowhere is nothing. 

1 [Ar.] MXG., 979b, 22, asserts that Gorgias was here following Zeno's 
argument about place : -r0 8£ rinnpov otlK liv £lval TrOT£. oVr£ y0.p fv airrijJ o1fr' liv 

tv aMq~ £lvw.· 80o yd.p av oVTWS '7i nA£lC.tJ £lvac., TO 'T€ lvOv Kal TO lv c[,· p:q8ap.oV 8£ o~ 
O~t £lVal KaT(~ TQV Z~vwvos .\&yov 'IT(pl Tij> xtiJpas;. 
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If Zeno did argue in some such way, then Gorgias saw that a 
similar argument could be used to show that the Eleatic One 
Being, if it were unlimited (as Melissus declared), could not exist. 

This conjecture may be supported by comparison with a later 
passage (rSoE-ISIA}, where Plato repeats two axioms, both assumed 
by Gorgias in the argument quoted above. One is that ' whatever 
exists must be somewhere '. This Plato has accepted in our 
passage as true of physical bodies. The other is that ' the container 
is greater than the contained '. This is asserted at ISoE ; but 
there whole and parts are, perhaps, differently conceived. It is not 
true, nor is it here asserted, of the whole physical body and the 
parts of which it actually consists. Nor is it true of space, con­
sidered as the place in which all body is. Neither Parmenides 
nor Plato believed in empty space extending beyond the boundary 
of the physical world. Space is the ' room ' (xwea) in which body 
is, not a vacancy partly occupied by body. The room occupied 
by a body is called ' something else ', because it is not the inherent 
attribute of extension, but, as Gorgias says, a second thing, the 
place in which a body is, and from which it might move to another 
place, or at least in which it may move. There is an implied 
criticism of Parmenides, who had treated his One Being as a mag­
nitude filling all space, but had refused to recognise that then (as 
Gorgias observed) there will be two things: place and body. 

I45E-q6A. A One Entity (being a physical body in space) can 
have motion and rest 

A thing which 'is of this character' (ovrw :rwpv~<or;) that we have 
just given it, will be capable of motion and rest. In Plato's curri­
culum of mathematical sciences, after arithmetic and plane and 
solid geometry comes pure ' astronomy ', the theory of the local 
movement of bodies in three dimensions (rpoea {Ja8ovr;, Rep. szSE}. 

At this stage the deductive form of argument becomes more 
embarrassing. It is possible to deduce that a thing which is always 
' in itself ', is, in a certain sense, at rest. But you cannot deduce 
that a body which is ' in another ', i.e. in a place, must be moving. 
You can only argue that there is no reason why it should not move. 
This I believe to be what Plato means to conclude ; but the con­
clusion actually stated is that the One does move; and the proof, 
on the surface at any rate, seems to be fallacious in form. 

I4SE. Now, if the One is of this character, it must be both (a) 
at rest and (b) in motion. 

(a) It is at rest, since it is in itself. For if it is in one 
q6. thing, and does not shift out of that thing, it will be in the 
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146. same (place), namely itself; and that which is always in 
the same (place) must of course always be at rest.l 

A physical body is always 'in itself' in the sense previously 
defined: all the parts are always in the whole (a whole having been 
defined as that from which no part is missing, 137c). So it can 
be said to be always 'in the same' ev iqJ avrcp-a phrase which 
commonly means ' in the same place '. It is only in this sense 
that the One is proved to be ' at rest '. On the other hand, if this 
is true, it constitutes no reason why a body, considered as 'in 
another '-a place distinct from itself-should not also move. No 
contradiction is involved if we assert that it does move. 

I46A. (b) On the other hand, what is always in another must 
never be in the same, and therefore never at rest ; and not 
being at rest, it must be in motion. 

Therefore the One, being always both in itself and in 
another, must always be both in motion and at rest. 

As we have remarked, all that can really be deduced is that, 
once it is admitted that a body is distinct from the place it occupies, 
there is nothing against its constantly leaving that place for another, 
or at least revolving in it so that its parts are constantly in a different 
place. (Locomotion is the only sort of motion here considered. 
In Hyp. I it was easy to prove at the corresponding point that the 
bare One could not suffer any kind of change, including alteration. 
But here alteration is reserved for treatment later (I55E ff.), after 
the implications of existence in time have been analysed.) 

The proof appears to be formally fallacious. It seems certain 
that in the previous section ' in another ' meant ' in a place distinct 
from itself '. But here ' in another ' apparently means ' in a differ­
ent place from where it was before '. The shift of meaning is so 
obvious that we cannot suppose Plato unconscious of it. It seems 
to be due to his plan of casting the whole evolution into the Eleatic 
form of deduction from premisses already established. Even so it 
is not clear why he should assert more than that a body in a place 
can move. 

It has often been remarked that many obscurities in the Par-

1 Cf. Anaxagoras' argument, known to us only from Aristotle (Phys. 
205b, 3). and summarised by Ross (ad loc.) as follows: 'the infinite is in 
itself (since there is nothing bigger than it for it to be in) ; now where a thing 
is, there it is its nature to be ; therefore it is the nature of the infinite to be 
in itself; therefore it supports itself in its existing position ' (177"1/pl~nv a.lTo 
a.n-6 ¢rrlaw To a•mpov). The last phrase, according to Aristotle, means that 
it is immovable. Cf. Emped. 27, oiiTws 'ApJ-LOvlTJS 'II'VKtvl/> KpJ</>cp lrrrr/ptKTat 
I</>a'ipos, which Eudemus (frag. 7) understood to mean motionlessness. 
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menides might become clear if we possessed more Eleatic literature. 
Possibly the fallacious argument is an imitation of Zeno. We have 
seen that Zeno denied that there could be such a thing as a place 
distinct from the body occupying it ; and he may have used this 
as a reason for denying the possibility of motion from one place to 
another. Thus he might argue: 'Whatever exists is somewhere, 
and it can only be in itself; for it cannot be in another, since place 
does not exist. But if it is always in itself, it is always " in the 
same " ; and what is always " in the same " is at rest. Therefore 
motion is impossible.' Something analogous is suggested by his 
proof that the flying arrow is at rest, being at every moment 
' over against what is equal to itself ' (ael "ani TO iaov eavnp, 
Ar., Phys. 239b, s). Plato's fallacy might then be justified as a 
sort of reversal of Zeno's argument, calling attention to the am­
biguity. There are two senses in which a thing may be 'always 
in another (place) '. If we take the new sense here, which is equiva­
lent to' never in the same (place) ',then there is no reason why this 
should not be true of a physical body in space, because we have 
argued (as against Zeno) that a body can be in a place distinct 
from itself. 

A further possibility is that there is here an esoteric allusion to 
the Pythagorean use of ' other ' ( a.V.o) for the material element 
because this is 'in flux and always becoming something other' 
(ael a.l..l.o "ai a.V.o ytyvof1evov).1 There is also the Platonic iden­
tification of motion itself with otherness (hee6•rJ~) or inequality 
or not-being or the great-and-small, mentioned by Aristotle and 
Eudemus.2 As we shall see presently (p. ISS) at least some features 
of the later Platonic doctrine of the great-and-small undoubtedly 
appear in the Parmenides. It may be added that in the Timaeus 
(SZA-c) where the unchanging Form, the perceptible images of 
it in Space, and Space itself, are distinguished and defined, Space 
is the ' other ' which provides a situation for all things that come 
into being. The images are said to be 'perpetually in motion, 
coming to be in a certain place and again vanishing out of it '. 
They are 'the ever moving semblances' of the Forms, and it is 
proper to such things that (unlike the Forms) they should be 'in 
something else '. 3 Space is the receptacle of becoming, and all 
the physical bodies it contains are necessarily in perpetual motion 
and flux. 

The conclusion, at any rate, is valid against the Eleatics, whose 

1 See above, p. 10. 

a Ar., Met. ro66a, rr. Eudemus ap. Simplic., Phys. 431, 6. 
3 At Phaedo 8JB the sensible is called lv a.Uo<s ov a.Uo, in contrast with the 

intelligible, which is a.l-ro KafJ' a.l-r& •• 
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style of argument Plato is closely following. Xenophanes had 
said of his One: ' It always abides in the same (place), in no way 
moving, nor does it beseem it to shift, now here, now there '(frag. 26). 
Parmenides says: 'The same and abiding in the same, it is set by 
itself and thus ever abides unmoved ; for strong necessity holds it 
in the bonds of the limit which fences it on every side' (8, zg). 
Plato points out that a thing may ' abide in the same • and be 
contained within its own limits, and yet move in place. There was, 
in fact, no reason why Parmenides' Sphere should not have had 
rotation (ev np av-rcp Jlf(!tcpeesaOat "V"AfP, I38C), though there 
might be no place outside for it to shift into. 

'Moving' and' at rest ' are called contraries. Critics frequently 
speak of a pair of arguments, such as the above, proving that the 
same thing has two contrary attributes, as forming an ' antinomy • 
or contradiction.1 This is not so. There is no contradiction in 
saying that a thing which is always self-contained is, or can be, 
perpetually moving in place ; and that is precisely all that is 
asserted. Plato's point is that expressions like ' in itself ', ' in 
another ' are ambiguous, and Zeno's dilemmas took advantage of 
such ambiguities. Our business is to detect them. We can thus 
disprove Zeno's constant assumption that one thing cannot have 
two contrary characters. 

The results of the foregoing sections are as follows. The con­
ception of a ' One which has being ' immediately implies plurality 
and number, and our thought, without further aid, could advance 
to an indefinite plurality of things, each of which will be ' one 
entity '. We then found that there was nothing to hinder us from 
clothing a' one entity' with extension and shape, position in space, 
rest and motion. Thus we could, without any illogicality, deduce 
or evolve the notion of a physical body with all these attributes. 
They are precisely the attributes that Parmenides had either 
affirmed or denied of his One Being in the first part of his poem ; 
and they had all been ascribed to the entities which the physical 
philosophers after Parmenides regarded as ultimately real : the 
elements of Empedocles, Anaxagoras' seeds, Democritus' atoms. 
They will belong equally to the four simple bodies in the Timaeus. 
Thus a ' one entity ' can possess attributes which Parmenides 
denounced as illogical or irrational, just as well as those which he 
himself deduced from the same notion of a ' One Being '. As 

1 Thus Burnet (Gk. Phil. I, p. 272), regarding Hyp. I and II as a refutation 
of Megarians, speaks of the results of Hyp. II thus : ' If (as the Megarics did) 
we identify One with being, we shall have to predicate of it all sorts of incom­
patible predicates ' (my italics). 
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against Parmenides, Plato has now restored the whole course of the 
Pythagorean evolution of a manifold world from the One, through 
numbers and geometrical magnitudes, to physical body in space, 
though nothing has yet been said about sensible qualities, like hot 
and cold. These may come into consideration at a later stage. 
For the present we pause at the point where Parmenides' goddess 
put an end to her trustworthy reasoning about the truth. 

146A-147B. A One Entity (as above qualified) is the same as, and 
different from, itself and the Others 

At this point begins a fresh main division of the argument. 
In virtue of the attributes successively added in the previous sec­
tions, the ' One Entity ' we started with has become an extended 
body in actual space capable of motion and rest. That the coming 
arguments apply to a ' One ' which has those attributes is stated 
in the opening sentence of this section, and implied by the arguments 
themselves. In the sections now following (to I5IE} no fresh 
attributes are added. We are to consider various relations in 
which such a physical body may stand to itself and to others. 
Three pairs of contraries are now considered, which appeared at 
the corresponding stage in Hyp. I : Same and Different, Like and 
Unlike, Equal and Unequal. Aristotle in his Selection (or Division) 
of Contraries ranked these three pairs in the same order under the 
primary pair, Unity and Plurality: 'Same, Like, Equal, belong to 
Unity; Different, Unlike, Unequal, to Plurality' (Met. 1054a, zg). 
But between the second and third pairs, Plato inserts another : 
'in contact ', 'not in contact '. It is not unlikely that this pair, 
and perhaps all the others, had figured in Zeno's dilemmas.1 

The proofs in the coming four sections are considerably harder 
to follow than any we have so far dealt with. But the last two 
sections have taught us that two apparently contradictory state­
ments can both be true of the One, according as we regard it under 
one or other of two different aspects. Thus, as all its parts, the 
One is ' in itself ' as whole ; as whole, it is not ' in itself ' as all its 
parts. We must, accordingly, be prepared to find that 'the One' 
(and 'the Others') will have different senses, or be regarded under 
different aspects, in the several proofs. In fulfilment of his design, 
Plato leaves it to us to discover the relevant sense or aspect, or 
else introduces the new sense, not by defining it at the outset, but 
by explicitly assuming it as the proof proceeds. The method of 
argument superficially resembles Zeno's, who passed from one sense 
or aspect of ' the many ' to another within the same argument. 

l See above, p. 58. 
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But Plato's purpose is the opposite of Zeno's. He is not reducing 
his hypothesis to absurdity by alleged contradictions, but indirectly 
pointing out that conclusions which appear contradictory are really 
compatible, if the different senses and aspects are distinguished. 

We now hear for the first time of 'the Others' in the plural; 
in Hyp. I there were no Others. This vague expression has caused 
much confusion, as well it might, since, like 'the One', it has 
various senses in the different Hypotheses and even in the several 
arguments within one Hypothesis. Evidently the meaning of 
'things other than the One' may be expected to vary with the 
meaning of ' the One ' and with the meaning of ' other '. 

As to the nature of the Others in the present Hypothesis, we 
must seek light from the complementary Hypothesis III, which 
deduces the consequences that follow for the Others from the same 
supposition of a ' One that has being ', and tells us what these 
Others are. They are there regarded under the two aspects which 
we have already distinguished. (r) They are at first defined as a 
plurality of one-entities, each of which has its being and its unity 
(just as the One has) and can possess all the contrary characters 
which Hyp. II ascribes to the One. They are, in fact, simply 
' other ones ', alongside of ' the One ' endowed with the foregoing 
attributes, and exactly like it. From this standpoint ' the One ' 
merely means any one of a set of similar things, as opposed to the 
other ones making up the set. (2) Secondly, at IS8B ff. Hyp. III 
passes to considering the Others ' before they acquire unity '. 
This means that we are to abstract the unity they possess and 
think only of the remaining factor which can have that unity. The 
Others then become mere plurality without any unity, ' unlimited 
multitudes' (:rcJ.~OrJ, anstea :rc).~8et). The factor which remains 
is the Unlimited. This must receive Limit before you can have 
one limited thing (:rcc:rcseaapivov), alongside of other limited things. 
' Their own nature gives them, in themselves, unlimitedness ' 
(d:rcstelav, rs8n). From this point of view 'the One ' means the 
limiting factor. 

This unlimited element was called by Plato and his followers 
' the indefinite dyad ', ' the great and small ', ' the unequal ', 
' plurality ' (without unity), ' that which surpasses and that which is 
surpassed', and' the other' (rd lueov or rd aJ.J.o). 1 Sir W. D. Ross, 

1 Ar., '"· Taya8ov, frag. 28R : Plato made the principles of all things, intelligible 
or sensible, the One and the Indefinite Dyad = To 11-£ya Kal /1-<Kpov = To an«pov. 
An exhaustive review of references to the Indefinite Dyad or the Great 
and Small is given in Robin's ThBorie platonicienne des Idees et des Nombres, 
pp. 635 ff. 
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after reviewing the evidence for these various names, writes with 
reference to the Platonist manner of generating numbers: 

' Aristotle explains aptly in Phys. zo6b, 27, why Plato called the 
material principle "great and small". " Plato made the in­
definites ['ra anstea] two in number for this reason, that the 
indefinite is thought to exceed and to proceed to infinity both 
in the direction of increase and in that of diminution ". This 
is just the picture of wmeta that we get in the Philebus. It is 
vague quantitativeness, that which ranges from the infinitely 
great to the infinitely small, and which, to become any definite 
quantity, must be determined by niea~ or as Aristotle says, by 
the One. It is not, as Aristotle usually depicts it as being, two 
things, the great and the small, but, as he occasionally calls it, 
the great-and-small, one thing with opposite potentialities.'! 

At Philebus, 24, Plato sets out to describe the two elements, the 
unlimited and the limit, and the combination of both in the limited. 
He begins by explaining that the unlimited is in a sense a manifold. 
As an example of an unlimited he takes 'hotter and colder'. In 
these no limit can be discerned ; there is always a more and a less 
without any end. The more and the less are always obliterating 
any definite quantity (nl noa6v) ; if they allowed definite quantity 
or measure to establish itself, they themselves would disappear 
from the field they occupy. Hotter and colder would exist no 
longer, for they are always advancing further, whereas definite 
quantity stands still and puts an end to any advance. Thus hotter 
and colder form an unlimited. In general an unlimited can be 
defined as ' anything that appears to us to be becoming more or 
less and to admit greater or less intensity, excess, and the like '. 
Hotter and colder are instances of perceptible qualities. The pair 
are an ' indefinite dyad ', forming a continuum with no maximum 
or minimum. Such qualities are further said to ' appear to us to 
be becoming more and less '. According to the analysis of sensa­
tion and sense-perception in the Theaetetus what we call a hot 
thing is not a permanent object with a permanent quality. It is 
actually a change which has the power (t51lva,ut~} of making us 
' feel hot ' or of making another thing we call ' cold ' hotter. The 
object is always changing, however slightly, 'advancing' towards 
hotter or colder, more or less. In the Philebus (25A) the second 
element, the limit, is defined as 'what does not admit more and 
less, etc., but does admit their opposites: first, the equal or equality, 
next the double and whatever is a number in relation to a number 

1 Aristotle's Metaphysics vol. i, p. lx. 
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or a measure in relation to a measure '. And again later : ' the 
equal and the double, and generally all that puts an end to the 
mutual disagreement of the opposites, and by the introduction of 
number reduces them to symmetry and concord '. The combina­
tion of the two elements is defined as' a coming-into-being resulting 
from the measures produced with the help of the limit '. An in­
stance is musical concord, produced by the imposition of a definite 
ratio upon the unlimited range of higher and lower in sound. 
To quote Sir W. D. Ross 1 once more: 'By the unlimited (in the 
Philebus) Plato means that which is quantitatively indeterminate, 
though qualitatively it is determined, e.g. as temperature or sound; 
and by limit he means quantitative determination. Heat and cold, 
or the height and lowness of notes, are apparently not thought of 
as different degrees of the same thing, but as distinct and opposite 
qualities, for quantitative determination is described as a ratio 
(of equality, doubleness, etc.) between heat and cold, or between 
height and lowness.' 

In the coming arguments about the relations of the One to the 
Others, we shall find that Plato, relying on his reader to consult 
the analysis of the Others in Hyp. III, shifts from one to the other 
of the above two points of view. In the earlier part of the present 
section, for example, the terms bear their simpler sense: the One 
is any one physical body ' with the foregoing attributes ' ; the 
Others are other physical bodies, alongside of it and with the same 
attributes. But in the final argument, which completes the proof 
that the One is the same as the Others, Plato shifts, with explicit 
warning, to the second view, in which the Others are no longer 
external to the One, but the unlimited factor in its composition. 
We shall find the same shift in subsequent sections. 

The first two arguments concern only the One : in what sense 
can it be (a) the same as, (b) different from, itself ? The object is 
to show that ' same ' and ' different ' are themselves ambiguous 
terms. If the ambiguities are duly realised, there is no objection 
to one thing having both these contrary characters, even in relation 
to itself. 

146A. Further, if the One has the foregoing attributes, it must 
be (a) the same with itself and (b) different from itself, 

B. and similarly both (c) different from, and (d) the same 
with, the Others. 

(a) Anything is related to anything in one of the follow­
ing ways: either it is the same or different ; or, if neither 

1 Aristotle's Metaphysics, vol. i, p. I]I. 
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146B. the same nor different, it must stand as part to whole, or 
as whole to part. Now the One cannot be part of itself, 
nor can it stand as whole to itself as part. Again the One 

c. is not different from one, and so not different from itself. 
Therefore, since it is not different and does not stand 

to itself either as whole to part or as part to whole, it follows 
that it must be the same with itself. 

That any one thing ' with the foregoing attributes ' is the same 
as itself hardly needs proof. The chief point of this argument is 
the definition of ' same ' : x is the same as y when x andy are 
not two different things or related as whole and part. The 
definition is put in this form for the sake of the final proof that 
the One is the same as the Others. It has been objected 1 that 
Plato ignores the third alternative, that two things should be partly 
alike or have something in common. But likeness is separately 
considered in the next section. Also, if we take two things having 
just the attributes we have enumerated and no others (for instance, 
shape, but no specified shape, and so on), the only alternatives are 
Plato's two : that they should be two exactly similar things side 
by side, or that one should be a part of the other. Obviously 
neither can be true of any one thing. So ' the One ' cannot differ 
from itself in either way. 

146c. (b) Again, if a thing is in a place the same with itself and 
also in a place other than that self, it must be different from 
itself ; otherwise it could not be in a different place. But 
we saw that this was true of the One : it was at once in itself 
and in another. 

In this respect, therefore, the One must be different 
D. from itself. 

This conclusion is deduced from the proof that a body is both 
self-contained and in a place distinct from itself. It was self­
contained in that, considered as ' all its parts ', it is in itself as 
whole. Considered as a whole, it was 'in another'. The con­
clusion means that it is ' different from itself ' in so far as it has two 
distinguishable aspects as 'whole' and as 'all the parts', and 
contrary statements can be made about it according as we take 
one aspect or the other ; for itself as all the parts is in itself as the 
whole, but itself as whole is not in itself as all the parts, but in a 
place distinct from itself. This is a valid sense of ' different from 
itself ' ; it should not be dismissed as sophistic. 

' Speiser, p. 32. 
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We now turn to the relations of one thing to other things, similar 
to it and existing alongside of it. The next paragraph amounts 
to a definition of numerical difference. As Plato remarks elsewhere 
(r64B) the word ' other' in one of its uses is simply synonymous 
with' different' (lreeov), as when we say that this is one thing 
(l-reeov) which is different from, or is not, another thing (heeov). 
The One and the Others are a collection of similar things, any one 
of which can be singled out and called ' the One ', while the rest 
are the other ones or' the not-Ones' (n1 fl~ lv). For these phrases 
we might substitute 'A ' and 'the not-A's'. If the not-Ones are 
different from the One-and' not-Ones' here simply means that­
then the One must be different from them in the same way, viz. 
numerically. 

q6n. (c) Again, if something is different from something else, 
that something else must be different. Now, all the things 
which are 'not One' must be different from the One, and 
the One also must be different from them. 

Therefore, the One is different from the Others. 

The difference here defined is, as we have remarked, numerical 
difference, or at least primarily that, though the argument would 
apply equally to conceptual difference. It is interesting as anti­
cipating the demonstration in the Sophist (255E ff.) that ' is not ' 
can mean merely ' is different from '. When the Others are de­
scribed as' not One ' (!l~ lv) this is to mean here, not that they have 
no unity, but simply that they are numerically different from any 
one thing with which we contrast them as other things. And it 
is emphasised that, in just the same way, the One is not the Others. 

The rest of the argument is more complicated. It remains to 
find a sense in which the One is the same as the Others. The follow­
ing proof is based on the axiom already laid down, that any two 
things must either be the same, or be different, or be related as 
whole and part. It is argued that the One and the Others (r) are 
not different, and (z) are not related as whole and part ; therefore 
they must be the same. The two parts of the argument are inde­
pendent of one another. 

(r) The first part can be understood as defining conceptual iden­
tity and difference. One thing and other things that differ from it 
only numerically will be conceptually the same. 

q6n. (d) Now consider: Sameness itself and Difference are 
contrary to one another. So Sameness will never be in 
what is different, nor Difference in what is the same. And 
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1460. if Difference will never be in what is the same, there is 
nothing that is, in which Difference is present for any length 

E. of time ; for if it were in something for any length of time 
whatsoever, during that time Difference would be in what 
is the same. And since it is never in what is the same, 
Difference can never be in anything that is ; and conse­
quently neither in the ' not-Ones ' nor in the One. There­
fore it is not Difference that could make the One different 
from the ' not-Ones ', or the ' not-Ones ' different from the 
One. Nor yet will they be different from one another by 

147. virtue of being themselves,! if they do not possess Differ­
ence. 

Therefore, if neither their own character nor Difference 
can make them different, every possibility of their being 
different escapes us. 

This argument is commonly regarded as a sophism, turning on 
the vague and ambiguous statement that 'Sameness itself (avn:l 
-rav-rov) will never be in what is different (ev -up edeqJ). nor Dif­
ference (-rd fueov) in what is the same (ev -rav-u[J}.' If it is a 
mere sophism, it is singularly unconvincing, just after the valid 
demonstration that the One (any one thing) must be numerically 
different from the not-Ones (all the other things). It would be 
much simpler to argue that the One (one thing) is in a sense the 
same as the Others, because each of the Others must equally be 
one thing; the One and the Others are, in fact, conceptually the 
same, though numerically different. 

I suggest that this is what Plato in fact means, though it is ob­
scurely put, because the argument, as usual, is cast into deductive 
form, the assumptions appearing only as steps in the reasoning. 
The distinction between numerical and conceptual (formal, specific, 
ei&t) sameness or difference is frequently stated by Aristotle as 
familiar. 2 This distinction, like many others, was probably first 
formulated in those discussions at the Academy in which Aristotle 
had taken part as Plato's pupil and colleague and which the 

1 i.e. in virtue of being ' the One ' and ' the Others ' respectively ; i.e. 
their numet'ical difference will not make them different in the sense now being 
considered. Cf. 149E, the One and the Others will not be greater or less than 
each other ' merely in virtue of being what they are (a.trais Tais ovulrus)-the 
One being One and the Others being other than the One '. 

1 e.g. Met. 1054a, 32 : ' "The same" has several meanings: (r) we some­
times mean " the same numerically " ; sometimes (2) what is one both in 
definition and in number, e.g. you are one with yourself both in species (£i.!l«) 
and in matter ; sometimes (3) when the definition of the primary essence is 
one ; e.g. equal straight lines are the same.' 
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Parmenides itself must have done much to provoke and encourage. 
We might well expect to find it indicated precisely at this 
point. 

The last paragraph left us with the clear picture of any number 
of things, each of which is one thing, though it can be negatively 
described as not any other one. We shall further learn from Hyp. 
III that each of these' one-things' will have all the attributes earlier 
ascribed to ' the One ', and no other attributes. They will accord­
ingly differ only numerically, like the units of number or, to borrow 
Aristotle's illustration, equal straight lines. According to modern 
convention we could denote this set of things by a1 , a1, a3 • • • an. 
' The One ' stands for any one of this set ; ' the Others ' for all 
the rest, 'the not-Ones' (n.i fl~ lv). Also it has been argued that 
any one thing is the same with itself, and this is true both numeri­
cally and conceptually: any one thing is one and the same thing. 
The difference defined in the last paragraph was an external dif­
ference, between one thing and another. Plato now speaks of an 
internal difference, a difference which is ' in' things. Let us 
suppose that this means a difference of ' form ' or character, a 
conceptual difference. ' Difference ', he says, ' will never be in 
what is the same.' Each member of our set is one and the same ; 
it has its numerical unity and its character, a. If any internal 
difference made its appearance, so long as that difference existed 
we should no longer be speaking of the same set of things that we 
started with; one or more of the a's would have become b. So 
long as each member remains one and the same, no internal dif­
ference can appear in the One or in the Others. So it is not internal 
or conceptual difference that could make the One different from the 
Others. And they will not differ ' by virtue of being themselves ', 
i.e. by the mere fact that we call one of them ' the One ' and the 
rest ' the Others ' or ' the not-Ones '. So there will be no concep­
tual difference at all. On this showing the whole argument amounts 
to a definition of conceptual identity. 

(2) Since this first part of the argument has found a sense in 
which the One is not different from the Others, it has really estab­
lished a sense in which they are the same, though their numerical 
difference remains. But at the outset it was laid down that there 
was a third alternative : the One and the Others might be neither 
the same nor different but related as whole and parts. We are now 
offered a ' proof ' that they cannot be so related ; and so we shall 
arrive at the formal conclusion that they must be absolutely ' the 
same '. In the course of the argument fresh assumptions are 
introduced, which obviously contradict those on which we have 
so far proceeded. 
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147A. (2) Further, things which are ' not one' do not possess 
unity either 1 : if they did, they would not be ' not one ', 
but in a sense one. So things which are ' not one ' cannot 
be a number; if they had number, once more they would 
not be 'not one ' in every sense.2 Again, the things which 
are ' not one ', cannot be parts of the One, because once 
more they would then possess unity. 3 Consequently, if the 
One is one in every sense, and the things that are ' not 

B. one ' are not one in every sense, the One cannot stand to 
the things that are ' not one ' either as whole to parts or 
as part to whole ; nor again can the things which are 
' not one ' be parts of the One or wholes of which the One 
is part. But we said that things which do not stand to 
one another either as parts or as wholes, and are not different 
from one another, must be the same with one another. 
Therefore, we must say that, since the One stands in this 
way to the things that are ' not one ', it is the same as they. 

It appears, then, that the One is different both from the 
Others and from itself, and also the same both with them 
and with itself. 
ARISTOTELES. ' The argument certainly seems to lead to 
that conclusion '." 

This second part of the argument states, in an indirect manner, 
the assumptions from which it will follow that even the numerical 
difference hitherto recognised between any one thing and other 
' one-things ' will be obliterated. So far we have had the picture 
of a set of any number of ' one things ', conceptually indistinguish­
able but numerically different. That set can be regarded as a 
whole or total, of which the ' one things ' are parts. If we now 
shift to that point of view, 'the One' may mean the one whole, 
and the ' things other than the One ', the parts. Or the Others 
may be the total, of which the One is a part. The condition on 
which this relation of whole to parts depends is that whole and 
parts shall be each one thing and so possess unity. This was laid 
down at the outset of the present Hypothesis (142E). But here 
this condition is explicitly denied : ' things which are not one ' 

1 i.e. any more than they possess (internal) difference. 
• Hence the ' not-Ones ' cannot be a whole (number) of which the One 

might be a part. 
3 Since each of many parts must be one part, 142E. 

• Klvllvv<v« ,Palv<a8m £K y• Tov .\oyov : a polite acceptance of the result, 
with a suggestion of doubt, which may be meant to warn us against accepting 
the last part of the argument without reflection. Cf. Phaedo, IO]A, ovll' «VTOS" 
lxw l·n 07TrJ d:7TtcrrW lK ')'£ -rWv 'Aeyop.lvwv. 
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is no longer to mean ' other ones ', but things which do not possess 
unity in any sense and cannot therefore make up a number of one­
things. And ' the One ' is to be ' one in every sense ', and so not 
a whole or total, of which the Others could be the many parts. 
If we take ' One ' and ' not one ' in this absolute sense, then 
numerical difference itself vanishes, and we reach the formal con­
clusion that there can be no difference of any kind between One 
and Others. The One will be ' the same as the Others ' in the 
sense that we have abolished the possibility of every kind of differ­
ence, numerical or conceptual. 

Once more the deductive form of argument proves to be mis­
leading. You can prove that one thing and other things are not 
whole and parts only by defining ' One' and ' Others' in such a way 
that they cannot be so related. These definitions are, in fact, 
given in the course of the argument. The One is assumed to be 
' one in every sense ', and so not a whole made up of many parts ; 
and the Others are stated to be ' not one ' or ' other than one ' 
in the sense of having no unity at all. The whole argument amounts 
to no more than saying that, if 'One ' and ' Others' are so defined, 
then they cannot be whole and parts. 

Another interpretation, however, is possible, if we suppose that 
Plato is here shifting to the alternative view of the Others taken in 
Hyp. III, according to which the Others are not ' other ones ', 
but that element of indefinite multitude without unity to which 
Limit must be added before there can be one definite thing. We 
might take the assumption in our passage that ' things that are 
" not-one " do not possess unity ' as meaning those ' Others before 
they come to possess unity ' (rS8Bc). It will then be true that these 
' not-ones ' are ' not one ' in every sense ; they are indefinite multi­
tude without any unity. 1 Also we might take the second assump­
tion that 'the One is one in every sense ' as meaning that Unity 
remains entirely apart from the unlimited element or Others, and 
does not communicate oneness to them. 2 The One and the Others, 
so abstracted from one another, cannot be a whole of many parts, 
each of which is one. In this way, once more, numerical difference 
would disappear. 

Presumably Plato's purpose is to puzzle the reader by apparent 
contradictions and set him thinking out the difference between the 
various senses of 'not one'. There may also be a polemical refer-

t Ar., Met. roorb, rg, speaks of the Platonic view that number and magni­
tude are composed lK -rov lvos aV..ov Kal a.Uov IL~ iv6s -r•vos, and equates this -ro 
IL~ lv with Inequality (a synonym of the Unlimited or Indefinite Dyad). 

1 This is the supposition made in Hyp. IV, where the same consequence 
is deduced, that there will then be no ' other ones '. 
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ence to the Eleatic neglect of this distinction, as if Plato were saying: 
If you insist that what is one (or not one) must be one (or not one) 
in every sense, then you will find yourself contradicting obvious 
truths. On this view the argument resembles the final argument 
in the section below on contact (I49A-D). There also Plato sud­
denly substitutes for his previous assumptions the Eleatic dogma 
that the ' One ' is unique (there are no other ones beside it) and 
without distinction of parts (there are no other ones inside it), 
and points out that, in that case, there is no such thing as contact. 

We may claim that this curious section supports the view that 
Plato is not merely indulging in a parade of sophistical arguments. 
If that were all, he would hardly have been at the pains to construct 
so intricate a piece of reasoning. He might, for instance, have said 
simply : The One is the same as the Others ; for the One is the 
whole of which the Others are all the parts, and the whole is the 
same as all its parts. As the section stands, it becomes significant 
when regarded as directing attention to the ambiguities of ' same ' 
and ' different ', as well as to those of ' one ' and ' not one '. 

I47C-I48D. A One Entity (as above qualified) is like and unlike 
itself and the Others 

This pair of contraries is certainly taken from Zeno's dilemmas; 
but ' likeness ' receives a more precise sense. The definition already 
given at I40A is here repeated with more detail. Two things are 
alike when they are ravrov ne:rwve6ra, i.e. when both have at 
least one character in common, or the same statement can be truly 
made about both-including the statement that they are different. 
' Likeness' has thus a wider sense than likeness in quality. The 
opening sentence of the argument states that One and Others are 
once more to be regarded as numerically different things, as at 
I46D, I-5. 

147c. Is the One also both like and unlike itself and the Others? 
(a) Since, as we have seen, the One is different from 

the Others, the Others also of course must be different 
from it. And it differs from them neither more nor less than 
they differ from it, but just as they do; and if neither more 
nor less, then in a like manner. Accordingly, in so far as 
it has the character of ' being different ' from the Others, 
and the Others in just the same way have the character of 
' being different ' from it, in so far the One and the Others 
will have the same character. 

D. What I mean is this : when you use any word, you use it 
to stand for something. You can use it once or many times, 

164 



HYP. II. LIKE AND UNLIKE 

147D. but in either case you are speaking of the thing whose 
name it is: however many times you utter the same word, 
you must always mean the same thing. Now 'different' 

E is a word that stands for something ; so when you utter 
it, whether once or many times, you are using it to stand 
for, or naming, just that thing whose name it is. Hence 
when we say 'the Others are different from the One' and 
'the One is different from the Others', we use the word 
'different ' twice, but nevertheless we always use it to 
stand for just that character whose name it is.1 Conse­
quently in so far as the One is different from the Others 

148. and the Others are different from the One, just in respect 
of having the character ' different ' the One and the Others 
have precisely the same character; and to have the same 
character is to be alike. 

Thus, in so far as the One has the character of being 
different from the Others, just in that respect it and they 
must be entirely 2 alike, because they are entirely different. 

The argument is sound. 3 Two things are ' alike ' if the same 
statement can be truly made about both. This holds good even in 
the paradoxical instance of the statement that either is different 
from the other. The One and the Others are all alike in being 
numerically different from one another. 

The next argument, proving that the One is unlike the Others, is 
questionable. 

I48A. (b) On the other hand,' like' and' unlike 'are contraries; 
and so also are' different' and' same'. Now we have also 
seen that the One is the same as the Others. And ' being 

B. the same as the Others ' is the contrary character to ' being 
different from the Others'. And it has been shown that, 
in so far as the One is different, it is like them. Consequently, 
in so far as it is the same, it will be unlike them, in respect 
of the character contrary to that which made it like them, 
namely difference. Sameness, then, will make it unlike ; 
otherwise sameness will not be the contrary of difference. 

c. Therefore the One will be like and unlike the Others-
like in so far as different, unlike in so far as the same. 

1 This is perhaps the clearest statement in Plato that every word must 
have a definite meaning, which is a constant character or ' nature' (</>vat>), 
for which the word is the 'name '. 

1 anav anaaw can be taken as equivalent to the common nancl.-naaw, a1ra.v 
being singular to suit lv. 

3 It is rightly defended by Speiser, p. 35· 
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q8c. ARISTOTELES. 'Yes, it seems possible to argue the case in 
that way.' 

This argument appears to be a puzzle set in order that we may 
detect the fallacies. There are two. (r) If we were right in under­
standing that the One was numerically different from, but concep­
tually the same with, the Others, then numerical difference and 
conceptual sameness are not 'contraries' ; and they are not con­
tradictory or incompatible. (2) Since likeness means having an 
identical character, and two things are alike if they both have the 
character 'different ' (as has just been proved), they are also 
alike, not unlike, if they both have the character 'same '.1 The 
concluding remark, ' It seems possible to argue the case in that 
way ' may contain a note of warning. At any rate Plato adds a 
second argument, which is capable of a valid interpretation. 

148c. Yes, and it can also be argued as follows. We may say 
that in so far as the One has the character of being ' the 
same' (as the Others},2 it has not a diverse character, and 
so is not unlike, and so is like. And in so far as it has the 
character of being ' other ' (than the Others) it has a diverse 
character, and so is unlike. 

Therefore, because the One is the same as the Others 
and because it is different, on both grounds together or on 

D. either singly it will be both like and unlike the Others. 

This alternative reasoning does prove that the One is both like 
and unlike the Others. For we have seen that the One and the 
Others are both conceptually the same and numerically different. 
In so far as both One and Others have the same character (whether 
it be conceptual sameness or numerical difference), they are alike. 
But in so far as it is true of any One that it is numerically other than 
the Others (aUo nbr:ovOev), some statement will be true of it that 
will not be true of any of them ; for instance that it is this one 
and not that one, or that it is here and not there. Therefore every 
'One' will, in that respect, be unlike every 'Other'. 

Finally, it is stated that similar arguments will show that the 
One is both like and unlike itself. 

1 This is actually stated just below in the alternative argument, c 4· 
1 Ta.frov 'IT£'1Tov86s must be understood in this sense : ' it is true of it that 

it is the same (as the Others),' or' it has the character of sameness'. Cf. the 
full phrase lT£pov 'ITt'ITov8£v £tva' at 140A, 148A. If we translate ' it has the 
same character' (that the Others have), this is actually the definition of 
• being alike ', and we cannot infer that is alike. 
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q8n. Similarly, in relation to itself: since, as we have seen, 
it is both different from itself and the same with itself, on 
both grounds together and on either singly it will be both 
(c) like itself and (d) unlike itself. 

The conclusion that the One is like itself will not be disputed. 
That it is also unlike itself can be deduced from the earlier proof 
that it is different from itself in the sense of having different aspects, 
according as we consider it as a whole containing all its parts or as 
all the parts contained in the whole (r46c). 

I48D-149D. A One Entity (as above qualified), has, and has not, 
contact with itself and with the Others 

The only earlier mention of contact was in Hyp. I at 138A, where 
it was pointed out that a bare One which was without parts and 
shapeless could not have contact at several points with something 
else all round it. But now we are considering a One which has 
acquired shape and position in space, and is, in fact, a physical body. 
So the question is open: in what ways can a physical body be said 
to have contact with itself or other bodies? 

It is not unlikely that the pair of contraries, ' in contact ', ' not 
in contact', figured in Zeno's dilemmas, where the question of the 
Pythagorean unit-points touching one another would naturally 
arise. There may actually be a reference to some Zenonian argu­
ment in Aristotle's Physics, 227a, 27 : ' If there are, as some say, 
separately existing points and units, the same thing cannot be both 
point and unit ; for points have contact, units have succession ; 
and points can have something between them (for every line is 
between points), whereas units need not ; for there is nothing be­
tween the numbers r and 2.' These points which can have contact 
can only be the Pythagorean points conceived as very small bodies. 
Zeno might argue: If things are many, (r) they must be in contact, 
for the successive points in the row forming a line must touch one 
another. But (2) no two given points can touch one another, 
because between any two points there is always a line consisting 
of more points. The Pythagorean conception is again attacked at 
Phys. 23ra, 21, where Aristotle proves that a continuum cannot 
be composed of indivisible points in a row. 

I48D. Again, there is the question of the One having, or not 
having, contact with itself and with the Others. 

We have seen that the One is in itself as a whole. It is 
also in the Others. Accordingly, (a) as being in the 

E. Others, it will have contact with the Others; and (b) as 
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I48E. being in itself, while it will be precluded from contact with 
the Others, it will have contact with itself. 

In this way, then, the One will have contact both with 
itself and with the Others. 

The arguments here are based partly on the earlier paragraph on 
position in space {I45B ff.), where it was said that the One, considered 
as all its parts, is in itself as whole, but as whole is ' in another ' 
(lv a.V.q_~), namely in space. Now for ' in another' is substituted 
' in the Others' (ev ro'ir; a.l..l.otr;). The substitution is justifiable. 
In the former passage we were considering only one physical body 
by itself; but since then the Others have been introduced and we 
are now considering the possible relations of one body to other 
bodies. ' In the Others ' will mean ' among the others '. The 
first conclusion is that, if you have one body among other bodies, 
there is no reason against its being in contact with them. This 
point is probably made against the Eleatics, who held that the One 
Being must be unique and 'one and continuous' (ev avvsxir;, Parm. 
8, 6 and 22-25), so that there was no plurality of bodies, either 
outside or inside the One, which could be in contact either with the 
One or with one another. There was no one body among others. 

On the other hand, when we spoke of the One as ' in itself ', we 
were thinking of the One as the whole in which all the Others were 
contained as parts. There is now no question of contact with 
Others outside, for all the Others are inside. But we might say 
that the parts have 'contact ' with the whole in the loose sense 
that they come up to the boundary of the whole and, as it were, 
touch it, leaving no interval between it and themselves. There 
may be a reference to the use of the term in geometry, as in Euclid, 
iii, Def. 2 : ' A straight line is said to touch (eq)(J.nreaOat) a circle 
which, meeting (anroplvrJ) the circle and being produced, does not 
cut the circle.' Thus Parmenides said of his Sphere that ' being 
equal every way, it meets (comes up to) the limits uniformly' 
(opiiJr; ev neteaat xvest, 8, 59). It is only in the next paragraphs 
that ' contact ' is defined in a stricter and more normal sense, which 
will admit of contact between one body and others among which it 
is, but not of contact between one body and itself, i.e. its own parts, 
as just described. 

I48E. From another point of view, if anything is to touch some-
thing it must be situated next to that thing, occupying the 
position adjacent to the position of the thing it touches.1 

1 The meaning here is certain, though the text may be corrected in various 
ways. Aristotle's definitions of ' next' and 'contact ' in Phys. V, iii, may 
be compared. 
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I48E. (c) Accordingly, if the One is to touch itself, it must be 
situated next to itself, occupying the place adjacent to the 
place in which itself is. If the One were two, it might do 

I49· this and be in two places at once ; but not so long as it 
remains one. 

Therefore the same necessity which forbids the One to 
be two forbids it to touch itself. 

For contact in the normal sense two bodies are required, external 
to one another and adjacent. In this sense, of course, the parts 
of one body cannot have contact with the body itself as whole. 

Lastly, there is the case of one body assumed to be the only one 
body in existence-an assumption explicitly stated in the course 
of the argument (r4gc 4). This is the case of the Eleatic One Being, 
which is without internal distinction of parts and is unique-two 
attributes which Parmenides had included in his assertion of 
unity. If that is so, then there is no plurality ; there are no 
Others, either as distinct parts of the One or as other ones outside 
it. Hence we can no longer say that the one body has any contact 
with anything. Yet Parmenides had allowed himself to say that 
being ' is all continuous ; for being is near to (neighbours) being ' 
(eov yae eovn ne.I.&Cet, 8, 25), as if two adjacent 'beings' or parts 
of the One Being were involved. 

149A. (d) On the other hand, the One will not touch the Others 
either. For this reason : we are asserting that, in order to 
have contact, a thing must be distinct from, but next to, 
the thing it is to touch, and there must be no third thing 
between them. So, if there is to be contact, there must be 
at least two things. And if to the two terms 1 a third be 

B. added next to them, the number of terms will be three, the 
number of contacts two. And so the addition of every 
fresh term will mean the addition of one fresh contact, 
with the result that the contacts are always fewer by one 
than the amount of the numbers. For every subsequent 
total of terms exceeds the total of contacts by the same 
amount as the original pair of terms exceeded the contacts, 

1 ' Term ' seems to recall the original sense of opos. See above, p. 8. 
Cf. Ar., Met. 1092b, 8 (asking how numbers are to be the causes of substances 
and of their existence). 1TOT£pov ws opo<, ofov al 11T<')'!Lal TWV !L£')'£0wv ; followed 
by a reference to the representation of numbers in triangular or square 
patterns. The ' points ' meant seem to be the Pythagorean point-atoms of 
which bodies were to be built. This concrete sense of opos is specially 
relevant to our context, where the units or terms are to be imagined as in 
physical contact. 
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I49C. since at every step one term and one contact are added. 
Thus, however many things there are, their contacts are 
always fewer by one. And if there is only a One, not a 
pair of things, there will be no contact. 1 

Now things that are other than one, we say, are not one 
and have not unity, since they are other. Consequently 
they do not possess number, because there is no one among 

D. them. Thus they are neither one nor two nor any other 
number you could name. The One, then, is the only thing 
that is one, and there will be no pair, and consequently no 
contact. Therefore, contact being non-existent, the One 
does not touch the Others, nor the Others the One. 

Thus the total result of these considerations is that the 
One both touches, and does not touch, both itself and 
the Others. 

This argument affords another clear case of an assumption, 
which is really a definition, being repeated from an earlier argument, 
although it contradicts the assumptions of the immediately preced­
ing arguments. Plato began here by showing that, if one body is 
' among the Others ', it can have contact with them. The Others 
there were other ones. But here he suddenly asserts that 'things 
that are other than one, we say, 2 are not one and have not unity, 
since they are other '. So the One is to be the only thing that is 
one ; there are no other ones. If this assumption were stated at 
the beginning of the present argument as an assumption, all 
appearance of contradictory conclusions would vanish. This case 
is parallel to the one we have already noted at 147A (the passage 
referred to), where the same Eleatic dogma that there are no' other 
ones', no plurality, but only a unique and indivisible 'One', was 
suddenly introduced in order to reach the conclusion that there 
could be no such thing as difference of one thing from another. 
Here, moreover, as there, it is possible that the Others are to be 
conceived as the element of indefinite multitude which has no 
unity at all (Hyp. IV). The same conclusion would then follow. 
This element corresponds to the continuous ' being ' which fills 
the Parmenidean Sphere. It can 'come up to' its boundary, but 
not have contact in the sense here defined. 

The whole section amounts to an analysis of the notion of con­
tact between bodies, and the assertion that there is nothing irra-

1 As Dies observes (p. 33), Aristotle reproduces this reasoning at Anal. Pr. 
42b, r-26, in discussing the numbers of terms, premisses, and conclusions in 
a series of syllogisms. 

1 The reference can only be to 147A. 
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tiona! about it. If you accept Parmenides' dogma that a One Being 
must be one both in the sense of unique and in the sense of having 
no distinct parts, then no contact in the usual sense is possible. 
But we are considering a One Being which is one whole of distinct 
parts, and each of those parts is a one-being among other one-beings. 
Then, even if we take the whole universe, which is unique but not 
indivisible, the parts may be loosely said to 'touch ' the boundary 
of the whole. And if we take the parts, which are not unique, 
there is nothing irrational in the supposition of a number of bodies 
having contact with one another in the strict and normal sense. 
This tallies with the conclusion drawn by the Atomists, who allowed 
that their ultimate reals had no internal separation of parts, but 
saw that there was nothing against a plurality of such things, 
external to one another and capable of being in contact. In his 
curiously indirect way Plato points out that the only objection lies 
in the false Eleatic dogma of a One which is both unique and 
indivisible. 

I49D-I5IB. A One Entity (as continuous quantity or magnitude) is 
equal and unequal both to itself and to the Others 

The terms equal, greater, smaller, apply to quantities. The first 
point to be noted is that discrete quantity or number will be 
separately treated in the section subsequent to the present one. 
Here we are concerned with continuous quantity (f-teys8o~, as 
contrasted with :rcJ.ij8o~ at I5ID, 7). This would include geome­
trical magnitude and perhaps also quantities of qualities like hot 
and cold, considered as opposites forming an indefinite continuum. 
Physical bodies are in question just in so far as they possess these 
properties. 

The present section is, perhaps, the hardest in the whole dialogue, 
and the interpretations here offered must be taken as specially 
doubtful. By this time we shall be prepared to find that the One 
and the Others may have different meanings in the several argu­
ments. In the first, however, the terms seem to be used in their 
most natural sense : 'the One ' for any one limited magnitude, 
' the Others ' for all other limited magnitudes. This is implied 
by the opening sentences, which define them as the sort of things 
that can have greatness, smallness, and equality. 

I49D. We may next enquire whether the One is both equal and 
unequal, alike to itself and to the Others. 

If the One is to be greater or less than the Others or 
E. they are to be greater or less than it, neither will be greater 

or less than the other merely in virtue of being what they 
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149E. are-the One being One, and the Others being other than 
the One ; but if, besides each being such as it is, they should 
each possess equality, then they would be equal to one 
another ; or if the Others possess greatness, the One small­
ness, or the One possesses greatness, the Others smallness, 
then whichever 1 possesses greatness will be greater, which­
ever possesses smallness, less. 

These sentences, in the first place, define the One and the Others 
for the purpose of this first argument. They are nothing more nor 
less than magnitudes, since only magnitudes can be greater than, 
and less than, and equal to, other magnitudes. The One then will 
be any one magnitude, the Others all other magnitudes. The 
distinction between ' One ' and ' Others ', as such, is of no im­
portance: any one magnitude is as much a magnitude as any 
other. So that distinction has no bearing on these additional 
characters, the greatness or smallness or equalness that they may 
have. The question remains : what is implied by ' having ' these 
properties ? 

(a) The argument which now follows leads to the conclusion that 
' the One is equal to the Others '. If the One and the Others are 
simply different magnitudes, this is a patent absurdity: 'any one 
magnitude is equal to every other magnitude • or ' to all other 
magnitudes'. We have already learnt, however, from other cases 
where we were confronted with a manifestly false conclusion, to 
look for some explicit premiss which entails that conclusion and to 
infer that the premiss is to be rejected. In the present case we 
should observe that the conclusion, 'any one magnitude is equal to 
any other ' or ' to all others ', is simply inferred from the previous 
statement that one magnitude cannot be either greater or less than 
others. This is itself absurd, and it depends on what is assumed 
to be implied in a magnitude being greater or less. We are told 
that it is to mean that the magnitude has greatness or smallness in it. 
This is argued to be an impossibility ; with the consequence that 
no magnitude can be greater or smaller than another. Now the 
assumption that a thing's being great means that it has greatness 
in it, is the doctrine of the Phaedo, where these very examples, 
Greatness and Smallness, were used. This doctrine, already 
attacked by Parmenides in the first part of our dialogue, is the false 
premiss which entails the absurd conclusion. We should conclude 
that, so far at least as Greatness and Smallness are concerned, the 
Phaedo doctrine is untenable. 

1 01TOTtpcp Tip £t1l£t. As Taylor remarks here, £l1los- is 'used, as often in Plato, 
colourlessly, with little more meaning than a "something or other".' He 
renders it by entity. 
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In the Phaedo we were told that when Simmias is taller than 
Socrates that means (r) that there are two Forms, Greatness 
(Tallness) and Smallness (Shortness) ; (2) that Simmias has in 
him an instance of greatness as compared with the instance of 
smallness in Socrates ; and he may also have an instance of smallness 
as compared with the instance of greatness in Phaedo. Thus 
Simmias possesses two contrary immanent characters. The gist of 
the present argument as a whole will be this. The Phaedo theory 
maintained the existence of two Forms, Greatness and Smallness, 
and declared that the 'reason' why a magnitude is great is that 
it has in it an instance of greatness (To ev ~fl'iV fteyeOo~). At the 
same time, as compared with a still greater magnitude, it will also 
have in it an instance of smallness. If that is what is me'ant by 
'being great' or 'having greatness', it leads to absurdity: there 
cannot be a greatness or a smallness residing as a quality in a 
magnitude. On this theory, then, no magnitude can be either 
great or small. So no magnitude can be greater or smaller than 
another. Therefore all magnitudes must be equal. This is absurd. 
Therefore the Phaedo theory must be rejected. 

The argument, accordingly, opens with a brief statement of the 
false premiss, and a demonstration of its absurdity, which is 
evidently meant to recall Parmenides' earlier attack on participation. 

149E. This pair of characters,1 then, Greatness and Smallness, 
must exist ; for surely, if they did not exist, they could 

rso. not be contrary to one another and come to be in things. 

That 'Socrates'' theory of Forms and immanent characters is 
intended here, seems plain from the following context, which 
echoes Parmenides' objections to participation; indeed the Forms 
Greatness itself (av't'o fllyeOo~) and Smallness itself (av't'~ C1flt"fl6't'rJ~) 
are actually mentioned. We have just been told that if one thing 
is to be greater or smaller than another or equal to it, it must have 
greatness or smallness or equality. ' Having' (lxetv, neoae'ivat) 
is now defined in terms of the theory of Forms as meaning that the 
character is present in it (eyy{yveaOat). Earlier (rJID) Parmenides 
has pointed out the absurdity of supposing that either the whole 
or a ' part ' of the Forms Greatness, Equality, Smallness, can be 
present in a concrete thing. We are now taking, not concrete 
things, but a set of magnitudes, defined simply as magnitudes, and 
considering whether a particular instance of greatness or of smallness 
can be present in any one of them. 

1 £r&j can mean either the separate Forms or the immanent characters, or 
both. Since they • come to be in things', • characters' is the more suitable 
translation. 

173 



THE PARMENIDES ISO A-D 

I50A. If, then, smallness comes to be in the One, it must be 
either (a) in the One as a whole or (b) in a part of it. (a) 
Suppose it comes to be in the One as a whole. Then it 
must either stretch throughout the whole extent of the 
One or contain the One. If it is coextensive with the One, 
the smallness will be equal to the One ; if containing it, 
greater. But smallness cannot be equal to, or greater than, 
anything and so discharge, not its own function, but that 

B. of greatness or equality. Therefore, smallness cannot be 
in the One as a whole. (b) Hence, if it is in the One at all, 
it must be in a part. But not in all that part ; otherwise 
the effect would be the same as in the case of the whole : 
it would be either equal to, or larger than, any part in which 
it might be. Therefore smallness will never be in anything, 
if it cannot come to be in either a part or the whole ; and 
there will be nothing small except Smallness itself. 

It follows that greatness will not be in the One either ; 
for then there would be something else, besides Greatness 

c. itself, that would be ' greater ', namely the thing in which 
greatness was; and that in spite of the thing's having no 
smallness, which is required for greatness to surpass, if it 
is to be great ; and there can be no such smallness, since 
smallness is not in anything anywhere. 

Further, the only thing than which Greatness itself is 
greater is Smallness itself ; and the only thing than which 
Smallness is smaller is Greatness itself. Hence, the Others, 
not possessing greatness or smallness, are not greater or 

D. smaller than the One ; also this pair themselves (Greatness 
and Smallness) possess their power of exceeding or being 
exceeded only with reference to each other, not with 
reference to the One 1 ; and the One in its turn, not possess­
ing either greatness or smallness, cannot be greater or smaller 
than they or than the Others. 

It follows that the One, if it is neither greater nor smaller 
than the Others, cannot either exceed them or be exceeded 
by them ; and that which neither exceeds nor is exceeded 
must be of equal extent, and so equal. 

It is, I think, clear that this very elaborate argument is not a 

1 This statement, that the two Forms are correlative to one another and 
not to individual things, recalls Parmenides' last argument against separate 
Forms for relative terms (133c ff.). It also conflicts with his earlier argument, 
the Third Man {IJIE ff.). which assumed that greatness itself has greatness 
or is a great thing in the same way as individual great things, and so requires 
another Form to partake of. 
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mere sophism; any eristic, by playing on words, could easily 
invent a much shorter proof that all magnitudes are equal. The 
reminiscences of Parmenides' attack on participation must indicate 
that Plato has a serious purpose. If it is right to see here a recan­
tation of the Phaedo theory, in so far as these terms are concerned, 
the results here stated mark an important change in Plato's views. 
The Phaedo (rozB, c) spoke of Socrates' shortness as if it were an 
inherent property which Socrates carried about with him and 
could 'present ' for comparison with the tallness of Phaedo.1 The 
objections to this view become much more apparent when we 
take, not concrete things like tall and short men, but simply a set 
of limited magnitudes which differ only as greater or smaller, say, 
two finite lines : 

A B 
C-D 

CD is shorter than AB ; it is nothing more nor less than ' a 
smaller length '. If we take this to mean that CD has present in 
it ' a smallness ', this smallness can only reside in the interval of 
length between the limiting points C and D. Parmenides argues 
that it is equally absurd to suppose that it is in the whole of that 
length or in any part of it. A further objection is that, if it were 
in the line CD as an inherent property, then CD would be absolutely 
small. But there is no such thing as an absolutely small or abso­
lutely great magnitude. This point seems to be made in the 
statement that ' smallness will never be in anything ; there will 
be nothing (absolutely) small except Smallness itself '. Absolute 
Smallness and absolute Greatness are opposed to one another ; 
they are the two Forms whose existence was asserted at the outset. 
But there cannot be (as the Phaedo supposed) an instance of either 
present in any particular magnitude, since every magnitude is 
infinitely divisible and also might be greater than it is ; it cannot 
be absolutely small or great. Consequently, if to ' have ' greatness 
or smallness means (as in the Phaedo) to contain an instance of 
absolute Greatness or Smallness, no magnitude can be either great 
or small. So all magnitudes must be equal. Since this is manifestly 
absurd, the Phaedo theory must be false. 

(b) The next conclusion: 'the One is equal to itself', must of 
course be true of any magnitude. So it is quickly disposed of. 

1 As I have remarked elsewhere (Plato's Theory of Knowledge, 44). tallness 
(piy•Oos-) is coupled in the Phaedo (650) with health and strength, and 
regarded as a physical excellence, like beauty ; it is not simply ' largeness •. 
This helps to disguise its relative character. It is treated as an inherent 
quality. It is easy to think of a man possessing a size or stature, which alters 
internally as he grows. 
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I50E. Moreover, the One will also stand in this relation to itself. 
If it has in itself neither largeness nor smallness, it cannot 
either exceed or be exceeded by itself, but must be coex­
tensive and so equal to itself. 

Therefore the One will be equal both to itself and to the 
Others. 

(c) The next argument is to establish a sense in which one 
magnitude can be said to be unequal to itself. 

I50E. (c) Further, if it is in itself, it must also encompass 
itself on the outside ; and as container it will be greater 

rsr. than itself, and as contained, less. In this way the One 
will be greater and less than itself. 

On the surface this conclusion appears flatly to contradict the 
previous one and to be manifestly false. But Plato indicates that 
our point of view has shifted. The conclusion is expressly deduced 
from the earlier proof that the One is 'in itself'. This meant that 
the One, considered as all the parts, is contained in the One as whole 
(I45B). Accordingly we are now to think of the One as a whole 
and of the parts it contains. It remains to discover a sense in 
which the whole containing the parts can be greater than the parts 
it contains. 

In discussing that earlier passage about the One as whole con­
taining itself as all its parts, we noted that Plato repeated an axiom 
asserted by both Zeno and Gorgias : that ' whatever is must be 
somewhere '. Since he was there concerned with physical bodies 
in space, the axiom was unobjectionable. We shall now find him 
repeating it again just below at the beginning of the next argument 
(rSrA). Gorgias, in the same context (quoted on p. 149), also 
asserted another axiom : ' the container is greater than the con­
tained '. Plato did not repeat this on the previous occasion ; 
but he does repeat it here : it is necessary for his conclusion that 
the One as whole is greater than itself as the parts contained by 
the whole. It is hard to say how we are meant to take this argu­
ment. It may be one of the cases in which a false premiss of Eleatic 
origin is explicitly stated in order that we may see that a para­
doxical conclusion can be obtained only by assuming that premiss. 
We have had a case of this sort in the proof (at I47A) that, if we 
assume (with the Eleatics) that what is one (or not one) in any 
sense must be one (or not one) in every sense, then difference cannot 
exist. And again the last argument of the previous section (I49A ff.) 
showed that contact is impossible on the Eleatic assumption of a 
unique and indivisible One Being. 
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(d) Finally, there follows the proof that the One is unequal to 
the Others. 

I5IA. (d) Also, there can be nothing besides the One and the 
Others. Further, anything that is must always be some­
where. And that which is in something will be in it as a 
less in a greater; only so can one thing be in another. 

Now, since there is nothing else besides the Others and 
the One, and they must be in something, it follows at once 
that they must be in each other-the Others in the One 

B. and the One in the Others-or be nowhere at all. Conse­
quently, since the One is in the Others, the Others, as 
containing the One, must be greater than it, and the One, 
as contained by them, less than they. And since the 
Others are in the One, by the same reasoning the One 
must be greater than the Others, and they less than 
the One. 

Therefore, the One is alike equal to, greater than, and 
less than, both itself and the Others. 

This proof is prefaced by three axioms: (r) ' There is nothing 
besides (xwet;) or outside (e"r6;) the One and the Others.' Whether 
the One and the Others are bodies which together make up the 
whole physical universe, or the One is the whole and the Others 
its contents, in either case there is no body left outside the whole 
and no empty space beyond it. On this point Plato and Parmenides 
agree. (2) 'Anything that is must always be somewhere.' This, as 
we have seen, is a maxim used by Zeno and Gorgias, and adopted 
by Plato as true, if restricted to what they meant, namely physical 
body. (3) ' That which is in something must be in it as a less in a 
greater.' This is Gorgias' maxim, which has just been applied to 
prove that the One as whole must be greater than itself, considered 
as its own parts. 

From axioms (r) and (2) it is inferred, first, that the One must 
be in the Others. The alternative that it should be in itself (as 
in the previous argument) is ruled out. That is to say, the One 
no longer means ' all the parts '. If it means any one of the whole 
number of physical bodies, this will be in the Others, in the sense 
of being among them. The phrase ev roi; a.l..l.ot; has already been 
so used in the section on contact (148n). The Others will then 
surround and contain any one among their number. 

It is also inferred that the Others will be in the One. If the 
One here is the whole and the Others its parts, this comes to the 
same thing as the previous argument. All the parts will be con-
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tained in the whole (I45C). If we then accept axiom (3), that the 
container must be greater than the contained, the One will be 
greater than the Others and therefore unequal to them. 

The interpretation above given of this difficult section remains 
somewhat unsatisfying. The last two arguments rest on the 
premiss, asserted by Gorgias and probably derived from Zeno, 
that the container must be greater than the contained ; and this 
appears to be false if the container is the whole, the contained, all 
the parts of that whole. It is possible that we should look below 
the surface here and bring into consideration Plato's later doctrine 
of the Great-and-Small or the Unequal as synonymous with the 
Unlimited. As we have seen, the account of this factor in Hyp. III 
makes it necessary to suppose that Plato had formulated the 
doctrine when he wrote the Parmenides. The terms ' great ', 
' small ', ' equal ', ' unequal ', would immediately suggest it to the 
instructed Academic. 

The application of these conceptions to magnitude and number 
may be illustrated by the views attributed to some Pythagoreans 
by Iamblichus (in Nicom., IS, pp. II ff., Pistelli). The monad is 
the boundary between numbers and fractions (' parts ') ; from it, 
as from a seed or root, proceed the ratios in either direction, decreas­
ing with infinite division into parts, increasing with infinite addition. 
In magnitude the infinite division starts from the monad as whole ; 
while in number the infinite increase starts from the monad as 
unit, thus: 

I III 234 n 
- ---I--- -
n · · · 4' 3' z' ' I' I' I · · · I 

These two series diverging from the One give a picture of the 
Indefinite Dyad of great and small or ' the unequal ', extending 
without limit in both directions. The One can also be regarded 

as 'the equal', !. Each term in the two series, 'the double', 
I 

'the treble', etc., in one direction and 'the half', 'the third', 
etc., in the other, marks a point where the imposition of limit 
yields a definite quantity or number or ratio of numbers, as de­
scribed in the Philebus (25A). In relation to the series of numbers 
the One is the indivisible unit, I, from which the unlimited series 
of numbers is obtained by multiplication or by the addition of other 
units ('other ones'). In relation to the series of 'parts' the One 
is the whole which can be divided without limit. 

We can take the axiom that' there is nothing besides the One and 
the Others ' as eliminating any question of magnituJes being ' in ' 
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a place other than themselves (as at 145D). We are not now con­
cerned with that, but only with the sense in which one magnitude 
can be ' in ' other magnitudes, or other magnitudes can be in 
one, in such a way that the container shall be greater than the 
contained. 

We have already noticed that the conception of infinite divi­
sibility was applied, in a curious way, at the outset, where it was 
argued that the One Entity, considered as a whole of parts, was 
indefinite in multitude (ansteov ro nJ..fj()o~, 143A). We have now 
advanced to the stage at which the One Entity has become a con­
tinuous magnitude. As such, it will be infinitely divisible in the 
usual sense. A definite quantity (noa6v) is so much of something ; 
and that something is, under its most general description, the 
unlimited or the great-and-small. This unlimited is a continuous 
and infinitely divisible range, of which a certain portion is marked 
off by the limits of our definite quantity. Now, if we consider the 
whole quantity as the sum of all the parts into which it can be 
divided, this sum will always be greater than the sum of any parts 
into which it is actually divided. Thus the One as whole will be 
greater than itself as all its actual parts. We shall thus have a 
valid interpretation of the third argument (c) 'that the One is 
unequal to itself '. This ran as follows : 

' If the One (as all the parts) is in itself (as whole), it must also 
encompass itself on the outside. And as container (whole) it will 
be greater than itself (as parts}, and as contained, less. In this way 
the One will be greater and less than itself.' 

The dubious maxim becomes valid if we understand that the 
One is always more numerous than the parts into which it is actually 
divided, because it can always be divided into more parts. The 
limits of the definite quantity will always contain more parts than 
any number we have actually obtained.1 

The occurrence here of two axioms, both used by Gorgias and at 
least one of them also by Zeno, suggests that Plato may be alluding 
to some Zenonian argument turning on infinite divisibility. I have 
already conjectured (p. 149) that Gorgias' axiom 'the container 
must be greater than the contained ', was borrowed from Zeno. 
It may well have found a place in one of the dilemmas disproving 

1 Cf. Aristotle, Phys. 207a, 21 : ' The infinite element in the complete 
constitution of a magnitude is matter, which is potentially, but not actually, 
a whole.' It needs to be supplemented by the formal element of limit in 
order to become a whole or limited thing. It is infinitely divisible ; and, 
' as infinite, it does not contain but is contained ', ov 1T<pdxn &Ma 1T<pdx<Tat, n a1T<Lpov. He adds that this applies to Plato's unlimited, the great-and­
small, which Plato makes the material or bounded element in the Forms 
(Met. 987b, 20) as well as in sensible things. 

179 



THE PARMENIDES 149n-151B 

the existence of a many. Now Simplicius (Phys. 140, 27) quotes 
the following from Zeno's treatise: 

' If things are a plurality they must be just as many as they are, 
and neither more nor less. But if they are as many as they are, 
they will be finite in number. 

If things are a plurality, they will be infinite in number. For 
there will always be others between any of them, and again 
between these yet others. So things are infinite in number ' 
(frag. 3). 

Here Zeno first regards the many as a plurality of discrete units, 
which must amount to some definite number. He then shifts to 
the other point of view : the infinite plurality of parts into which 
a whole continuous magnitude can be divided. ' Thus ', adds 
Simplicius, ' he demonstrates numerical infinity by means of the 
argument from dichotomy.' It is probable that the proof was 
developed at greater length in Zeno's work. 

In the same context Simplicius quotes part of a similar argument, 
by which Zeno proved that 'if things are many, they must be both 
great and small: so small as to have no magnitude, so great as to 
be infinite'. Mr. Lee 1 points out that the argument turns on 
'dichotomy', since it involves 'some relation between points on a 
line such that the series of points generated is an infinite series. 
And the infinite divisibility of the line easily gives us such a 
relation. 

xJ 
a 
I 
I 

al as as 

I lilY 
If we bisect the line XY at a, and the resultant line aY at a1 and 
so on we get a series in which there is always a point "beyond" 
any given point. A series which fits very well Zeno's description, 
that "each one has a successor." ' In this diagram the finite 
line XY is a whole greater than any number of parts into which 
it is divided by dichotomy-a container that is greater than the 
contained. The same conception figures in Achilles and the 
Tortoise. 

Gorgias' maxim could easily find a place in a proof based on 
dichotomy. For example : 

However many parts there are in a whole, they must be just 
as many as they are ; and hence the number of the whole will 
be finite. 

But there are always more parts between these many parts; 
indeed an infinite number. So the number of parts is infinite. 

1 Zeno of Elea, p. 31. 
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But the parts are contained in the whole, and the container 
must be greater than the contained. 

Therefore the finite number of the whole is greater than the 
infinite number of the parts; which is absurd. 

Therefore, things are not a many. 

If Plato was alluding to some such argument, he might here be 
turning the tables on Zeno by asserting that if you take the number 
of all possible parts as the number of the whole, and the number 
of the actual parts as the number of the parts, there is no absurdity 
in saying that the number of the whole must always be greater than 
the number of the parts, and the whole which contains will, in that 
way, be greater than the parts contained by it. 

The same conception of the great-and-small will also make sense 
of the last argument (d) proving that ' the One is unequal to the 
Others'. As in Hyp. III, let 'the One' stand for the limiting 
factor in any one magnitude, and ' the Others ' for the unlimited 
on which that limit is imposed. Then the One will be ' in the 
Others' in the sense that any magnitude, however great or small, 
must have beyond it the greater on one side and the smaller on 
the other, because there is no absolutely great or small magnitude. 
The Others, again, are ' in the One ', if we take the One to be the 
all-inclusive whole and the Others as its parts (the I and the fractions 
in the above diagram). The Others will then be the plurality of 
parts inside the One whole; and the whole will always be greater 
than any number of actual parts in the diminishing series. 

Finally, we have now discovered a sense in which the great-and­
small can be said to be in a limited magnitude : they are in it as 
the material factor contained within its limits. If we substitute 
this notion for the false conception put forward in the Phaedo 
and rejected in the first argument, we can find a satisfactory mean­
ing for the thesis that 'the One is equal to the Others' or 'coex­
tensive' with them. If we leave undivided the portion of the 
continuous range which falls within the limits, it will, as Parmenides 
said of his continuous and undivided being, everywhere exactly 
come up to the limits.1 But, instead of arguing in this way, Plato 
preferred to turn that thesis into a disproof of the Phaedo theory. 

1 Yet another sense in which the One, as container and therefore greater, 
is equal to the Others, as contained and therefore smaller, is suggested by 
Anaxagoras' fragment on infinite divisibility (p. 56 above). He says that 
' in itself each thing is both great and small ', and that there is always a 
greater than what is great, and a smaller than what is small. He adds that 
' the great is equal to the small in number '. This means that, however many 
the parts into which you divide the greater, you can always divide the smaller 
into as many parts. 
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If this interpretation is correct, Plato certainly set his readers 
a hard task, confronting them with apparent contradictions, which 
could only be removed by bringing to bear the account of ' the 
Others' in the complementary Hyp. III, and perhaps recalling 
arguments used by Zeno. There is a similarly cryptic passage in 
the Theaetetus, where the same puzzles presented by great and small 
in size and number are propounded and left unsolved. 1 The later 
dialogues contain not a few passages which would be entirely unin­
telligible to the uninstructed reader ; for example, the composition 
of the World-Soul at Timaeus 35A, or the account of change and 
becoming at Laws, 894A. Only the more advanced students at the 
Academy could be expected to make them out, and some of them 
baffled the most learned Platonists of later days. 

ISIB-E. A One Entity (as discrete quantity or number) is equal 
and unequal both to itself and to the Others 

We here pass from continuous magnitude to discrete quantity 
or number. The gist of this section is that differences of quantity 
are always capable of numerical expression. It was remarked at 
140B-c that equal quantities have the same number of measures; 
while greater and less quantities, if commensurable, have a larger 
or smaller number of the same measures ; if incommensurable, 
have the same number of measures that are themselves larger or 
smaller. 

I5IB. Further, the One, if greater, less, and equal, must be of 
equal measures with itself and with the Others, and also 

c. of more and fewer ; and if of measures, then of parts. 
And, being of equal, more, and fewer measures, it will also 
be correspondingly fewer than, more than, and equal to, 
both itself and the Others in number. For if it is greater 
than anything, it will contain a greater number of measures 
and so of parts ; if less, a smaller number ; if equal, the 
same number. 

Hence, the One, being greater and less than itself and 
also equal, will contain more and fewer and the same 

D. number of measures, and hence of parts. So, as having 
the same number of parts, it will be equal to itself in number, 
and as having more or fewer, more or less than itself in 
number. 

A number is a definite plurality of discrete units. The One, 
meaning any one quantity, was declared to be equal to itself in 

1 Theaet. 154B-155D. See F. M. Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge, 
pp. 41 :fl. 
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the sense of coextensive (e~ i'aov). If it is divided into actual parts 
(units), it will of course have as many parts as its 'material' 
element has been divided into. In what sense can it be more and 
fewer than itself? We conjectuq~d that the paradoxical state­
ment that the One was unequal to itself might mean that any 
limited quantity always contains more possible parts than those 
into which it is actually divided. That interpretation seems to 
be confirmed by the present statement, which shows that in the 
former passage Plato had in mind the division of the quantity into 
parts, and that ' the Others ' could mean these parts. 

I5ID. The One will also stand in the same way to the Others. 
Since it is seen to be greater and smaller and of the same 
magnitude as the Others, it must also be more, fewer, and 
equal to them in number. 

Thus, once more, it appears that the One will be alike 
E. equal to, and more and fewer than, both itself and the 

Others in number. 

Here it seems to be assumed that there is a simple interpretation 
of the proposition that the One is equal to the Others in magnitude 
(!u:yeOet). There is no reference to the elaborate refutation of 
the Phaedo theory (at I49E-ISOD), with its negative conclusion 
that the One could not be greater or less than the Others, and so 
must be equal. There is, in fact, a quite simple interpretation, 
if we take the One to be the whole and the Others all its parts : 
the number of the whole will be the total number of the parts. 
We have also seen how, if the notion of infinite divisibility is intro­
duced, the number of the One can be greater or less than the 
number of the Others. 

As a curiosity of Pythagorean speculation, rather than as rele­
vant to this section, mention may be made of the classification of 
numbers as (a) excessive, (b) defective, and (c) perfect.l 

(a) An excessive number ('!5nq.rreA.~~) is one whose (aliquot) 
parts amount to more than the whole. Thus the parts of the 
number 12 are : 

the half = 6 
the third = 4 
the quarter = 3 
the sixth = 2 

the twelfth =I 

Total r6 
1 Nicomachus, Introd. I, xiv, p. 36. Theon, p. 45· 
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(b) A defective number (eA.A.tn~;-} is one whose parts amount to 
less than the whole. For instance, the parts of 8 are : 

the half = 4 
the quarter = 2 

the eighth = I 

Total 7 

(c) A perfect number (dA.t:w;-} has parts equal to the whole. 
Thus the parts of 6 are : 

the half = 3 
the third= 2 

the sixth= I 

Total 6 

This classification offers a sense in which one number as a whole 
can be said to be equal to, or greater, or less than, its parts; but 
there is no sign that Plato has this in mind in our passage. 

Equally irrelevant, probably, are Theon's remarks on the indi­
visibility of the arithmetical unit. Following the Pythagorean 
tradition, he observes that any number other than I, when divided, 
is diminished and divided into parts less than itself, as when we 
divide 6 into 3 and 3, or into 4 and 2, or into 5 and I. And if we 
take ' the One in sensible things ' (i.e. any one sensible body) and 
divide that, then as body it is diminished and divided into parts 
less than itself, but as number it is increased ; for instead of one 
it becomes many. So in this respect the unit in number is indi­
visible. For nothing is divided into parts greater than itself; but 
when one thing is divided, it can be divided into parts which are 
numerically more than the whole or equal to the whole. Thus if 
we divide one body into 6 parts, I, I, I, I, I, I, each of these parts 
is numerically equal to the whole ; if we divide it into 4 and 2, 

these parts are numerically greater than the whole ; for as number 
4 and 2 are more than I. Therefore the unit in number must be 
indivisible (Theon, p. I8). 

I5IE-I55C. A One Entity (as above qualified) exists in Time, and 
is and is becoming, and is not and is not becoming, older and 
younger than itself and the Others. 

In the earlier sections successive determinations were added to 
the original conception of' One Entity', until it became a physical 
body with position in space and the capacity for motion and rest. 
We have since studied certain relations that such a thing will have 
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to other similar things or to its own parts or elements. We now 
add a further determination of which such a body is capable: 
existence in time. This is a pre-condition of all those forms of 
change or becoming which will later be distinguished, viz. coming 
into existence and ceasing to exist, combination and separation, 
becoming like or unlike, and increase and decrease. But it is 
interesting to observe that this section on Time comes after the 
remaining form of change, motion in space, which has already been 
established at 145E. This is in accordance with the universal 
Greek view that local motion is prior to time, which is the measure 
of motion.1 Thus, in the Timaetts space and time are on different 
footings. Space is an ultimate given factor, not created by the 
Demiurge ; it is a pre-existing framework, without which there 
can be no visible extended universe. But Time is a feature of the 
order which the Demiurge introduces ; and Plato describes the 
circular motions of the heavenly bodies before he passes on (at 37c) 
to the bodies which have those motions and are the ' instruments 
of Time'. The parts of Time are days and nights, months and 
years, and these came into existence ' at the same time ' that the 
heaven itself was framed. Nothing that we call Time can exist 
without these units of measurement, and these again cannot exist 
without the periodic revolutions of the heavenly clock. 2 This 
view of Time as dependent on local movement accounts for the 
position of the present section between the section on locomotion 
and the discussion of the other forms of change. 

In the following analysis of time relations it is explained, more 
openly than elsewhere, that the various statements are made from 
different points of view, and that ' the One ' and ' the Others ' 
have various meanings. Thus in one context ' the One ' means 
one part of a whole, ' the Others', the other parts of that whole; 
but elsewhere ' the One ' means the whole, ' the Others ', all the 
parts of the whole. Or ' the One ' can mean any one thing, ' the 
Others' being other ones external to it. Also 'one ' (rd fv) some­
times means the unity which a whole or a part may possess. 
If these distinctions are observed, there are no fallacies or antino­
mies. The coming sections give a subtle and exhaustive review 
of the statements commonly made about existents in time. 

I5IE. Next is the question whether the One exists in time, 
and, as so existing, both is, and becomes, younger and 

1 Cf. Plato's Cosmology, pp. 102 ff., on the anoient view of Time as associated 
with circular movement. 

1 Ar., de caelo, 279a, 15, 'Time is the number of motion, and without a 
natural body there is no motion.' 
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ISIE. older than itself and the Others, and also neither is, nor 
becomes, younger or older than itself or the Others. 

Since the One is one, of course it has being ; and to ' be ' 
means precisely having existence in conjunction with time 
present, as 'was' or 'will be ' means having existence in 

152. conjunction with past or future time. So if the One is, 
it is in time. 

The above is really a definition of existence in time, together with 
the assertion that the ' One ' with the qualifications already given 
to it, i.e. any thing which is extended in space and can move, has 
existence in time. The word ' is ' or ' being ', which has hitherto 
been used in a wider sense applicable to any entity, is now confined 
to existence in, or at, or during, some time, which must be either 
past or present or future. This is a good example of a definition 
cast in the misleading form of an inference. 

The following paragraphs explain in what ways something that 
exists in time can be said (a) to be becoming older and younger than 
itself ; (b) to be older or younger than itself, (c) neither to be becom­
ing, nor to be, older or younger than itself, but to have the same 
age.l 

I52A. (a) Time, moreover, is advancing. Hence since the One 
moves forward temporally, it is always becoming older 
than itself. And we remember that what is becoming older 
becomes older than something that is becoming younger.2 
So, since the One is becoming older than itself, that self 
must be becoming younger. 

B. Therefore, in this sense, it is becoming both younger and 
older than itself. 

This is the current conception of Time as the' everflowing stream', 
itself advancing and carrying temporal things with it.3 One thing 
borne forward on this stream will leave its former selves further 
and further behind. As a man grows older, the baby he once was 
may be said to become relatively younger. This way of speaking 
may be unfamiliar, but it is not fallacious. 

In the next paragraph we have a different picture. All time is 
conceived as a stationary frame stretching indefinitely in both 

1 In this section Burnet's division of paragraphs is once more misleading. 
2 Cf. 14IA, B. 

3 Critias, frag. I 8, a,alJ.La) 'T€ xp&vos 1T£pl -r' ci£vcicp p£VJ.LaTL 1TA~p7]S c/JotT9- -rlKTWV 
aura> £aUT6v. Aesch. Eum. 852, olnnpp£wv xp6vo>. Simplic., Phys. 705, 8, 
SoKt:i S€ ~ aUT~ 7TW) lvvoLa £lvat xp6vou Kal. KtV~O(WS'. pum.v y&.p 'TLVa Kal. 0 xp6vos Kal 
xop<{av £vS£{KvU'TaL. Ar., Phys. 2I9b. 9· 
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directions. It is like a calendar in which every event has a date. 
A thing which exists in time is imagined as travelling over a 
certain span, as it were from the date of its birth to the date of its 
death. When we say 'it is older than it was', we mean that it 
is so at (xan1) the date which it has reached. Now, as it travels, 
it is always at some date which is, for the moment, its present ; 
and at every such moment we can say of it that it is (now) older 
than it was. The thing must always be at its own present date 
(' coincide with the present ') ; it can never be getting ahead of its 
own present date into the interval between that and some future 
date. So, from this point of view, we can never say 'it is now 
(at its own present date) becoming older ' ; we can only say ' it 
has been becoming older and now is older'; and we can say this 
of it at every moment from the beginning of its existence. 

I52B. (b) Also it is older when, in this process of becoming, 
it is at the present time which lies between ' was ' and 
'will be' ; for of course, as it travels from past to future, 
it will never overstep the present. So, when it coincides 

c. with the present, it stops becoming older; at that time it 
is not becoming, but already is, older. For if it were 
getting ahead, it could never be caught up by the present, 
since to get ahead would mean to be in touch with both 
the present and the future, leaving the present behind and 
reaching out to the future, and so passing between the 
two. Whereas, if it is true of anything which is becoming 
that it can never pass beyond the present, it constantly 

D. stops becoming when it is at the present, and it then is 
whatever it may be that it was becoming. This applies 
to the One: when, in becoming older, it coincides with the 
present, it stops becoming and is then older. Moreover, 
it is older than the thing it was becoming older than, namely 
itself. And older means older than a younger. Hence the 
One is also younger than itself at the time when, in becoming 
older, it coincides with the present. But the present is 

E. with the One always throughout all its existence ; for at 
whatever time it is existing, it is existing ' now '. 

Therefore, at all times the One both is, and is becoming, 
older and younger than itself. 

Finally (c) there is obviously a sense in which a thing must always 
be of the same age as itself. 

152E. (c) Also in thus being or becoming it cannot take a 
longer time than itself ; it must take the same time. But 
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I52E. if it is, or is becoming, for the same length of time, it is of 
the same age, and so neither older nor younger. 

Therefore, the One, which is and is becoming for the 
same length of time as itself, neither is nor becomes older 
or younger than itself. 

We now pass from considering one thing by itself in relation to 
time to considering its temporal relations to others. The various 
meanings of ' the One ' and ' the Others ' in the several paragraphs 
are either explained or easily inferred. We shall find that the One 
(a) is older and younger than the Others, and (b) is neither older 
nor younger, but of the same age; also that the One (c) is not 
becoming, and (d) is becoming, older and younger than the Others. 

I52E. 

I 53· 
Next, is the One similarly related to the Others? (a) 

Things other than the One, being different things and not 
a different thing, are more than one : a different thing would 
be one, but different things must be more than one and 
have plurality. Hence they have a number greater than 
that of the One. And of a number the lesser part comes, 
or has come, into being before the greater part ; and first 

B. of all the least, namely the One. Thus in all things that 
have number the One comes first ; and the Others, being 
others and not an other, are always things that have 
number. And what comes first comes earlier; while the 
Others, coming later, are younger. 

In this way the Others will be younger than the One; 
the One older than the Others. 

'The Others' here are not numbers (for numbers themselves are 
notin time, and do not come to be), but things which' have number'. 
Two is the smallest number (plurality of units) ; one is the unit. 
We are to imagine the Others as the sum of all the parts of a thing 
which comes into existence part by part, as a wall is built by adding 
one brick at a time. The One or unit is the brick which is laid first 
and so the first to become part of the wall. Next there will be two 
bricks, then three, and so on. In the history of the wall the One 
is 'older' than any or all of the Others. 

In the next paragraph ' the One ' is defined as the whole, and 
' the Others ' as its parts. The wall, as the one whole, comes into 
being when the last brick has been laid, and so is ' younger ' than 
all its parts. 

153B. Again, the One can have come to be only in a way con-
c. sistent with its own nature. Now we saw that the One 
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153c. has parts, and hence a beginning, an end, and a middle.1 

And the beginning of anything, whether it be the One itself 
or any one of the Others, always comes into being first ; 
and after the beginning, all the rest up to the end. More­
over, by ' all the rest' we shall mean parts of the whole or 
One ; and this itself comes to be, as a one or whole, at the 
same moment as the end. But the end is the last part to 

D. come into being ; and it is the nature of the One to come into 
being simultaneously with the last. Hence, if the One must 
come to be in a way consistent with its nature, we must 
say it is the nature of the One, as having come into being at 
the same time with the end, to come later than all the Others. 

Therefore, the One is younger than the Others, the Others 
older than the One. 

(b) Next, 'one' (n3 lv) is taken as meaning either the unity 
which must belong to every part as well as to the whole,2 or that 
which has this unity, is 'one thing', Every brick that we add 
is one brick, and at any stage in the building the part already con­
structed will be one part, just as every number is one number. 
Thus at every step from the first unit to the completed whole there 
will be ' one thing ' in existence. 

153D. But again, a beginning or any part whatsoever of the 
One or of anything else, if it is a part and not parts, must 
be one. So ' one ' must come to be along with the first 

E. part that comes to be, and again along with the second part, 
and cannot be lacking to every subsequent part that is 
added, until, on reaching the last part, a one whole is formed; 
it cannot be missing at the formation of any part, first, 
middle, or last. Therefore the One is of the same age as 
all the Others ; so that, if the One is not to contradict its 
own nature, it will have come to be neither before nor after 
the Others, but at the same time. 

154. Thus, according to this argument, the One will be neither 
older nor younger than the Others, nor they than it ; whereas 
by our former argument it was both older and younger, 
and so were the Others. 

So much for what it is and has become. 

1 The reference is to 142D and 145A. But 'the One' and 'the Others ' 
have, of course, been used in other senses. This statement and the statement 
just below that ' all the rest ' (all the Others) means the parts of the one 
whole, are really definitions for the purpose of the present argument. 

2 Cf. 158A, every part of a one whole must be one part, and in that way 
'partake of unity' ; and 142E. 



THE PARMENIDES 154A-155B 

We pass now to the senses in which the One is becoming, or is 
not becoming, older and younger than the Others. Here 'the 
One ' means simply any one thing which exists in time, ' the 
Others ' means any other such things. 

(c) The first point is that, if one child is born a month before 
another, the first child will always be a month older, as the two 
travel throughout their lives. He will not, from this point of view, 
be becoming older. 

154A. Next there is the question whether the One is becoming 
both older and younger than the Others, and they than it, 
and also not becoming younger or older : does the case 
stand with becoming as with being, or not ? 

B. (c) If one thing actually is older than another, it cannot 
be becoming older still, nor the younger younger still, by 
any more than their original difference in age ; for if equals 
be added to unequals, the difference that results, in time 
or any other magnitude, will always be the same as the 
original difference. Consequently what is older or younger 

c. can never be becoming older or younger than what is 
younger or older, 1 the difference in age being constant at 
all times. The One is or has become older, the other 
younger ; but neither is becoming so. 

Therefore, the One, if it is so, is not becoming, either 
older or younger than the Others which are so. 

(d) The next point is argued with unnecessary elaboration, 
because Plato chooses to apply it both to the One {first unit) which 
is older than the Others (units added later) and to the Others 
(parts) which are older than the One (whole). But there is really 
only one point, for which the same illustration will serve. If the 
first brick is laid a month before the last completes the wall, this 
difference in age remains constant, as we have just seen. But as 
time goes on afterwards, the month becomes a smaller and smaller 
fraction of the total ages of the first and last bricks, and they may 
be said to be becoming more and more nearly of the same age. 
If this approximation is rather oddly described in terms of' becom­
ing (relatively) older or younger ', there is nothing fallacious in 
the thought. 

154C. (d) From another point of view, both are becoming older 
and younger. We have seen that (oc) the One is older than 

1 It is clear from the context that TO y£ ov Toii oV'To> must mean To r• ov 
(1tp<af3vupov 1i WWT<pov) Toii OV'TO> (v<wTtpov 1i 1Tp<a{3VTtpov). So again with To (v ov 
'TWV a.Uwv OV'TWV below (c J). 
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IS4C. the Others, and ({J) they are older than it.l (oc) When the 
One is older than the Others, it has, of course, been in 

D. existence for a longer time than they. Now, if an equal 
time is added to a greater time and to a less, the greater 
will exceed the less by a smaller fraction. Hence, the 
difference in age between the One and the Others will not 
remain into the future what it originally was ; the addition 
of the same time to each will make the difference in age 
constantly less. And if a thing differs less in age from 

E. something than it formerly did, it must be becoming 
younger than it was relatively to those things in relation 
to which it was formerly older. And if it is becoming 
younger, those other things in their turn must be becoming 
older than they were in relation to it. Hence what has 
come to be < later and is > younger 2 is becoming older 
in relation to what has come to be earlier and is older : 
it never is older than the other, but it is always becoming 
so, since that other is progressing towards being younger, 

ISS· while it is progressing towards being older. And the older 
thing, in its turn, is becoming younger than the younger 
in the same way. As the two move in contrary directions, 
they are becoming each other's contrary-the younger 
becoming older than the older, the older becoming younger 
than the younger ; but they can never finally become so ; 
if they did, they would no longer be becoming, but would be 
so. As it is, each is becoming older and younger than the 
other : the One is becoming younger than the Others, 
because, as we saw, it is older and came into existence 

B. earlier ; the Others are becoming older than the One, 
because they came into existence later. By the same 
reasoning ({J) the Others stand in the same way to the 
One, since, as we saw, they are older and came into existence 
earlier. 

(Summary.) Thus, from the point of view (c) in which 
there is no question of one thing becoming either older or 
younger than another, since their distance in age remains 
always the same, the One will not be becoming older or 
younger than the Others, nor they than it. But from 
another point of view (d) in which the difference between 

1 This refers to 153A-B : the first brick laid is older than the other bricks 
subsequently added to the wall; and 153c-n: the wall, as the one whole, 
is younger than all its parts (the Others). 

1 The sense seems to require that we should read: ,.d pf:v v£tiJT£pov t!pa 
< Ov Kal VaT£pov > y£yov0S". 
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I55C. things which come into existence earlier and later must be 
a constantly diminishing fraction, the One and the Others 
must be becoming both older and younger than each other. 

So the conclusion of all these arguments is that the 
One both is, and is becoming, older and younger than itself 
and than the Others ; and also neither is, nor is becoming, 
either older or younger than itself or than the Others. 

The whole of this section on time is far from being a parade of 
sophisms. It is a remarkably lucid and sound analysis of time 
relations, implying conceptions which, had they been further 
developed, might have played an important part in mathematics. 
It is openly explained that the superficially conflicting statements 
are made from different points of view, and that the meaning of 
' the One ' and ' the Others ' varies. This is an encouragement to 
believe that the same holds of other more obscure sections, and 
that there also we are meant to discover the senses of ' the One ' and 
' the Others ' which will give the statements a valid meaning. 

ISSC-E. A One Entity (being in Time) has existence and becomes. 
It can be the object of cognition and the subject of discourse 

ISSC. Now, since the One is in time and has the property of 
D. becoming older and younger, it has a past, a future, and 

a present. Consequently the One was and is and will be ; 
and it was becoming, is becoming, and will become. 

Parmenides, having denied the possibility of any becoming or 
change, said of his One Being 'nor was it ever, nor will it be, since 
it is now all at once '. ' How could what is be going to be in the 
future? And how could it come to be? For if it came into 
being, it is not ; nor is it, if it is at some time going to be ' (frag. 
8, 5 and 19-20). Without motion or change, there is no passage 
of time. But the evolution in Hyp. II has deduced the possibility 
of motion, and existence in time has now been added to the previous 
attributes clothing the One Entity. Thus we have arrived at 
something which is capable of ' becoming ' in all its senses : coming 
into existence and changing, i.e. coming to be this or that which 
it was not before. This statement prepares the way for the next 
sections, which study a problem involved in the notion of becoming 
in time. 

Moreover, the collection of attributes now accumulated makes 
up all the conditions necessary for the existence of a sensible body, 
if we were right in understanding the ' unlimited ' as a general 
expression covering all the opposites of sensible quality. So the 
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argument has ' evolved ' from the bare notion of a ' One Being ' 
the possibility of a world of concrete sensible things ; and we can 
claim that it has provided every form of cognition-knowledge, 
opinion, sense-perception-with its appropriate object. In the 
earliest stages the objects of knowledge-Forms and numbers­
had their place ; and at the end we have the object of perception, 
the sensible body. 

I55D. Also, it can be said to have something, and there can be 
something of it, alike in past, present, and future. So there 
can be knowledge and opinion and perception of it ; in 
fact we are now exercising all these activities with respect 
to it. Further, it will have a name and can be spoken of; 

E. indeed it actually is being named and spoken of. And all 
the other characters which belong to any other things of 
which the above statements are true, belong equally to 
the One. 

It is easy to detect here a reference to Parmenides' assertions 
that only his unique and indivisible One Being could be ' thought 
of or truly named', and that opinion or belief (<'l6~a) and per­
ception (aia01Jat~) were objectless and illusory. Starting from 
Parmenides' own ultimate datum, a One Being, Plato has carried 
his deduction across the barrier at which Parmenides' goddess 
' put an end to her trustworthy reasoning about the truth '. There 
is nothing irrational in attributing some sort of existence to the 
objects of belief and perception, and taking them as the subjects 
of discourse. 

Since Proclus' commentary does not extend beyond the first 
Hypothesis, we are not well informed as to the expedients whereby 
the conclusions reached in Hyp. II were reconciled with the Nco­
platonic thesis that Nov~ and the world of its intelligible objects, 
the Forms, are here portrayed. Wundt has accepted this doctrine, 
with the exception that the identification of Nov~ with its objects 
is not Platonic. Otherwise, he thinks that in Hyp. II the world of 
intelligible Forms is unfolded out of the One of the first Hypothesis, 
and that the whole of Hyp. II is concerned with the relations of 
Forms to one another. Some who do not accept this thesis yet 
hold that the Others 'are just the other Forms '. 1 This assump­
tion entails the formidable task of explaining what can possibly 
be meant by the whole series of proofs. If the One and the Others 

1 Burnet, Gk. Ph. i, 262, endorsed by M. Dies: 'Les Autres sont ... les 
Formes autres que celle de l'Un, envisagees dans leurs relations avec l'Un' 
(Parmenide, p. 35). 
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are consistently identified with Forms throughout, Plato is appar­
ently committed to demonstrations that the Forms have shapes, 
are situated in space, are capable of motion, can touch one another, 
grow older and younger than one another in time, and are objects 
of sense-perception. M. Wahl and Signor Paci have essayed this 
task. I cannot here give a fair picture of their methods and 
results, still less attempt to criticise them. The reader must be 
left to consider the previous question, whether it is necessary, for 
the sake of bringing the second part of the dialogue into relation 
with the first, to assume that the One and the Others of Hyp. II 
are the Forms. If they are not, Plato's arguments can be taken at 
something much more like their face value. 

HYPOTHESIS IIA 

COROLLARY ON BECOMING IN TIME 

Up to this point the series of arguments, following a logical order, 
has corresponded closely with the series in Hyp. I, which ended 
here with the denial that bare Unity without being could be the 
object of any cognition or even be named and spoken of. After 
that there could be nothing more to be said about it. But now we 
have arrived at the notion of a sensible thing which exists and 
becomes and changes in time, and there is something more to be 
said. There are several ways of ' becoming ' ; and a peculiar 
problem is presented by any sort of becoming in time: the question 
when exactly becoming can take place. Accordingly an appendix 
or corollary is here added, which, if inserted earlier, would have 
marred the correspondence with Hyp. I. It is confined to two 
subjects: the distinction of the various sorts of becoming and 
ch~nge, and the time problem they all involve. It has no claim to 
the status, which many assign to it, of a ninth independent Hypothe­
sis. That would destroy the symmetry of the whole set of Hypo­
theses. Also we are not here starting again from the beginning to 
deduce once more all the consequences of supposing a One which 
is. We are starting from the result which has just been reached 
at the end of that deduction : a one thing which exists and be­
comes in time. This is clearly stated in the opening sentence. 

I55E-IS6B. A One Entity (being in Time) comes into existence and 
ceases to exist, is combined and separated, becomes like and 
~tnlike, and increases and diminishes 

This section distinguishes and defines the various sorts of ' becom­
ing ' to which a sensible body existing in time is subject. The 
first is coming into existence and ceasing to exist. 
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We are told immediately that the 'One' in question is 'a One 
such as we have described', invested with all the attributes enu­
merated in Hyp. II. It is in time or capable of existing in time 
(flcdxov xeovov), and it can be at one time what it is not at 
another, that is to say, it can 'become ' what it was not before. 
It is true that the statement, ' it is one and many and neither one 
nor many ' appears, at any rate, formally to include the One of 
Hyp. I, which was declared to be neither many nor even one 
{I3JC, I4IE).1 But this should not lead us to imagine that the 
present passage offers some sort of Hegelian synthesis reconciling 
an antinomy. A quite different turn is given to the expression 
' neither one nor many ' in the following context. A thing can be 
one at one time and many at another time ; so it must change 
from being one to being many, and this change must take place in 
some sense 'in time'. But we shall see that, strictly, at the 
moment of change it is neither one nor many (ISJA). And the 
same will be said of any pair of opposite properties which a thing 
has at one time and has not at another. At the moment when the 
thing exchanges one property for its opposite it can have neither. 

Another possible explanation is this. The species of change 
presently to be enumerated include combination, which is ' becom­
ing one and ceasing to be many ' and separation, which is ' becoming 
many and ceasing to be one '. These definitions recognise a sense 
in which ' being one ' and ' being many ' are incompatible states. 
A physical body can either be dispersed in separate parts or form 
one aggregate. In this sense it cannot be both one and many at 
the same time. The opening description of the sort of One we are 
now discussing as ' both one and many and neither one nor many ' 
(or ' one and many and not one and not many ') may be intended 
to provide for this case, in which the thing can be either ' one and 
not many ' or ' many and not one ' at different times. If so, the 
description is simply part of the definition of the type of entity 
under consideration, and not based on any previous conclusions. 

The property of existence is taken first. In Hyp. V we shall 
find existence clearly distinguished from the ' being ' which must 
belong to any ' One Entity ', whether it exists or not ; and it will 
be shown that many true statements can be made about a non­
existent entity. In the present paragraph existence (ovala) clearly 
has this restricted sense. We have assumed throughout that the 

1 There appears to be another case in which the results of an earlier 
Hypothesis are similarly recalled, at the corresponding point in Hyp. V 
(162c), where it has just been shown that the One in question (a non-existent 
entity) has being in a sense, and we pass to considering whether it is capable 
of any sort of change. 
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One Entity has ' being '. This it can never acquire or lose ; but it 
can come into existence at one time and cease to exist at another. 
The effect of the first paragraph is precisely to define this temporal 
sort of existence as distinct from the being which must belong also 
to things that are not in time. 

I55E. To take up the argument yet a third time: if there is a 
One such as we have described-a One which is both one 
and many and neither one nor many and is in time-it 
follows that since it is 1 one, it has existence at some time ; 
and again since it is not one, at some time it has not exist­
ence. And since it cannot both have and not have existence 
at the same time, it can only have existence at one time 

156. and not have existence at another. And there must also 
be a time when it comes to possess existence and a time when 
it ceases to possess it ; it can possess a thing at one time 
and not at another only if there are times when it acquires 
that thing and loses it. Now acquiring existence is called 
' coming into existence ' ; and losing existence is called 
' ceasing to exist '. 

It appears, then, that the One, when it acquires or loses 
B. existence, comes into existence and ceases to exist. 

This amounts to a definition of ' becoming ' and ' ceasing to be ' 
in the restricted sense of beginning and ceasing to exist (ylyveaOat, 
dn6A.A.va0at} with an insistence on the fact that these events must 
be somehow situated in time. Three other forms of ' becoming ' 
are next distinguished : first, ' becoming one ' (combination) and 
'becoming many' (separation). 

156B. Also, since it is one and many and a thing that comes 
to be and ceases to be, when it comes to be one, its being 
many ceases to be, and when it comes to be many, its being 
one ceases to be. And as coming to be one it must be 
combined, as coming to be many, separated. 

This defines combination (avyxelveaOat) and separation 
(c'JtaxelveaOat} as forms of change distinct from coming into exist­
ence and ceasing to exist. The pluralists who accepted Par­
menides' denial of any real 'becoming', substituted for coming into 
existence and perishing the coming together and separation of real 
things which could never begin or cease to exist.2 Plato has here 

1 The statement that ' the One is one ' is here taken to imply existence as 
well as asserting the possession of unity, as at ISIE and I6Ic. The phrase 
Ecrrw lv could be rendered ' it exists (as) a one '. 

2 See above, pp. 54-55. 
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restored the distinction and recognised sheer coming into existence 
and ceasing to exist as actually occurring in the case of things which 
exist in time. They cannot be explained away or reduced to the 
mere rearrangement in space of unalterable and indestructible 
elements. 

156B. Further, when it becomes like or unlike, it is subject to 
assimilation or dissimilation. 

Likeness and unlikeness here have a narrower sense than that 
defined earlier (139E, q8A), according to which two things were 
alike if the same statement (whatever it might be) could be truly 
made about both. Here likeness and unlikeness in quality must be 
meant. Change of quantity is separately recognised in the next 
sentence. 

156B. Also, when it becomes greater or less or equal, it must 
be increased or diminished or equalised. 

The classification of the kinds of becoming, change, and motion 
here (locomotion has already been dealt with at 145E and will be 
added in the next section) is more elaborate than the simple division 
of change into locomotion and alteration (~Poea and aA.A.o{wcn~. 
138c). If 'alteration ' is taken as a generic term covering three 
species here discriminated, we have the following list : 

Becoming and Perishing (gain and loss of existence). 
Locomotion. 
Alteration : 

(1) Combination and separation (becoming one, becoming 
many) 

(2) Assimilation and Dissimilation (in quality) 
(3) Increase and Decrease (in quantity). 

This should be compared with the list of physical (as distinct from 
psychical) motions at Laws, 8g3c ff. : 

A. Locomotion. Revolution in the same place and motion from 
place to place are described with obvious reference to the rotation 
of the universe as a whole and the orbital revolutions of the planets. 

B. Alteration. As in our passage, this generic term is not 
actually used ; but we find all the three species. They are de­
scribed at greater length than in our passage, in terms which have 
been satisfactorily explained 1 by reference to the account in the 

1 By Mr. J. B. Skemp of Conville and Caius College in an unpublished 
dissertation on Plato's Later Theory of Motion. 
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Timaeus of the transformation of the simple bodies (fire, air, water) 
into one another.l 

(r) Combination and Separation. A moving body which en­
counters another at rest is split asunder. Two moving bodies 
meeting one another from opposite quarters combine to form one 
body intermediate between them. 2 The Timaeus 56c ff. tells how 
fire-pyramids, air-octahedra, and water-icosahedra are broken down 
in their encounters, and how when water meets fire the fragments 
recombine in octahedra of the intermediate air. This gives a more 
concrete meaning tb the definition in the Parmenides of combination 
as 'becoming one' and of separation as' becoming many'. Many 
fire-pyramids can become one icosahedron of water and vice versa. 

(2) Increase and Decrease (in size) are consequent upon Com­
bination and Separation respectively, ' when the existing consti­
tution persists '. 3 This seems to refer to the increase or decrease 
in the bulk of particles which occurs when (say) water of one grade 
of size is transformed into water of another grade. In that case 
the ' constitution ' of water persists. An example occurs at 
Timaeus 58E, where the process of melting metal involves ' the 
reduction in bulk of the particles ' of water to icosahedra of a smaller 
grade, without any transformation into fire or air. 4 

(3) Assimilation and Dissimilation (in quality) follow upon Com­
bination and Separation ' when the existing constitution does not 
persist '. Fire, for example, is then transformed into air and 
ceases to exist as fire ; so this ' change into another constitution ' 
is described as destruction (an6A.A.vrat, 893E, flET:a{JaA.dv (Jf: el~ aA.A.17v 
Utv tJticpOaerat navreA.w~. 894A) ; but what our passage calls 
' assimilation ' (to the victorious body) appears to be meant. 
Laws, 897A, speaks of change of qualities (hot and cold, heavy and 
light, white and black, hard and soft, bitter and sweet) as super­
vening on separation and combination, increase and decrease. 
The transformations of the imperceptible particles are revealed 
to the senses in such alterations of quality. 

C. Generation (yeveat~} occurs ' when a starting-point (aex~) 
receives increase and reaches the second stage, and from that the 

1 See F. M. Cornford, Plato's Cosmology, pp. 224 ff. 
1 893 E, TTpoUTvyxcivoVTa 8' lKd.UToT£ £,ala-roc.~, roiS' lO'TWrn JJ.fv Oc.aaxl,erac., roi~ 

3' U-Uoc.s (~ lvaVTlas ci1TaVTWac. Kat cp£pop.€vms £lS' £v yc.yv6J.L£Va J.L€oa T£ Kat p.eragV -rWv 
Toc.oVrwv avyKplverat. 

3 Ibid., Kat p.~v Kat ovyKpc.v6p.£va l-'£v aUg&v£-rac., Or.aKptv0p.£va 8€ cf,8lV£r. TDT£ 0Tav 
..j Ka8<anl'aila £K<f.UTwv ;~,, Stap.£'1/ ( = aii~TJU<> and rf>IJla<>)" p.~ p.<VOUUTJ> S£ ainfj> 
s,• ap.rf>6npa a1ToAAIJTa< ( = op.olwa<> and avop.olwa<> ). 

4 Plato's Cosmology, p. 250. For the phrase .q KaiJwTTJKuia ;~,, (Laws, 
893E), cf. Tim. 59A, a metal, when solidified again after being melted, 'settles 
into its original state ' (<ls TaV7clv aitr<ii Ka8lUTaTa< ). 
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third, and so by three stages acquires perceptibility for percipients '.1 
Discussing the passage, Miss A. T. Nicol 2 writes: 'The aex1] is 
the indivisible line, the second stage the indivisible surface, the 
next the indivisible solid, and the last is the solid perceived by the 
senses. We see now why there is no mention of indivisible lines 
in the Timaeus. The Timaeus is a myth of the physical world, 
and therefore has no need to go further back than the surface, 
the stage where in descending from the aexn the third dimension 
becomes possible ; for without the third dimension there is no 
sensation.' The Laws, in fact, gives here a brief account of those 
' remoter principles ' (prior to triangular surfaces) which are 
'known to men favoured by Heaven ' (Timaeus, 53D). It de­
scribes the 'generation' of the simple perceptible physical body 
from its ultimate starting-point. Once generated, such bodies 
can move in space, combine and separate, and undergo increase, 
decrease, and alteration. What is here called ' generation ' is 
rather a logical than a physical process. Particles of visible fire 
do not actually develop from an indivisible line into a perceptible 
solid. Consequently there is no opposite physical process of 
'destruction' either. The words for 'destruction ' or ' ceasing to 
be ' are accordingly applied to transformation whereby e.g. fire 
ceases to be fire and becomes air. It is a total alteration in which 
the nature or constitution of fire completely disappears, but is 
replaced by another. The Laws concludes with the summary 
statement (r) that coming to be is this process of change and transi­
tion ; (2) that a thing is, as something that actually exists (thrrw~ 
lfv), so long as it persists; and (3) that it ceases to be altogether 
when it is transformed into another constitution.3 If this explan­
ation of the Laws passage is sound, we need not, perhaps, infer 
that the theory of the constitution and transformation of the 
simple bodies had already been worked out by Plato when he wrote 
the Parmenides. However this may be, our passage in the Par­
menides is the earliest enumeration of all the kinds of becoming 
and change recognised later by Aristotle. 

rs6c-ISJB. The transition in becoming and change is instantaneous 

' Becoming ' in all the senses above distinguished implies that a 
thing passes (p,s-ra{J&.Ust) from one condition to another. The final 

1 Ibid., y{yv£-rat 8~ 1r&vrwv ylv£ors ... 01T6-rav tipx~ >..af3oUaa aUgTJv £ls -r~v 
8£vrlpav £>-..On p.ercif3aotv Kat a1To -raVr'f]s £ls 'T~V TT'A'Y}alov, KaL P.£xpt -rptWv tAOoUoa aia8TJOLV 

oxjj TO iS' ala8avop.£VOIS. 
2 Indivisible Lines, C.Q. XXX (1936), 125. 
3 894A, J.L£Ta{3illov 1-'fv oJv oU-rw KaL p.eraKtvoVp.£vov ylyv£-rat. 1riiv• loTt 0£ DVTwS' 

o.,, &.,.6-rav ,..dvrr Jl.f.Ta{3a.AOv Of: £lS' a,u1JV ;g,v 8tlcf>8ap-rar. 1TUV'T£.\W;. 
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question is : when does this transition occur ? Plato takes the 
case of transition from being in motion to being at rest-a case 
no doubt suggested by Zeno's paradoxes about the impossibility 
of motion. In particular, the Pythagorean view that magnitude, 
motion, and time, all consist of a series of atomic units, and the 
objections offered by Zeno, had raised the question, what is meant 
by a ' moment ' ? Plato argues that the transition occupies no 
stretch of time at all, however short. There is no time during 
which a thing has ceased to be in motion and not yet begun to be 
at rest, but is changing from the one condition to the other. The 
same principle applies to all the forms of becoming. 

156c. But when, being in motion, it comes to a stand, or, 
being at rest, it changes to being in motion, it cannot itself 
occupy any time at all.l For this reason: suppose it is first at 
rest and later in motion, or first in motion and later at rest ; 
that cannot happen to it without its changing. But there 
is no time during which a thing can be at once neither in 
motion nor at rest. On the other hand it does not change 
without making a transition.2 When does it make the 
transition, then? Not while it is at rest or while it is 

D. in motion, or while it is occupying time. Consequently, 
the time at which it will be when it makes the transition 
must be that queer thing, the instant.3 The word' instant' 
appears to mean something such that from it a thing passes 
to one or other of the two conditions. There is no transition 
from a state of rest so long as the thing is still at rest, nor 
from motion so long as it is still in motion ; but this queer 
thing, the instant, is situated between the motion and the 

E. rest ; it occupies no time at all ; and the transition of the 
moving thing to the state of rest, or of the stationary thing 

1 p.TJ3' lv lvl xpov~ <lva.£ cannot mean that it is altogether outside time 
and dateless. It must p.<-rlx«v xpovov. But at the instant of transition it 
does not occupy or fill any stretch of time. 

1 elM' ou3; fL~V p.<Ta{Jd>J.<t avw TOV fL£-rafJd>J.<tV is an odd statement, 
intelligible only if we suppose that Plato shifts here from the common use 
of p.<-rafldM•w for ' change ' in general to the stricter sense of ' transition ' or 
passing from any one state to another. M<-raflo>.~ will be used again in this 
strict sense later {162B), where it is shown that a non-existent thing can pass 
from non-existence to existence, but cannot change in any more usual sense 
(move in space or suffer alteration). Or should we read avw -roii <1ron> 
fL<TafldM•w? 'It cannot change without changing at some time. At what 
time, then, does it change ? ' 

8 Punctuate: •Ap' oJv •.• on p.<-rafJdM« - To 1roiov ll~; (interrupting)­
Td ~f4VTJ~• 
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I56E. to being in motion, takes place to and from the instant. 1 

Accordingly, the One, since it both is at rest and is in 
motion, must pass from the one condition to the other­
only so can it do both things-and when it passes, it makes 
the transition instantaneously; it occupies no time 2 in 
making it and at that moment it cannot be either in motion 
or at rest. 

The same holds good of its other transitions: when it 
passes from being in existence to ceasing to exist or from 

157. being non-existent to coming }Me-existence, it is then 
between certain motions and states; it is then neither 
existent nor non-existent, and it is neither coming into 
existence nor ceasing to exist. By the same reasoning when 
it passes from one to many or from many to one, it is not 
either one or many, and it is not being separated or being 
combined. Similarly when it passes from like to unlike 
or from unlike to like, it is neither like nor unlike, and it 
is neither becoming like nor becoming unlike. And when 

B. it passes from small to great or equal or in the opposite 
direction, it is not small or great or equal, nor is it being 
increased or being diminished or being equalised. 

All these changes, then, may happen to the One, if it 
exists. 

Plato's treatment of the instant as a point ' up to which ' or 
' from which ' transition occurs reminds us of his remark that the 
point is ' a fiction of geometers ' ; ' he called a point the beginning 
of a line, while again he often spoke of indivisible lines.' 3 Aristotle, 
though he objects to defining a point as' the beginning of a line 'and 
asserts that even indivisible lines must have extremities, really took 
the same view as:Plato's here. 'A point, he says, is like the now in 
time: now is indivisible and is not a part of time, it is only the begin­
ning or end, or a division, of time, and similarly a point may be an 

1 This means that if a thing passes, say, from motion to rest, it is in motion 
up to (•ls) the moment of transition, and at rest from (£K) that moment. 
This is substituted for the description above (D 2) of the instant as the time 
at which (£v <Pl the transition occurs. That phrase would normally suggest 
a stretch of time within which a change occurs ; but the instant is not a 
stretch of time occupied by the transition. 

1 For lv x,,vcp meaning taking (a length of) time as opposed to instan­
taneous, cf. Ar., EN. I I]4b. ], 86t<t< ll' av Toiho Kal fK TOU 1-'~ £vUxw9at 
KIV£to9at 1-'~ lv x,,vcp, iillw9at Ill- TO yap lv Tcp viiv 0'.\ov Tl. Mich. Eph., ad loc., 
xp&vov -rd O:rOf'OV £l7T£ vUv. 8£8nKTat 8' lv -rfi r/JvotKfi ciKp0ao£t lv Tijj ;KTqJ {3t{3Alcp 
(Phys. 233b, 33 ff ) O-rr. lv rep af'€p£'i. Ka~ ci:r6J.Lcp vilv oUr£ KW£'ia8at Tl. oirr£ ~p£p.£'iv 
SUva-rat, ill, oUS£ ylv£a8ar. ~ ¢>8£lp£o8ar.. 

3 Ar., Met. 992a, 20. 
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extremity, beginning, or division of a line, but is not part of it or 
of magnitude.' 1 Some of Zeno's arguments against motion as con­
ceived by his opponents were based on their notion of the instant or 
moment as an indivisible part or atom of time and of a stretch of 
time as made up of a number of such atomic parts succeeding one 
another. Analogously the line was conceived as a row of points. 
This view suggests that a point or an atom of time could be isolated 
and exist apart from its neighbours. Plato rejects that idea as a 
fiction, and with it the notion that transitions such as he describes 
can occupy an indefinitely minute part of time. Aristotle's discus­
sion of time in relation to motion in Physics, IV, x-xiv, owes much 
to Plato's analysis. 

The view that this account of becoming constitutes a distinct 
Hypothesis is perpetuated by the Neoplatonising critics. It 
appears to be based partly on the Plotinian doctrine that this 
passage deals with a further emanation from the One, namely the 
World-Soul and all the other souls which are responsible for the 
sense-world, partly on the Hegelian notion that the One which is 
not or is beyond being (Hyp. I) and the One which is (Hyp. II) 
require to be, in some mysterious manner, synthesised in a One 
which both is and is not. Others, again, oppose the two Hypotheses 
as resulting respectively in a ' radical negation ' (nothing is true 
of the One) and a' radical confusion', in which' every attribution 
is contradicted by a contrary attribution no less legitimate '.2 

But, if our interpretation is even approximately correct, the con­
trary attributions are not contradictory and there is no radical 
confusion in Hyp. II. It should also be clear that Hypotheses I 
and II do not form an ' antinomy ' or result in two contrary theses 
calling for a Hegelian reconciliation. The two Hypotheses start 
from suppositions stated in the same form of words, but, so far 
from being the same supposition, it has appeared that they actually 
contradict one another and hence naturally lead to opposite con­
clusions. Professor Taylor has pointed out that there is no justi­
fication for discovering in the Parmenides either the manceuvres 
of Hegelian dialectic or the deduction of Kantian antinomies. 'We 
have not in the Parmenides anything in the least degree like the 
Hegelian dialectic. There is no conception anywhere in the dia­
logue of a special connection between metaphysical speculation 

1 Heath, Thirteen Books of Euclid, i, 156, citing de caelo, 300a, 14, Phys. 22oa, 
1-21, 231b, 6 ff. Cf. Stenzel, Zahl. u. Gestalt, 8o. Simplicius, Phys. 982, 2, 
TOiJTO rd lv cP 1TpWTc.p p.£:raf3£f3ATJK€ rd f'£Ta{3£{3'A7]K6s, oV xp6vos lurf.v dM' ciTop.Ov T 

TTfpas xp6vou, DTT£P t viJv , KaAoVp.£v, DTT£P II>..O.:rwv f lgatq,VT}S , £Kd>..£CJ£V. 
2 L. Robin, Platon (1935), p. 131. 
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and a particular method; no systematic presentation of a series 
of categories as evolved from one another by the stress of an internal 
necessity.' Nor again, if we apply the term ' antinomy ' to Par­
menides' reasonings, is this to be confused with Kant's procedure 
in the Transcendental Dialectic. ' The Kantian antithesis consists 
of a parallel proof and disproof of the same proposition : the 
Platonic of the derivation of contradictory results from what is 
to all appearance one and the same premiss. Hence the final 
goal of the one is to demonstrate the equal validity or invalidity, 
as the case may be, of both thesis and antithesis ; that of the other, 
as it is at least natural to suppose, is to establish one interpretation 
of the common premiss as against the other '. 1 

Least of all can the Hegelian scheme be compatible with any 
interpretation of the first two Hypotheses on Neoplatonic lines. 
If the first is an account of an unknown God beyond being and the 
second an account of Intelligence and the Ideas at a lower level 
of emanation, there can be no question of any synthesis or recon­
ciliation involving the conception of becoming in time. Finally, 
I have not been able to understand how Plato's businesslike account 
of the instant (rd e~a{cpv'Yj~) at which the various species of change 
occur can be connected with the ' sudden ' vision of the Beautiful 
(Wahl, p. IJI} and the doctrine of Anamnesis (Speiser, p. 47). 
The only link appears to be the use of the word e~a{cpv'YJ~ in its 
normal sense of ' suddenly ' at Symp. 2IOE, and Ep. vii, 34ID. 

If we now review the whole course of the dialectical exercise up 
to this point, the results are as follows. Hyp. I showed that from 
the notion of a bare unity which negates any kind of plurality, 
nothing can be deduced or evolved. Parmenides, who insisted 
on the absolute unity and indivisibility of his One, was logical 
in so far as he inferred the non-existence of anything else : there 
could be no ' Others ', no plurality of real things, no world of 
sensible appearances. But he was not justified in ascribing to his 
One itself any further attributes. It could not even exist or be 
the object of any kind of knowledge. He did, however, regard it 
as existent and knowable, and he called it not only ' One ' but 
'One Being'. Hyp. II started afresh from this notion of a One 
which has being, and showed that such a One, just because it is 
not absolutely one, unique and indivisible, can have some of the 
further attributes which Parmenides deduced, but equally well 
other attributes which he denied. It can have many parts or 
aspects or elements ; and there can be ' Others ', in a number of 
different senses. If we add (as Parmenides did) the attributes of 

1 Mind, N.S., No. 19, pp. 325-6. 
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spatial extension and shape, there is no reason why it should not 
have motion and all the kinds of change in time. In fact there is 
nothing to arrest our thought from proceeding all the way from the 
conception of a ' One Entity' to the existence in space and time 
of a multitude of physical bodies, capable of motion and of every 
kind of change, and perceptible by the senses. 

As against Zeno, Plato has triumphantly disproved his funda­
mental assumption that the same thing cannot have two contrary 
attributes. The One of Hyp. I can have no attributes at all. The 
One Being of Hyp. II can have a whole string of contrary attributes, 
provided we observe those distinctions which Zeno ignored in the 
meanings of ambiguous terms. 

By casting the whole into the form of a deduction, I understand 
Plato to indicate that there is no logical barrier such as Parmenides' 
goddess set up between the deductions of the first part of his poem 
and the mythical cosmogony of the second part. The existence of a 
manifold and changing world in time is not an irrational or self­
contradictory illusion of mortals. Reasoning will carry us all the 
way from Parmenides' own hypotheses of a One which has being 
to the notion of the sensible body with contrary qualities. The 
Pythagorean evolution, starting from the Monad and ending with 
the sensible body, is restored and justified. But this train of 
reasoning simply postulates the addition of one attribute after 
another, in a logical order. It must not be confused with an 
account of how a sensible world could actually come into existence, 
by 'emanation' from a supreme One. There is no hint of any 
moving cause. The production of a sensible world can be explained 
only in the imagery of a creation myth such as we find in the 
Timaeus. 

In studying the relations of 'the One' to 'the Others', we 
have already learnt a good deal about these 'Others' and been 
led to distinguish various senses of the term. But in accordance 
with the original plan, the next step will be to consider these Others 
on their own merits, and what are 'the consequences for them' of 
the same supposition as in Hyp. II of a One which has being and 
is capable of all the other attributes we have ascribed to it. 

HYPOTHESIS III 

The supposition here is the same as in Hyp. II. This means 
that all the consequences of that Hypothesis are taken as estab­
lished. It was there shown that, since plurality follows directly 
from the notion of a One that has being, there is nothing illogical 
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in supposing an indefinite number of things which, by the addition 
of successive qualifications, can become a multitude of bodies 
situated in space and capable of motion and rest. From that point 
(146B) onwards we heard of the relations which one such thing could 
have to ' the Others '. These Others could be regarded as simply 
the other members of a set of such things, differing numerically from 
any one member which we choose to call 'the One' (1460). This 
is the conception of the Others from which we start here. There 
is no need to deduce once more the possibility of their existence. 
The Others will correspond to the One at every stage in the ' evolu­
tion '. There will be a One and Others, whether we are speaking 
simply of a mere One Entity, or of the unit of number, or of numbers 
as wholes, or of Forms, or of geometrical magnitudes, or of sensible 
bodies existing in space and time. The recognition that there 
must be Others at all these levels escapes the difficulties that beset 
interpreters who assume either that the Others here (and in Hyp. II) 
are' the other Forms' only, or that they are not the Others of Hyp. 
II but ' the sensible world '. 

This Hypothesis is, accordingly, short. The first section estab­
lishes the relevant definition of the Others, as against different 
possible senses of ' things other than the One ', or ' other than one '. 
It points out that the Others, as here defined, form one whole set, 
each member of which also is one. The second section points out 
that these ' other ones ' are complex, each containing, besides the 
unity which it has, an unlimited element which has that unity 
but can be conceived in abstraction from it. Finally, it is briefly 
remarked that, when the two factors are combined in limited 
things, these ' other ones ' can possess all the contrary attributes 
which Hyp. II has ascribed to the One. The conclusion is that 
there is no ground for asserting, with Parmenides, that a One 
Being must be unique. There may be, and indeed are, any number 
of other one-beings (noA.A.a ovra). 

I5JB-I58B. If the One is defined as One Entity which is both one 
and many or a whole of parts (as in Hyp. II), the Others, as a 
plurality of other ones, form one whole, of which each part is one. 

The expression ' things other than one ' or ' other than the One ' 
(a.A.Aa rov lvo~) is highly ambiguous. As we have already seen, 
' one ' or ' the One ' has several meanings, and there are also several 
ways of being ' other ' (146B ff.). Plato is concerned here to 
define a sense of ' things other than the One ' which will allow of 
such things existing, having each its unity, and being the subjects 
of true statements ascribing to them the whole series of contrary 
attributes in their relations among themselves. It is pointed out 
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that ' things other than the One ' is to mean, in the first place, 
things that are not identical with ' the One '. This is true whether 
'the One' means 'unity' or any 'one thing' from which the 
Others are distinguished as other things. We are also to under­
stand ' other than one ' as meaning that the things so called are 
not ' absolutely one ' (nav-rsA.w~ lv) like the One of the first Hypo­
thesis. They are a plurality ; but none the less they possess unity 
('partake of the One ') in two ways : they form a group which is 
one whole of many parts, and each part is one part. Thus the 
Others are defined, as a limited plurality of ones, which are not 
some one thing but are other ones. 

157B. We have next to consider what will be true of the Others, 
if there is a One. Supposing, then, that there is a One, 
what must be said of the things other than the One ? 

Since they are other than the One, they are not the One ; 
c. if they were, they could not be other than it. Yet the 

Others are not wholly destitute of the One (unity),1 but 
partake of it in a way. For things other than the One are 
others as having parts; if they had no parts they would be 
absolutely one. And parts, we say, are parts of a whole ; 
while a whole must be a one consisting of many, and the 
parts will be parts of this one whole. 

This is the first point to be established. These Others, which 
are ' other than the One ' in the sense of not being some thing 
which we choose to designate as ' the One ', are a definite plurality. 
This is expressed by saying that they 'have parts' : they form a 
set of which the things composing it are parts. But that means 
that they form one complete whole. Thus the Others possess the 
unity which belongs to a whole. This conclusion will presently be 
stated clearly. But Plato thinks it necessary first to forestall the 
objection that the things forming the set called 'the Others' might 
be regarded as parts, not of a one whole, but of a ' many ' ; for the 
Others admittedly are a many. 

157c. For each part must be part, not of a many, but of a 
whole. For this reason : if a thing were to be part of a many, 

D. among which itself were included, then it would be a part 
of itself-which is absurd-and also a part of every one of 
the rest, since it is supposed to be a part of them all. For 
if there is one of them of which it is not a part, it will be a 

1 Throughout the following context ' The One ' {-ro lv) is used where ' unity ' 
is obviously meant. To ' partake of the One 'means 'to be one ' or ' to have 
unity'. 
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I5JD. part of the remainder exclusive of that one ; and, if we 
proceed in that way, it will prove not to be a part of each 
successive one that we take ; and so, not being a part of 
each one, it will not be a part of any one of the many. 1 

But if a thing is a part (or whatever else you please) of no 
one of a number of things, it cannot be a part of all those 
things, of no one of which it is a part. Therefore a part 
is part not of many or of all, but of a single entity 2 or 

E. ' one ' which we call a whole, a complete ' one ' composed of 
all. Hence if the Others have parts, they must also possess 
wholeness and unity. 

Therefore, the things other than the One must be one 
complete whole having parts. 

The set of things called ' the Others ' being now defined, as a 
whole which has unity, it is next asserted that each part or member 
of this whole also is to have unity, as one part among a number 
of other parts from which it is distinct. 

ISJE. Further, the same reasoning holds of each part : it is 
also true of each part that it must have unity. For if 

158. each of them is a part, 'each' means that it is one thing, 
distinct from the rest and having its independent being, 
if we are to call it' each '. 3 As having unity, it will plainly 
be other than unity; otherwise it would not have unity, 
but simply be unity itself ; whereas nothing but unity 
itself can be unity. But both the whole and the part must 
have unity : for the whole is one whole, of which the parts 
are parts ; while every part that is part of a whole is one 
part of that whole. 

This whole section amounts to (1) the definition of a certain sense 
in which we can speak of' things other than the One', and (2) the 
implied assertion that there is nothing irrational in supposing 
things so defined to exist. We have in fact supposed in Hyp. II 

1 Kal oii-rw~ £v6~ £Kcl.cn-ov othc £aTar. J.L&ptov, IC-rA can also be rendered ' conse­
quently it will not be a part of each of that many, and not being a part of 
each, will be a part of none of them ' (Taylor). But the above translation 
(which agrees with Dies) seems better logic. 

2 flotiis nvos 18£as, not 'Form ', but merely 'entity' or 'thing', as (e.g.) 
the syllable is described as ' not the letters, but a single .t&s arising out of 
them, having 1Uav J1olav of its own ', and as Jlo{a 1Ua aflolptCTTos at Theaet. 20JE, 

zosc. Some misconceptions of the meaning have been founded on the assump­
tion that lSla means ' Form' here. 

3 This sentence is hard to translate. The meaning ~eems to be that ' each ' 
(£KaCTTov} is equivalent to ' any one thing ' ; as a thing (ov) it has its own 
being, is an entity ; and as any one it is ' distinct from all the rest '. 
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that there is a plurality of Others, each of which is one thing, 
and shown that the One can have various relations to them. The 
One was regarded sometimes as a whole of which the other ones are 
parts ; sometimes as any one thing with other ones alongside it. 

The application of ' the One ' and ' the Others ' as so defined 
remains very wide and general. 'The One' may be simply 'one 
entity', 'the Others' other 'one-entities'. We shall then be 
asserting, as against Parmenides, that there is nothing against a 
plurality of one-entities. Or the One may be the universe, the 
Others all its parts; the universe is not an indivisible one. Or 
the One may be any Platonic Form, the Others other Forms, which 
may or may not be parts of it. Or the One may be any one thing 
existing in time, the Others other such things, whether parts of it 
or existing independently alongside it. At all these levels One 
and Others may, and in fact do, exist. There is no logical justi­
fication for the Eleatic denial of a plurality of ones, or for Socrates' 
original suggestion that the Form, Unity itself, must be in no sense 
a plurality (rzgB). 

IS8B-c. When the element of unity is abstracted from any one whole 
or one part, what remains is an element of unlimited multitude 

It has been asserted that the' other ones', as a limited plurality, 
must form one complete whole of parts, and each of them must 
be one part of that whole. In those ways they possess unity and 
are limited. Now one whole must consist of many (more than one) 
parts, and one part must be one of many parts. We are now 
invited to remove the element of unity and consider, in abstraction, 
what remains-the element which, if we can imagine it as separately 
existing, may be said to ' come to acquire unity ' when unity is 
added. This other element is declared to be mere multitude 
(nAijOo~). which, being without the element of unity, has no limit 
of number. The limit of number is precisely what we impose upon 
this other indefinite factor, when we add unity. The addition of 
unity will give us one whole with just so many parts, or one part 
among just so many other parts. In the absence of unity, we are 
left with an indefinite something, of which so much can be taken 
to form one whole or one part. 

This other element is what Plato calls the indefinite dyad, or the 
great-and-small, or the Different or Other (n) lr:seov, TO aAAo). 
We have already invoked it above (p. ISS) as providing a possible 
interpretation of the statements about the One as whole being 
greater than the One as all the parts, and so on. It is an element 
present in anything you can call 'one thing'. In the case of 
number it is the more-and-fewer, an indefinite maniness. Any 
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number, defined as a definite plurality of units (I is indivisible and 
not a number), is more than I and fewer than some other larger 
number. There is, as it were, a continuum of maniness, along 
which you can mark off any number of units or measures. But 
beyond any point at which you stop there will always be more. 
In magnitude the analogous element is the large-and-small, for 
any magnitude has the possibility of larger magnitudes on one side 
and smaller on the other, and is infinitely divisible internally. In 
sensible qualities, again, there are indefinite continua, like hotter­
and-colder, always admitting of the more-and-less. Aristotle tells 
us that, in Plato's later doctrine, this unlimited factor or Dyad was 
the 'material' element, not only in sensible but in intelligible 
things. 

When unity is added, we have 'one thing '-a definite number, 
a limited magnitude, a definite degree of heat-and-cold, and so on. 
When the other element is said to ' come to acquire unity ', this 
does not imply that the indefinite can ever actually exist without 
the element of limit. There is no number which is not one number, 
no quantity which is not ' so much ', and so on. Plato merely 
wishes to concentrate attention on the presence of this second 
element in any ' one thing'. It is that which is 'other than one' 
in the sense that it is distinguishable from the unity of a 'one 
thing ' and so can be conceived, though it can never actually exist, 
apart from that unity. In the next sentence this element is called 
'things that have unity (partake of the One) '. The plural is used 
because this element is conceived as multiplicity, or a manifold; 
hence it is described as a 'many' (no.Ua). When the element of 
unity is present, this 'many' will possess unity and be one thing 
or a definite plurality of parts each of which is one, such as we have 
been describing. But we are now to think of it as a multiplicity 
which has not yet acquired unity ; and it will then appear as 
• without limit of multitude' (nJ.~Oet anetea). 

IS8B. Now things that have a share in the One (possess unity) 
will be different from the One that they share in (the unity 
they possess). And things different from the One will 
naturally be many ; for if the things other than the 
One were neither one nor more than one, they would be 
nothing. 

The ambiguities of expression here give an appearance of fallacy. 
But it is only another case of a definition disguised as a deduction. 
Plato is leading up to his conception of ' multitude ' or multitu­
dinousness, which is not a plurality or 'many' in the usual sense, 
not a number of units; for every number and every unit has unity, 
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but we are now to think of multitude without any unity. It is 
added that this factor is infinitely divisible. 

I58B. Moreover, since both things that have the unity of a part 
and things that have the unity of a whole 1 are more than 
one, it follows that those things which come to acquire 
unity, must, just in themselves, be without limit of multi­
tude.2 We may see that in this way. Evidently, at the 
time when they come to acquire unity they are not one and 

c. do not possess unity. So they are multitudes 3 which do 
not contain unity. Now if we choose to take in thought 
from such multitudes the least portion we can conceive, 
that portion also, if it does not possess unity, must be not 
one but a multitude. And if we go on in that way con­
sidering, just by itself, the nature other than the form, 4 

any portion of it that comes into view will be without 
limit of multitude. 

I58C-D. The combination of the unlimited element with limit or 
unity yields the plurality of other ones 

From the conception of 'what is other than one' as indefinite 
multitude we now return to the ' other ones ' defined at the outset. 
There can be any number of' other ones', each of which is formed 
by the introduction of the limiting factor of unity into the unlimited. 

D. Further, when each single part becomes a part, they 
now have a limit in relation both to one another and to the 
whole ; and so has the whole in relation to the parts. Thus 

1 -r& T£ Toii lvOs p.oplou Ka~ T<i roU lvOS' OAou J.U:rlxovra. Just as -roU 8r.Kalou p.£-rlxHv 
is exactly equivalent to €Tva• 8lKatov, so roii £vo>-p.oplov (or £vo,-o>.ov) p.€rlxHv 
is equivalent to €Cvat £v p.opwv (or (v o.\ov). The phrase means the subjects 
(as we should say), whether wholes or parts, which have unity as predicate. 

a 7TA~IIH a1rHpa. Not ' infinite in number ' or ' infinitely numerous ', for 
there are no units or numbers of units. Cf. the use of armpov at 1370 in a 
purely negative sense of a thing which has no extent at all. The statement 
here will be repeated in Hyp. VII, 164o. 

3 7TA~Ii'l). The plural has to be used because grammar provides only nouns 
which must be either singular or plural in ' number ', and the plural is less 
inappropriate than the singular where we are eliminating unity altogether. 

'r~v £rlpav rf>vrnv roii €t8ov>, la nature etrangere a la forme (Dies), das von 
dem Eidos verschiedene Wesen (Friedlander). If the words are so rendered, 
' the form ' is the element of unity or limit, from which we are to abstract 
the other nature (the unlimited), which can acquire unity. It would also be 
possible to translate: ' the other element in the thing (or entity, (f8o>) ', 
i.e. the element other than its unity. In either case the unlimited element is 
meant. Ar., Met. rogza, 25, speaks of ro £v and £rlpa rf>vo<> (the Indefinite 
Dyad). as if echoing this passage. 
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I58D. the consequence for the things other than the One appears 
to be that from the combination of unity and themselves 
there comes to be in them something fresh, which gives them 
a limit with reference to one another ; whereas their own 
nature gives them, in themselves, unlimitedness.1 

Thus the things other than the One, both as wholes and 
part by part, are unlimited and also have limit. 

The last sentence sums up both the foregoing sections. As 
limited, the Others are other ones, making up a whole with a limited 
plurality of parts, each of which is one limited thing. But if we 
remove the limiting element (unity) which makes these things each 
one thing, there will remain an unlimited element, which can be 
most easily imagined as an infinitely divisible continuum. This 
is the second possible sense of ' what is other than One ', which 
will allow of ' what is other than One ' existing (though never 
actually, apart from unity) and being the subject of positive state­
ments. This unlimited factor, though it is not one thing or a definite 
number of things until unity is added, is yet not nothing at all. 
It is the subject which can possess unity as its attribute. It will 
be further described, in abstraction from unity, in Hyp. VII. 

It should, perhaps, be emphasised that no sort of ' contradiction ' 
is here established. There is no attempt to argue that the Others 
must be both limited and unlimited in number. As a set of one­
things they are limited in number and each one is limited by the 
factor of unity. Their unlimitedness is the second factor in their 
composition. 

I58E-I59B· The Others, so defined, have all the contrary characters 
proved to belong to the One Entity of Hyp. II 

This analysis of the Others into two factors, unity and the in­
definite, applies to the Others as considered in the first section­
the ' other ones ', forming one complete whole, of which each is 
one part. Consequently it applies equally to ' the One ', if by that 
we mean either the one whole of which the Others are parts, or one 
part from which the Others are merely distinguished as other 
parts. And, conversely, the' other ones' will have all the characters 
which have been found to belong to the One in the previous Hypo­
thesis. Accordingly, the possibility of adding all those characters 
to the Others is now briefly asserted, with the merest indication of 
the way in which arguments of the same pattern could be used. 

I Ar., Phys. 20Ja, 10, o{ 1-'~V ( Ilv8ay6p<to<) TO aTT<tpov €lva• TO apT&OV' TOVTO 
yd.p £va1To'Aap.{Jav6p.£vov KaL U1rO Toii 7T£p&TTOii 7T£patv6p£vov TTaplx£w rois- oJat T~V 
aTT«plav, seems to echo this sentence. 
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158E. Moreover they are also both like and unlike one another 
and themselves. 

In so far as they are all unlimited in respect of their own 
nature, they have the same character; and also in so far 
as they all have limit. But in so far as they have both 
characters, limited and unlimited, they have characters 

I59· which are contrary to one another ; and contraries are as 
unlike as possible. Thus in respect of either character 
singly they are like themselves and one another, but in 
respect of both characters taken together they are quite 
contrary and unlike both themselves and one another. 

Thus the Others will be both like and unlike themselves 
and one another. 

Also, since we have found this to be true of them, there 
will be no further difficulty in showing that the things other 
than the One are the same as, and different from, one 
another, and both in motion and at rest, and have all the 

B. contrary characters. 

The significance of these conclusions as a criticism of Parmenides' 
position is easy to see. Parmenides had insisted that his One Being, 
since it was 'one', must be unique and indivisible. As unique, 
it was not one thing with other' one-things' alongside of it: 'there 
is and shall be no other besides that which is' (frag. 8, 36). As 
indivisible, it was not one whole consisting of parts each of which 
would be one thing (frag. 8, 22-25). Plato's argument simply 
points out that, since 'one' is an ambiguous word, there is nothing 
illogical in positing a One Being which is not unique, but has other 
'one-beings' alongside it, and which is not indivisible, but a whole 
of many parts. This means that there can be any number of ' one­
beings ' possessing all the attributes which Parmenides legitimately 
ascribed to his One, as well as attributes which he illegitimately 
denied to it. 

Zeno's proofs that there cannot be a plurality of things that are 
(noA.A.a ov-ra), were based on the assumption that a thing that is 
cannot have two contrary characters at the same time. Hyp. II 
has shown that, when due account is taken of the different aspects 
and relations which one thing may have, it can and must have 
contrary characters. Hyp. III asserts that there is no logical 
ground for denying any number of one-things, each possessing 
contrary characters. 

As for the theory of Forms, the passage about the Unlimited 
throws new light on the manner in which individual things partake 
of unity. The unity they have is not the whole or a part of the Form, 
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Unity itself, but an element of Limit imposed upon an unlimited 
nature, which, conceived in abstraction, would be bare multitude 
without any sort of unity. Plato, in this revised form, restores the 
primitive Pythagorean conception of the Limit and the Unlimited 
as the two chief opposites which combine to constitute Forms, 
numbers, geometrical magnitudes, and sensible things. Further 
light must be sought from the Philebus. 

The foregoing interpretation of this Hypothesis regards the sup­
position that ' there is a One ' as identical with the supposition in 
Hyp. II, and the consequences for the Others as identical with the 
consequences there reached for the One. The upshot is that, 
at every level of being, whether we are speaking of Forms or numbers 
or sensible things, there will be a One and Others on the same plane 
and the same statements can be made about both. Such is the 
conclusion actually stated in the text. The interpretation, accord­
ingly, differs from those which are inspired by the Neoplatonic 
conception of emanation and represent each successive Hypothesis 
as descending to a lower level of being, from the One ' beyond being ' 
to absolute nonentity. 

HYPOTHESIS IV 

The previous Hypothesis defined the Others as 'other ones', 
in each of which the element of limit or unity is combined with 
the element of unlimited multitude. Of such other ones all the 
positive conclusions of Hyp. II held good. In abstraction from the 
limit, the unlimited itself was also called ' the Others ', and the 
present Hypothesis is concerned with this element. It supposes a 
One (unity) which remains entirely cut off from the unlimited factor, 
leaving it devoid of unity in any sense. There will then be no 
one definite thing, and so no single definite attribute that could 
be assigned to the indefinite Others. The fresh definition is given, 
as usual, in the opening paragraphs, which explain how the meaning 
of the fundamental supposition of a One is changed. 

I59B-D. If the One (unity) is defined as entirely separate from the 
Others and absolutely one (as in Hyp. I), the Others can have 
no unity as whole or parts and cannot be a definite plurality of 
other ones. 

The supposition is stated in the same terms as in the previous 
Hypothesis: ev cll!r:rnv, 'if there is a One'. But, as we know well 
by this time, 'a One' requires further definition. We are, accord­
ingly, informed that this' One' is such that (1) it is separate (xwei(;) 
from the Others, in the sense that there is nothing in which it and 
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the Others can coexist ; (2) it is not a whole of parts, and cannot be 
in the Others in any way ; with the consequence (3) that the 
Others cannot be one or possess unity in any way. 

159B. Suppose, then, we pass over those further consequences 
as obvious and consider once more whether, if there is a 
One, it will not also be true that things other than the One 
have none of these characters. Let us start again from 
the beginning and ask : If there is a One, what must be 
true of the things other than the One ? 

The One, then, must be separate from the Others and 
they from it. For there is no further thing distinct from 
both the One and the Others; when we have named the 

c. One and the Others, we have named all things. So there 
is no further thing beside them, in which the One and the 
Others alike might be. Hence they are never in the same 
thing, and therefore must be separate.1 

This is the first point in the new definition. In the last Hypothe­
sis we considered in abstraction from each other the two elements 
-unity and the indefinite-which must be combined before you 
can have' one thing'. We now treat this distinction as a complete 
separation of the two elements. 'The One' means unity, or what 
Socrates called' Unity itself.' If this is entirely separate from the 
other element, then 'there is no further thing in which the One 
and the Others alike might be ' : there is no ' one definite thing ' 
in which the two elements can be combined. The Others, in fact, 
are here not the ' other ones ', but mere multitude without unity. 

rsgc. Also we cannot admit that what is really and truly one 
has parts. Therefore the One cannot be in the Others as a 
whole, nor can parts of it be so, if it is separate from the 
Others and also has no parts. 

This is the second point in the definition. Unity is to be con­
strued in the absolute sense, which negates any internal distinction 
of parts or elements. It follows that Unity itself is not ' one thing ' 
or 'one being' (§v tfv) ; for we saw in Hyp. II (142B) that a one 
being or one entity has two parts, its unity and its being. It was 
the existence of those two parts and of the difference between them 
that enabled us, without further help, to derive the whole series of 
numbers, and to represent both unity and being as 'parcelled out ' 

1 Contrast the argument at 151A that, since 'there is nothing beside the 
One and the Others, and whatever is must be somewhere, the One must be 
in the Others and the Others in the One. 
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among any number of one-beings. These are the 'parts' whose 
existence is denied in the present passage. So the effect of this 
second point in the definition is to take us back to the supposition, 
formulated in Hyp. I, of a One which has no parts or distinguishable 
aspects but is purely and absolutely one. Hyp. I deduced the 
consequences for the One so conceived. The present Hypothesis 
deduces the consequences for the Others. 

The first consequence is that the Others cannot be defined as in the 
first section of the last Hypothesis. Since the separation of unity 
from the second element is to be complete, there can be no 'other 
ones '. If the One is to be one in every sense, the Others cannot be 
one in any sense: they cannot possess unity and there can be no 
' one thing ' among them. The situation is the same as in the proofs 
that, on the Eleatic assumptions, there can be not even numerical 
difference (I4JAB), or contact (I49A-D). 

159D. Consequently, the things other than the One, not possess-
ing unity either in part or as a whole, can have no unity in 
any way. The Others, then, are not one in any sense, and 
there is no ' one thing ' to be found among them. 

It follows further that the Others cannot, as in the first section 
of the last Hypothesis, be a finite plurality of ones (noAAa), forming 
one complete whole. Without any 'one thing' to serve as unit 
there cannot be such a thing as a number, and the Others cannot be 
a 'many' in the usual sense (a plurality of ones). But it is not 
denied here that they are ' multitude ' without unity, as in the 
second section of Hyp. III. 

1590. It follows that the Others are not many either. For if 
they were many, each of them would be one part of the 
whole ; whereas, in fact, not having unity in any sense, 
they are neither one nor many, neither a whole nor parts. 

I59D-r6oB. The Others, having no unity, cannot possess any of the 
contrary characters 

The consequences of the above definition can be rapidly drawn. 
They are the same as those deduced for the absolute One of Hyp. I, 
and follow from the same complete separation of unity from every­
thing else. There is no one definite thing and no number. This 
applies to the whole series of contrary characters. If none of these 
is one definite thing, the Others cannot possess two contrary 
characters or even one. 'No two or three (things) can be in 
them.' 
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rsgn. Nor yet, consequently, are the Others two or three, and 
no two things or three things can be in them,1 since they 

E. are altogether destitute of unity. 
It follows that the Others are not like the One, nor yet 

unlike it : there is no likeness and unlikeness in them. If 
they were like and unlike or had likeness and unlikeness in 
them, they would then have in them two characters contrary 
to one another. But, as we saw, it is impossible for things 
which do not even possess unity to possess any two things. 
Therefore the Others are neither like nor unlike nor both at 

160. once; for, if like or unlike, they would have one of two 
characters; if both, two contrary characters; and that we 
have seen to be impossible. 

Nor yet, accordingly, are they the same, or different, or 
in motion, or at rest, or coming to be, or ceasing to be, or 
greater, or less, or equal; nor have they any other characters 
of that kind. If the Others admit any such character, they 
will also admit of being one, two, three, odd and even ; 

B. and we have seen that they cannot have those characters, 
being altogether destitute of unity. 

The upshot is that, if the element of unity is entirely excluded 
from combination with the unlimited element, the unlimited or 
' Other ' is not one thing or a plurality of one-things, such as might 
possess attributes which would themselves be one-things. It 
will appear in Hyp. VIII that if unity is not merely 'separated 
apart' (as here), but blotted out altogether, the Others cannot 
exist at all. The unlimited actually exists only in combination 
with unity or limit. On the other hand, it is not explicitly denied 
existence here, but still conceived as bare ' multitude ' in abstraction 
from the limiting factor, as in the second section of the previous 
Hypothesis-a multitude that is not a plurality (no.V.ci) of numerable 
units. 

The application of this Hypothesis to Parmenides is as follows. 
His denial of the very existence of a many was the consequence of 
his isolating his One as a bare Unity which could have no relations 
to anything else, because there was nothing else. But if that was 
so, he had no right to attribute to it a number of definite characters 
other than unity, such as homogeneity, sameness, rest. If these 
characters are a plurality, each of them must be one, and there 
will be that plurality of things which the Eleatics denied. If they 
are not a plurality, then there are no other characters to be attrib-

1 In the sense in which a character is in the thing which possesses it. The 
phrase lluoiv Twoiv p.€-r<x•w is used synonymously below (E]). 
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uted to Parmenides' One, and every statement he made about it 
was illegitimate. Also, he did not see that, in speaking of his One 
Being as having unity and as full of extended and continuous 
' being ', he was really admitting an unlimited factor in combina­
tion with limiting unity and capable of being conceived in abstraction 
from unity, as an ' other '. 

We may also see a criticism of Socrates' over-insistence, in the 
Phaedo and the early part of our dialogue, on the separateness of 
the Forms. If we take his phrase' Unity just by itself' as meaning 
that the Form Unity is just 'one ' and nothing else and is isolated 
from all combination with other Forms, it will be in the same case 
as Parmenides' One. Also the other Forms could not be a plurality 
of ones ; for no other Form could possess unity. Again, if Forms 
are cut off from everything else, they will be cut off from that other 
factor which might, by acquiring their character, become an 
individual thing. There will be no ' Others ' in the sense of concrete 
sensible things. These can exist only when the unity of the Form 
acts as the limiting factor. 

r6oB. Ostensible conclusion of Hypotheses I-IV 

r6oB. Thus, if there is a One, the One is both all things and 
nothing whatsoever, alike with reference to itself and to 
the Others.l 

This summary of the results of the first four Hypotheses, based 
on the positive supposition that ' there is a One ', is, of course, 
merely an ostensible contradiction. It can be stated thus only 
because the different meanings of the supposition have been dis­
guised. What were really quite inconsistent definitions of 'the 
One ' or ' the Others ' have been cast in the form of deductions, 
professing to follow from the same formula. As soon as they are 
seen to be alternative definitions, the conclusions of all four Hypo­
theses are sound and consistent with one another. 

HYPOTHESIS V 

In fulfilment of the demand that we should study the conse­
quences of denying an hypothesis, as well as those of affirming it, 
Parmenides now turns to the negative supposition : ' If a One is 
not'. This yields another set of four arguments, balancing the 
four we have already considered. The fact that there are four 

1 A more complete statement of the conclusions is given by Heindorf's 
Conjectural addition: ... Kal 1TpOS Ta llia, (Kal Ta a.Ua> WOaVTWS • ' •• 
and to the Others, and the same is true of the Others '. 
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and not merely two indicates, of course, that the negative supposi­
tion, like the positive, has at least two distinct meanings, which 
will lead to different consequences both for the One and for the 
Others. We shall, in fact, find that, in the remaining four Hypo­
theses, the negative formula, §v el p,ij lan, is taken, not merely 
in two, but in four distinct senses. As before, these senses are 
defined in the opening paragraphs, or clearly indicated as the 
arguments proceed. One main purpose is to attack Parmenides' 
position from the opposite quarter, his doctrine of Not-being: 
'Never shall this be proved, that things that are not, are ' ; if a 
thing ' is not ' in any sense, it ' is not ' in every sense ; it is simply 
nothing at all and nothing can be said about it. On this dogma 
later sophistry had based a number of fallacious arguments which 
contemporaries, unaware of the surprising number of ambiguities 
lurking in the words 'is not', were unable to refute. It was main­
tained, for instance, that all negative statements deny the existence 
of their subjects and are therefore about nothing at all ; that all 
false statements, since they profess to state 'the thing that is not ', 
must be meaningless; and so on. Plato's object is to expose at 
least some of these ambiguities, by showing that the same negative 
formula, taken in various senses, will lead to different conclusions. 

The first two negative Hypotheses are really more concerned with 
the ambiguity of ' not-being ' than with the ambiguity of ' the 
One'. The object is to distinguish (r) something which is an 
entity but does not exist (Hyp. V) from (2) nonentity (Hyp. VI). 

The meaning of 'is not ' in the present Hypothesis can easily be 
inferred from the careful explanations of what it does not mean. 
It does not mean the denial of any sort of being whatsoever; we 
shall consider that in the next Hypothesis, which will lead to oppo­
site results. We are told (r6oE ff.) that the One we are now con­
cerned with 'has being in a certain sense', namely the sort of being 
that must belong to any subject about which true statements can 
be made. It is, in fact, an ' entity'. Nor is it true that only 
negative statements can be made about it ; there is nothing against 
its having many characters which can be positively asserted. 
Moreover, by calling it 'one' we mean that it is one entity as 
distinct from others. We can have it before our minds and know 
that we are speaking of this one and not of any other. So the 
subject of the supposition we are now making is one entity that is 
distinguishable from others. It is thus clear that, when we suppose 
that such a thing ' is not ', we are supposing that it does not exist. 
Plato has recognised earlier {ISSE) that there is such a thing as 
coming into existence and ceasing to exist, and that sheer ' coming 
to be ' in this sense is not to be confused with the various sorts of 
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change. If that is so, there must be things of which it can be truly 
said that they do not exist at one time and do exist at another. 
We are now to contemplate the notion of a one entity which does 
not exist, and consider what can be said about it. The description 
will apply to anything that has existed in the past, or will exist 
in the future, but does not exist now, and (perhaps we should add) 
to anything that might, but never does, exist. 

r6oB-D. If 'a One is not' means that there is a One Entity that 
does not exist, this Non-existent Entity can be known and dis­
tinguished from other things 

The first paragraph concentrates attention, as usual, on the 
meaning of ' the One ', and we are led to infer that ' is not ' must 
mean ' does not exist '. What needs to be explained is that, when 
you deny the existence of something, there must be a something 
whose existence you are denying. The subject of your statement 
is not a blank nothing ; you have something before your mind and 
moreover a something that you can distinguish from other things. 
This seems to be the point made in the statement that ' if a One 
(ev) does not exist ' is the direct contrary of ' if a not-one (!1-~ ev) 
does not exist'. We are taking 'a one' to mean a 'one entity' 
or ' one thing '. The opposite of this will be ' what is not one 
entity ', i.e. a nonentity or no-thing(/1-1]15' ev). So this statement 
tells us that the subject of our negative supposition is not a 
nonentity, but on the contrary an entity. A negative statement is 
not, as some had supposed, meaningless for lack of any subject 
that can be present to our thought and meant by our words. 

r6oB. Good. We have next to consider what follows, if the 
One is not. 

What, then, is the meaning of this supposition : 'if a 
One (one thing) does not exist ' ? 1 It differs from the 
supposition : ' if a not-one (no-thing) does not exist ' ; and 

c. not only differs from it, but is the direct contrary. 
Now suppose one says 'if largeness does not exist', or 

'if smallness does not exist', or any other statement of 
that type. Obviously in each case it is a different thing 

1 So we must translate ,; 2v 1.1.~ EUTw, which Plato here substitutes for the 
,; 1.1.~ £or& r6 £v of the opening sentence. ' If one thing (£v) or a thing (as 
opposed to nothing) does not exist ' is the real meaning. Dies misses this 
point and renders both phrases by si l'Un n'est pas. Taylor has 'if the one 
is not ' for the first phrase, ' if there is no one ' for the second, and later he 
uses the expression ' the non-existent one '. But it is not clear whether 
he regards the supposition here as different in meaning from the same formula 
in the remaining negative Hypotheses. 
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r6oc. that is spoken of as non-existent. And so in the present 
case, if a man says 'if a One (one thing) does not exist ', 
it is plain that the thing he is saying does not exist is some­
thing different from other things, and we know what he 
is speaking of. So in speaking of a 'One' (one thing) he 
is speaking, in the first place, of something knowable, and 
in the second of something different from other things, no 

D. matter whether he attributes existence to it or non-existence ; 
even if he says it is non-existent, we nevertheless know what 
is said not to exist, and that it is distinguishable from other 
things. 

The effect of the above definition is to rule out several other 
meanings which the words ' If a One does not exist ' might bear. 
They do not mean any of the following suppositions: (r) ' There 
is no such thing as a one entity.' If that were meant, nothing could 
be said about the One. (2) 'No one entity exists.' There may be 
any number of entities in existence ; their existence is in fact assumed 
in the sequel. We are merely taking the case of any one entity 
which does not exist. (3) ' There is no such thing as Unity'; (4) 
' There is nothing which has unity.' Both these senses are incon­
sistent with our supposition ; for the One we are supposing not to 
exist has unity. Plato is asserting that we can think of and talk 
about a thing which is a thing and is one thing distinguishable 
from other things, and yet does not exist. He is thus controvert­
ing Parmenides, who maintained that anything that 'is not' 
(rd 1-l~ ?fv) is entirely unknowable and cannot be thought or spoken 
of or even named; any statement professing to be about 'what is 
not ' must be meaningless. Plato points out that even if 'is not ' 
means' does not exist ',true statements can be made about a thing 
that does not exist ; they are not meaningless. He proceeds to 
enumerate a whole series of such statements. 

It is now clear in what sense and to what extent the present 
negative Hypothesis contradicts either of the positive Hypotheses 
I and II. Hyp. I proposed for consideration the notion of a bare 
' One' which was to be just one and to have no second character. 
It was proved that such a One could have no being in any sense; 
it cannot exist and cannot even be an entity, a One Being ; for 
its ' being ' in any sense would be a character distinct from its unity. 
We are not now supposing that this sort of One does not exist, but 
that a One which is an entity and has many other characters does 
not exist. The present Hypothesis accordingly is not the contra­
dictory of Hyp. I. Paradoxically enough, the non-existent One 
now to be considered has that ' being ' which the One of that positive 
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Hypothesis had not. Hyp. II, on the other hand, posited a One 
which has being, a One Entity, and deduced the conclusion that 
such a thing, with certain added qualifications, could exist in time 
and be the object of every sort of cognition. We are not now sup­
posing in Hyp. V that no such One Entity exists; that supposition 
will be made in Hyp. VIII. The supposition here is that one 
such One Entity does not exist, though any number of others may 
exist and are in fact assumed to exist. Hence we can deduce a 
number of positive conclusions, which we could not deduce from the 
supposition that no One Entity exists or that there is no such thing 
as a One Entity. On this interpretation every argument in this 
Hypothesis has a valid meaning; and I think it may be claimed 
that this is not the case on any other interpretation.1 

r6on-r6rA. A Non-existent Entity, being knowable and distinguish­
able from other things, can have many characters 

Before proceeding to make a number of positive statements about 
' a non-existent entity ', Plato insists that the definition already 
given implies the possibility of many such statements being made. 
There is no objection to a non-existent entity having many attri­
butes, and a different character from those of other entities. 

r6on. Starting afresh, then, from this supposition : ' if a One 
(one thing) does not exist', we are to consider what con­
sequences follow. 

First, it seems, this must be true of it, that there is 
knowledge of it ; otherwise the very meaning of the sup­
position that ' a One does not exist ' would be unknown. 

Also, it must be true that other things are different from 
it ; otherwise it could not be spoken of as different from 
them. So, besides being knowable, it must have difference 

E. in character ; for when you speak of the One as different 
from the Others, you are speaking of its difference in charac­
ter, not of theirs. 

1 Wundt (pp. 47 ff.) rejects the Neoplatonic view that this Hypothesis 
deals with the material world and holds that it is concerned with the participa­
tion of the Ideas in not-being ; but this is based on a misunderstanding of 
16oc, l-r<pov -rL Myo• -ro p.~ ov as equivalent to the identification in the Sophist 
of not-being with otherness (see below, p. 231). Paci's view (p. 159) is some­
what similar. Wahl (pp. 182 ff.) discovers here an 'ht!racliteisme des idees', 
whereby the movement of thought is projected into things. Speiser (p. 53) 
thinks that das nichtseiende Eins in Verbindung mit dem Sein stands for copies 
or pictures of objects or dream-images and for their immaterial analogues, 
such as the Sophist. The non-existence in question is der Schein; and this 
is irreale l:xistenz oder reale Unwirklichkeit (p. 56). 
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The word here used for 'difference' (heem6TrJ~) ought to mean 
difference in character or in kind, as distinct from mere numerical 
difference, which might be better expressed by ETE(!OTrJ~· It 
ap:rears, however, that Plato never uses the word heeoTrJ~. So 
it remains doubtful whether he is merely stating what the argument 
fully justifies-that the One must have the character of being 
numerically different from others, or means that there is no reason 
why it should not differ from them conceptually as well.l 

160E. And further this non-existent One has the characters of 
being ' that ' and ' something ', and of being related ' to 
this ' or ' to these ', and all other such characters. If it 
were not ' something ' and had not all those other characters, 
we could not have spoken of ' the One ' or of things different 
from the One, or of anything as belonging to it or as being 
of it; nor could we have spoken of it as 'something '.2 

Thus although the One cannot have existence, if it does not 
161. exist, there is nothing against its having many characters ; 

indeed it must, if it is this one, and not another, that does 
not exist. If what is not to exist is neither the One nor 
this and the statement is about something else, we ought 
not so much as to open our lips ; but granted that we are 
supposing the non-existence of this One and not of some­
thing else, it must have the character of being this and 
many other characters as well. 

I6IA-c. A Non-existent Entity has unlikeness to the Others and 
likeness to itself. 

Having established that there is nothing against making many 
true statements about a non-existent entity, Plato goes on to put 
forward a carefully chosen selection. Only two pairs of contraries 
are here mentioned : like and unlike, equal and unequal. 3 Here, 
as in the opening paragraph, ' the Others ' are simply other things, 
which (as will presently appear) are assumed to exist. 

I6IA. It follows that the One possesses unlikeness with respect 
to the Others. For the Others, being different, will actu-

1 At I6IA, 7 £-r<pa seems to be synonymous with a.Ua (numerical difference), 
and distinguished from lr<poia. At I 64A, ir<pou577Js is the contrary of op.ou577Js. 
These passages support the view that difference of character is meant here. 

1 We have just said that characters belong to it and that there is knowledge 
of it; and we called it 'something knowable' (yvwarav .,.,, 16oc, 7). 

3 Difference and Sameness are omitted because the difference of the One 
from the Others has already been asserted in the first section. 
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r6IA. ally 1 be of different character ; that is, of other character ; 
B. that is, unlike. And if they are unlike the One, unlikes 

must be unlike an unlike. Therefore the One also will 
possess unlikeness, with respect to which the Others are 
unlike it. 

According to the definition of likeness given earlier (139E, I48A), 
two things are like when any one and the same statement can be 
made about both ; unlike, when any statement true of the one 
is not true of the other. It follows that our one non-existent 
entity has unlikeness to other things (whether existent or not). 
The term h:t:eo'ior; (like h:t:eot6TrJr;, r6on) should mean different 
in character ; and it can have this sense, if we take ' being this one ' 
(and not that one) as a ' character'. The One is this one; the 
Others are not this one, but other ones; so something is true of 
the One which is not true of them. 

r6IB. Moreover, if it has unlikeness to the Others, it must have 
likeness to itself. For if the One has unlikeness to the 
One, what we are speaking of will not be such as the One 
in character ; and our supposition will not be about a 

c. One, but about something other than a One. But that is 
inadmissible. 

The One, therefore, must have likeness to itself. 

This argument seems to amount to saying that the non-existent 
entity not merely has unlikeness to other things in that statements 
are not true of it that are true of them, but has a positive character 
of its own. This may be asserted for the sake of the later proof 
that it cannot change its character, ' for if it became other than 
itself in character, we should no longer be speaking of the One 
but of something other ' (r62n). Thus it will appear that it not 
only has likeness to itself but must have it always. Plato is content 
to have shown that a non-existent entity can have a character of 
its own, different from the characters of other things. He does 
not add any proof that the One has likeness to the Others or unlike­
ness to itself, though nothing would be easier, if the object were a 
display of sophisms or antinomies. 

It should be noticed that the statements are very carefully worded. 
He does not say that the non-existent One is unlike the Others or 
is like itself ; but only that it has unlikeness to the Others and 

l £npo'ia Kat <i'T/ av. Kat from its position Should go with <i71, not with 
£,-<po'ia. It can be understood with reference to the point made below (161c), 
that the One cannot actually be unlike, unequal, etc., because it does not exist ; 
but the Others, which are assumed to exist, can actually be so. 
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has likeness to itself ; and both statements are inferred from the 
fact that the Others are different from it. The reason appears at 
the beginning of the next paragraph, where we are told that to say 
' the One is equal to the Others ' would imply that the One exists 
and actually is like them in respect of its equality. Such a state­
ment would, in fact, be normally understood as implying that its 
subject existed as well as possessed unlikeness or likeness ; and the 
intention is to rule out that implication, which is ex hypothesi false. 

I6IC-E. A Non-existent Entity (being a quantity) has inequality to 
the Others, and has greatness and smallness and equality 

The second pair of contraries, equal or unequal, apply only to 
quantities. So we are now concerned with what can be said of a 
non-existent quantity. 

161c. Further, the One is not equal to the Others. If it were 
equal, that would at once imply that it exists and also is 
like them in respect of this equality. But both implications 
are impossible, if a One does not exist. And since it is not 
equal to the Others, the Others must be not equal to it. 
And things that are not equal are unequal ; and unequal 
things are unequal to an unequal.l So the One has ine-

D. quality, with reference to which the Others are unequal to it. 

There is a superficial fallacy in the inference : ' Since it is not 
equal to the Others, the Others must be not equal (unequal) to it '. 
All we are entitled to assert is that the Others can be not equal to 
it ; and this does not follow from the fact that we cannot say it 
is equal to them. The fallacy, however, does not vitiate the 
conclusion. 

This argument is cast in the same indirect form as the previous 
ones, for the reason above explained : we must not imply that the 
One exists. But the other quantities may be existent, and, if they 
are, the same objection does not hold to saying that they are 
unequal to it. And then, since whatever is unequal must have 
this relation to an unequal, we may say that the non-existent 
quantity has inequality, though not that it is unequal. We can, 
in fact, know about any non-existent quantity that it must be 
(if we do not take ' be ' to imply existence) either greater or less 
than any other (different) quantity, whether existent or not ; for 
the only difference between one quantity and another, just as such, 
is that one is greater or less than the other. So we may say that 

1 T<jJ avlocp, a un inegal (Dies) ; not 'in virtue of inequality'. The point 
is that unequals require something to be unequal to. Cf. 161 u 2, civop.ol<p Ta 
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our non-existent quantity has inequality, with reference to which 
other quantities, if they exist, may be said to be unequal to it. 

It is next pointed out that to have inequality means having 
greatness and smallness ; the great-and-small is, in fact, the 
indefinite element which is combined with unity in any one quantity, 
whether it exists or not. And intermediate between great and 
small there must be equality. Hence the non-existent quantity 
will have equality as well as inequality, though we must not say 
that it is equal. ' Equality ' is the element of limit, which our one 
quantity must possess, or it would not be one.1 

r6rD. On the other hand, inequality implies greatness and 
smallness, and accordingly these must belong to such a One 
as we are describing. Now greatness and smallness are 
always kept apart from one another. So there is always 
something between them, and this can only be equality. 
Accordingly, anything that has greatness and smallness 
has also equality between the two. 

E. So a One which does not exist will, it appears, have 
equality, greatness, and smallness. 

This means that, just as we can know of any non-existent quan­
tity that, being a quantity, it must be greater or less than any 
different quantity, so we can know that, being one quantity, it 
must have some definite magnitude, and so be ' equal ', as standing 
between larger quantities and smaller ones. As we have learnt 
(from I49D ff.), it cannot be absolutely small or great. Further, 
though we cannot say it is equal to the Others, we can say that it 
has equality, with reference to which some other quantities may be 
equal to it. Equality to 'the Others ', however, is not expressly 
mentioned. 

r6IE-I62B. A Non-existent Entity has being in a certain sense 

We have just seen that a non-existent thing can have a character 
of its own distinguishing it from other things, and including certain 
relations (as we should call them) to other things. It is now 
pointed out that, since such statements are true of it, it must have 
that being which belongs to the subject of any true statement, 
even the statement that the subject does not exist. 

r6rE. Further, it must in some sense even possess being. For 
it must be in the state 2 we are ascribing to it ; otherwise 

1See above, p. 208. 

2 EX£<V oV7w> w> Myop.£v, i c. the state of non-existence. But the words 
would also cover 'having any character that we are assigning to it ', such as 
likeness, etc. 
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r6m. we should not be speaking the truth in saying that the 
One does not exist. If we are speaking the truth, evidently 
the things we are speaking of must be. So, since we do 
claim to be speaking the truth, we must also assert that 

r62. we are speaking of things that are. So it appears that 
the One is non-existent. If it is not non-existent, if it 
somehow slips away from being so to not being so, it will 
at once follow that it is existent. Accordingly, if it is not 
to exist, it must have the fact of being non-existent to 
secure its non-existence, just as the existent must have the 
fact of not being non-existent, in order that it may be 
possible 1 for it completely to exist. The only way to 
secure that the existent shall exist, and that the non­
existent shall not exist, is this : the existent must have the 
' being ' implied in ' being existent ' and the ' not-being ' 
implied in ' not-being non-existent ', if it is to have com-

B. plete existence ; and the non-existent, if it is to have com­
plete non-existence, must have the ' not-being ' implied 
in ' not being existent ' and the ' being ' implied in ' being 
non-existent'. Thus, since the existent has not-being and 
the non-existent has being, the One also, since it does not 
exist, must have being in order to be non-existent. 

Thus it appears that the One has being, if it is non­
existent, and also, since it is not existent, has not-being. 

This passage justifies the use we have made throughout of the 
term 'entity' ; indeed it amounts to a definition of 'entity'. 
Plato might be directly answering the argument of Gorgias 2 : 

That which is not, is not. For if that which is not is, it will 
both be and not be ; since in so far as it is conceived as not 
being, it will not be, but in so far as it is a thing which is not, it 
will be. But it is altogether absurd that something should be 
and not be at the same time. Therefore that which is not, is 
not.' 

Gorgias may well have copied this from some Eleatic writing, for it 
is sound Eleatic doctrine. 

Plato's demonstration here is very remarkable. In conjunction 
with the preceding sections it clearly distinguishes ' is ' meaning 
'exists ' from the 'is ' represented by Plato's f1eTexu. and asserts 
that any subject of a true statement containing this latter 'is' 

l £fvaL Can be retained, if fJ meanS ' it may be possible ' : 'pour qU'll puiSSC 
pleinement etre ', Dies. 

• Sext., adv. math. vii, 67 = Gorgias, frag. 3 (Diets). 
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must have a sort of 'being', distinct from existence. Otherwise 
any statement of the form' x does not exist 'would be meaningless, 
being about nothing at all. 

r62B-I6JB. A Non-existent Entity can pass from the state of non­
existence to the state of existence, but cannot change or move in 
any other way 

This section corresponds in position to the Corollary of Hyp. II 
and is concerned with the same topic: motion, change, becoming. 
Hyp. II ended with the proof that the One Entity has existence 
and becoming in time, and can be known and made the subject 
of discourse. The Corollary then opened with a statement in 
which the conclusions of Hyp. II (that the One is both one and 
many) appeared, at least, to be combined with those of Hyp. I 
(that the One is neither one nor many) in a somewhat misleading 
manner, though the following deductions were not vitiated by this 
procedure. 

The present section seems to be an appendix on the same theme, 
and the first paragraph similarly contains a statement of previous 
results which is not justified by the immediately preceding section. 
It is stated that ' we have seen that the One is, and also is not, and 
accordingly is, and is not, in a certain condition ' ; and it is inferred 
that the One must pass from being in that condition (at one time) 
to not being in it (at another). Now, if this statement refers 
(as it superficially seems to refer) to the last section, it is obviously 
fallacious. The whole point of that section was to show that the 
' being ' ascribed to the One was compatible with its not-being 
(=non-existence), and that both are asserted together when we 
say that it is non-existent. So we have not seen that the One is 
in two incompatible states, 'being' and 'not-being', and must 
pass from one to the other because it cannot be in both at once. 

The fallacy is glaring ; and it is hard to believe that Plato could 
thus obliterate the fine and important distinction he has just drawn 
between 'being' and existence. The only way to avoid it is to 
suppose that here, as at the beginning of the Corollary, Plato 
is making a fresh start and recalling the results of a previous Hypo­
thesis, viz. that the One is, in the sense of' exists'. Hyp. II gave 
us such a One Entity which exists, and the Corollary deduced 
conclusions about its capacity for change. It was shown that it 
could exist at one time and not at another, and so could pass from 
the one condition to the other at some instant. Now an entity 
which has not existence but can gain it is precisely a non-existent 
entity, such as we have now defined. And here we make about it 
the same statement : that it can pass from one state to the contrary 
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state. The same word (!1-er:a{Ja).A.etv} is used in the same strict and 
unusual sense.1 The states in question can only be non-existence 
and existence ; for an entity cannot gain or lose the ' being ' 
described in the last section and there contrasted with existence. 
In order to make sense we must translate the ambiguous statement 
TO lv ov Te xal ovx ov erp&.vr], ' we have seen that the One is 
existent and also non-existent '. This rendering is supported by 
the phrase just below (I62D, 6}, TO [v ••. OVTe TO OV ovre TO 11-~ ov 
which must mean ' the One, neither when existent nor when non­
existent '. The paragraph will then run as follows : 

r6zB. Now a thing which is in a certain condition can not-
be in that condition only by passing out of it. So anything 

c. that both is, and is not, in such and such a condition implies 
transition; and transition is motion. Now we have seen 
that the One is existent and also is non-existent, and 
accordingly is, and is not, in a certain condition. There­
fore the non-existent One has been shown to be a thing that 
moves, since it admits transition from being to not-being. 2 

However we account for the language, the conclusion meant is 
certain : that our non-existent entity can 'move' just in the way 
here defined: it can pass into existence ; just as the One Entity 
of the Corollary could begin and cease to exist by a transition not 
involving any other change. It is next pointed out that this 
' transition ' (11-er:a{JoA.~, 11-er:a{J&.Uetv} is the only form of ' motion ' 
that a non-existent entity is capable of. It cannot change in any 
other way, as the existing entity of the Corollary could: it cannot 
have local motion or undergo any' alteration 'or internal change of 
character (aA.A.otwcnt; in the usual sense). 

r6zc. On the other hand, if the One is not anywhere in the 
world of existence-and it is not, if it does not exist-it 
cannot shift from one place to another. Therefore it cannot 

D. move by shifting its position. Nor yet can it revolve in the 
same (place), since it has no point of contact with what is 
the same ; for what is the same is existent ; and the non­
existent cannot be in anything that exists. Therefore the 
One, if non-existent, cannot revolve in that in which it is not. 

Nor can the One, either when existent or when non­
existent, alter from itself in character ; if it did, we should 

1 See I 56c ff., p. 200. 

2 £K Toii Elva• £1rl To p.~ Elva<, either (I) 'from existence to non-existence' 
(and vice versa), or (2) ' from being (in the state of non-existence) to not 
being (in that state) ' (and vice versa). 
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I62D. no longer be speaking of the One, but of something other 
than it. 

If, then, it does not alter in character and neither revolves 
in the same place nor shifts from one place to another, 

E. there is no other motion it can have. And the motionless 
must be at rest ; and, if at rest, stationary. 

It appears, then, that the non-existent One is both at 
rest and in motion. 

These conclusions are sound. Only that which exists in place 
and time can have local movement. And, if we speak of a non­
existing thing coming into existence, we mean that the same thing 
does not exist at one time and does exist at another. If any internal 
alteration of character occurred, we could no longer say that just 
that thing had come into existence. Also any change of character 
must take place in time, and the non-existent is not in time. Thus, 
in respect of locomotion and of internal alteration a non-existent 
thing is ' at rest ', in the sense that there is no possibility of local 
motion and that it must retain its character. 

But, although the non-existent cannot suffer any internal altera­
tion and in that sense 'become unlike itself' (aA.A.owvaOat lav-rov 
r62D, 6), it can, as we have seen, 'move ' or pass from one con­
dition (non-existence) to another (existence). In this transition, 
it does become 'unlike' its former self, according to the earlier 
definition of ' unlike ' : a statement (that it exists) becomes true 
of it, which was not true of it before. Just to that extent, therefore, 
it may be said to ' become unlike ' (aA.A.owvaOat). 

r62E. Further, if it does move, it must become unlike, since in 
whatever respect a thing moves, to that extent it is no 

163. longer in the same condition as before, but in a different 
condition. So, as moving, the One does become unlike. 
Also in so far as it is not moving in any respect, it will not 
be becoming unlike in any way. Consequently, the non­
existent One, in so far as it moves, becomes unlike ; and 
in those respects in which it has no motion, it does not 
become unlike. 

Therefore, the non-existent One both becomes, and does 
not become, unlike. 

And a thing that becomes unlike must come to be different 
from what it was, and must cease to be in its former condi-

B. tion ; while what does not become unlike does not come to 
be or cease to be. And so the non-existent One, as becom­
ing unlike, comes to be and ceases to be ; and as not becom­
ing unlike, it does neither. 
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163B. Thus the non-existent One both comes to be and ceases 
to be, and also does not come to be or cease to be. 

As we have seen, the contradictions here are merely apparent. 
The upshot is that the only way in which a non-existent thing can 
' move ' is by passing into existence. This can be equally well 
described as 'coming to be ' what it was not before (namely, exist­
ent), or as passing from the state of non-existence to the state of 
existence. All these statements about motion, becoming, and 
change, are intelligible and valid as applied to a non-existent thing. 
They are extraordinarily lucid and subtle. 

The whole section involves a re-assertion that there is such a 
thing as sheer coming into existence, not to be confused with any 
other sort of change. Parmenides' denial of this sheer becoming 
had altered the course of physical speculation. All the later schools 
had accepted the denial, and substituted for coming into existence 
the rearrangement in space of ultimately real things which could 
never begin or cease to exist. Plato will not admit the principle. 
He asserts sheer becoming, and thereby bequeaths a problem which 
Aristotle was driven to solve by the doctrine of potential existence. 

The Hypothesis as a whole is a brilliant refutation of the Eleatic 
dogma that nothing can be said about ' what is not '. Even if 
' what is not ' means ' what does not exist ', Plato successfully 
asserts that many true statements can be made about the non­
existent. When he observes that in speaking of a non-existent 
thing we know what we are speaking of, he uses against Parmenides 
his own principle, that whatever can be thought must be. He 
also refutes the dogma that coming into existence is impossible 
because there can be nothing that could come into existence.1 It 
is hard to believe that anyone who has followed these arguments 
and appreciated their subtlety can continue to regard the dialectical 
exercise as a tissue of sophisms. The notion that this Hypothesis 
is full of fallacies is due to the preconception that ' the One ' here 
considered must be the same as 'the One' of Hyp. II, and that 
this is the world of Ideas. The upshot is supposed to be that 
Ideas 'partake of not-being' in the sense ' otherness' as defined 
in the Sophist. 2 On this assumption nearly all the arguments 
become, not merely fallacious, but unintelligible or meaningless. 
The inference should be that the assumption itself is false. 

1 Dies, p. 37. La presente hypothese ... est la reponse du Parmenide de 
Platon a la solennelle interdiction prononcee par le Parmenide historique : ' non, 
tu ne contraindras point les non-~tres a etre '. 

2 This view is partly due to a misunderstanding of £.r£pov T' Myo' TOp.~ ov 
and ET£pov My£' TWV a.\.\wv T.lp.~ ov at I6oc. 
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The confusion of the non-existent entity of this Hypothesis 
with that ' what-is-not ' (rd f-l~ ov) which is identified with ' the 
Different' in the Sophist (257B ff.) was already made by Grote. 
This is clearly a mistake, for in that context of the Sophist ' that 
which is not ' is expressly said to mean ' not something contrary to 
what exists but only something different '. The different is simply 
'the not so-and-so '-anything that exists but is defined negatively 
as different from something else. The whole point there is that 
the negatively defined existent has just as much claim to existence 
as the positively defined. If we try to interpret the present Hypo­
thesis in that sense, the whole of the last section on becoming will be 
unintelligible. Other critics who (like myself) have written about 
the Sophist without first making a close study of these negative 
Hypotheses have overlooked the fact that most of the chief dis­
tinctions between the meanings of ' is ' and of ' is not ' are already 
drawn here. With astonishing lucidity, Plato has distinguished 
existence from the being which belongs to any entity that can be 
thought or spoken of. And in the following Hypotheses he makes 
his points still clearer by contrasting with theN on-existent Entity 
of Hyp. V other meanings of a 'One which is not'. 

HYPOTHESIS VI 

In this Hypothesis Plato reinforces the conclusions reached in 
the last. We were there concerned with a 'one thing' that does 
not exist but has that ' being ' which belongs to the subject of any 
true statement. We now deprive the 'One ' even of that barest 
kind of being, and define ' a thing which is not ' as meaning no longer 
a non-existent entity, but a nonentity. Parmenides had confused 
these two ideas, assuming that anything that does not exist must 
be a mere blank of nothingness. Plato corrects him by taking the 
two ideas separately and showing that they lead to different 
conclusions. 

163B-C. If' the One is not' means that the One has no sort of being, 
the One will be a nonentity 

The first paragraph lays down very clearly that the subject for 
consideration is that which simply ' is not ' in any sense what­
soever-nonentity. 

163B. Once more, then, let us go back to our starting-point to 
see whether we shall reach results different from these. 

c. Our question is: If a One is not, what will follow concerning 
it ? 

The words ' is not ' mean simply the absence of being 
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163c. from anything that we say is not. We do not mean that 
the thing in a sense is not, though in another sense it is.l 
The words mean without any qualification that the thing 
which is not in no sense or manner is, and does not possess 
being in any way. So what is not cannot exist or have 
being in any sense or manner. 

163D-E. A Nonentity cannot begin or cease to exist or change in any 
way 

At the end of the last Hypothesis it was shown that a non-existent 
entity, though it cannot move in space or change in character, 
can pass from non-existence to existence, just because there is 
something to exist at one time and not at another. But now there 
is nothing ; and for nonentity no change of any sort is possible. 
We cannot even say of it that it does not change (is at rest), because 
there is nothing to serve as subject even for this negative statement. 

163n. And ' coming to be ' and ' ceasing to be ' mean, as we 
said,2 nothing else than acquiring being and losing it. 
But a thing which has nothing at all to do with being cannot 
acquire or lose it. So the One, since it ' is ' in no sense 
whatever, must not possess being or lose or acquire it in 
any way. Therefore the One which is not, not possessing 
being in any sense, neither ceases to be nor comes to be. 

' Coming to be ' here includes both coming into existence (as at 
IS6A) and becoming something that the subject was not before 
(as just above, at 163A). From the latter sense it is inferred in the 
next paragraph that a nonentity cannot ' change in character ' or 
' move '. Both terms again are meant in the wide sense they bore 
in the last Hypothesis : a thing ' changes in character ' when it 
becomes' unlike', i.e. when any statement becomes true of it that 
was not true before. And if that is impossible, it cannot ' move ', 
i.e. suffer any sort of transition or change. Nor can it 'rest' ; for 
it has no character and it can never be in any place or condition; 
whereas the non-existent entity of Hyp. V could be said to be 'at 
rest ', since it had a character that remained constant. 

163E. Consequently, neither does it change in character in any 
way ; for if it suffered such change it would be coming to 
be or ceasing to be. 

And if it does not change in character, it cannot be in 

1 This is exactly what we did mean in the last Hypothesis, I6IE, 

1lEL aVrO f'ETtXELV '1T'!/• 
2 At 156A (in the Corollary to Hyp. II). 
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r6JE. motion. On the other hand, we cannot speak of what is 
nowhere at all as being at rest either; for what is at rest 
must always be in something (some place or condition) 
that is the same. Thus that which is not must not be said 
ever to be in motion or at rest. 

r63E-r64A. A Nonentity cannot have any character 

Once more the conclusions here are in contrast with those of the 
previous Hypothesis, where we saw that a non-existent entity can 
be said to have likeness and unlikeness, inequality and equality, 
though we were not allowed to say that it is like, etc. We now find 
that nonentity cannot even have any character, because there IS 

simply no entity to have it. 

r63E. Further, nothing that is can belong to it ; to have a 
164. character that is 1 would imply that it had being. There­

fore it has not greatness or smallness or equality. Nor 
can it have likeness to, or difference of character from, 
either itself or the Others. 

And if nothing can stand in relation to it, the Others cannot 
be anything to it : they cannot be either like it or unlike, 
the same or different. 

The opening statement (literally, 'nothing that is can be to it') 
covers both the statements, (r) that no character can belong to 
nonentity, and (2) that nothing else can have any character in 
relation to it-be like to it, equal to it, and so on. Contrast the non­
existent entity of the last Hypothesis, of which we could say that 
the Others are unlike or unequal to it, though we might not say that 
it is unlike or unequal to them. It is, of course, equally impossible 
that anything should stand to nonentity in any relation expressed 
by the genitive : so we shall proceed to say that there can be no 
knowledge of it. 

r64A-B. A Nonentity cannot be specified as distinct from other things, 
or stand in any relation to them, or exist at any time, or be the 
object of any cognition or the subject of discourse 

In Hyp. V the non-existent entity was something that could be 
' known ' or recognised as something distinct from other things 
(r6oc), and other things could stand to it in various relations. 
All this must be denied of nonentity. 

164A. Again, we cannot attribute to ' what is not 1 anything 
that is: we cannot say it is 'something 1 or 'this thing 1 ; 

1 oVTos, which Burnet brackets, is retained by Dies. 
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164A. or that it is so-and-so 'of this' or 'of another' or 'to 
another'; or that it is at any time, past, present or future ; 

B. or that there is anything' of it' 1-any knowledge or opinion, 
or perception of it-or that it has anything, even a name, 
so as to be the subject of discourse. 

Thus a One which is not cannot have any character 
whatsoever. 

Such are the consequences of giving to the words 'is not' the 
fullest possible sense. They are the same as the consequences of 
giving 'one' the fullest possible sense, as we did in Hyp. I ; for 
that led to the assertion that such a 'One ' could not have being in 
any sense; we could not even say of it that it 'is one', and it 
could not be the object of any sort of cognition or even be named. 
As against Parmenides, Hyp. I and VI taken together demonstrate 
that his One, which was to be one in every sense to the exclusion 
of all plurality and therefore even of ' being ', is in exactly the same 
case as that absolute Not-being which he rightly described as not 
to be so much as named or thought or spoken of. In the Sophist 
(237B ff.) the Eleatic Stranger confirms that description of nonen­
tity or the totally unreal (ro flr]CJapJiJ~ ov), in agreement with the 
present Hypothesis. But there, as here, it is pointed out that 
'what is not ' has other senses than nonentity. 

HYPOTHESIS VII 

The remammg two Hypotheses are concerned with the conse­
quences for the Others of the negative supposition that ' there is 
no One'. The emphasis now falls, once more, on the term 'one'. 
In the two previous Hypotheses it fell on the words 'is not ' : we 
took the notion of a ' One ' and considered what would be true of 
it, if we supposed (1) that it was one entity but non-existent, and 
(2) that it was not even an entity. We now turn to 'things other 
than the One', and consider whether they can have any sort of 
being, if we suppose that there is no ' One'. With this shift of 
emphasis the meaning of the negative supposition is necessarily 
changed. We are no longer supposing the absence of existence 
from something which has unity or the total absence even of 
' being ' ; we are supposing the absence of unity from some other 
element which might possess unity, but is to be conceived as not 
possessing it. It is essential to realise that the negative supposition 
here is not the same as in Hyp. V or Hyp. VI. 

1 To lK•lvou 7i To lK.lvcp at the beginning of the sentence may be taken 
specially with the denial of cognition of it and of a name belonging to it, as 
in the parallel passage, J42A. 
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There are two ways in which we can suppose the absence of unity. 
(r) We can understand 'if there is no One ' as meaning 'suppose 
that there exists nothing that can be called "one thing" (lv) '. 
We can then inquire whether there is anything that, without being 
'one thing' can nevertheless have some sort of existence. This 
is the question raised in the present Hypothesis. Or (2) we can 
understand the same supposition to mean : ' suppose that no one 
thing has any sort of being', taking 'one thing' as equivalent to 
'an entity'. If there is no such thing as 'an entity', then there 
is not only no 'One' but no ' Others ' ; in fact, there is nothing 
at all; and that will be the conclusion of Hyp. VIII. The purpose 
of these two remaining Hypotheses is to distinguish these two mean­
ings of the negative supposition. The second leads to purely nega­
tive results, and so corresponds to Hyp. VI, which has just led us 
to deny everything of nonentity. That which has no sort of unity 
will there be as pure a negation as that which has no sort of being. 
But we are first to consider the less drastic sense in which the 
absence of unity can be conceived. We are to suppose that 'there 
exists nothing that can be called" one thing" ',and yet that there 
are 'Others' which, though not entitled to be called 'one-things', 
are not simply nothing at all. We shall make certain positive 
assertions about these Others. 

What, then, is meant by ' one thing ', whose existence our suppo­
sition denies ? The description here given of the Others makes 
this clear. The Others are evidently those unlimited elements in 
things which have already come before us in Hyp. III (r58B ff.) 
We were there told that the addition of unity to these unlimited 
elements gives them a limit towards one another. The combina­
tion of unity or limit with an unlimited produces one limited thing 
(neneeaapbov). This is what is meant by a 'one thing ' such 
as we are now to suppose does not exist, because the factor of 
unity is absent. Also, when we say that a 'one thing ' does not 
exist, this does not mean, as in Hyp. V, that we are considering one 
thing as non-existent in contrast with other ones which may exist. 
The Others now are not other ones. The supposition must mean 
that nothing exists that can be called' one thing'. No one limited 
thing is anywhere to be found. Unity is absent ; and we are 
considering, in isolation from it, that second element of 'unlimited 
multitude ' which could ' come to acquire unity' but has not 
acquired it, described in Hyp. III. The same supposition can also 
be expressed by saying that unity in the sense of 'limit ' does not 
exist. 
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164B-c. If' there is no One' means 'nothing that is "one thing" 
exists ', then the Others can only be other than each other 

We start with a definition of the Others, which distinguishes 
them from the Others as defined at the beginning of Hyp. III 
(157B ff). In that positive Hypothesis unity was at first supposed 
to be present and to act as limit. Consequently, the Others were a 
limited plurality of ones, which were not some one thing, but were 
other ones. Now we are told that 'other' does not mean 'other 
than some one thing ', for there is no ' one thing '. Yet they are 
' other ' ; so they can only be other than each other. There is 
otherness, diversity, difference ; but it is not the difference that 
subsists between two distinct things, each of which is one and 
limited. 

164B. Let us go on, then, to the question: If there is no One, 
what must be true of the Others ? 

Obviously it must be true that they are others ; if it 
were not, we could not be talking about 'the Others'. 
And if we are talking about the Others, things that are 
Others must be different ; 'other ' and ' different ' are two 

c. names for the same thing. Moreover, we speak of a thing 
as different from, or other than, something that is different 
from, or other than, it. So the Others must have some­
thing to be ' other than '. What can this something be ? 
Not the One, for there is no One. They must, then, be 
other than each other ; that is the only possibility left, 
if they are not to be other than nothing. 

What is meant by 'other than each other ' (aJ.J.a a?.J.1)J.wv) ? 
The unlimited element is always a dyad, such as the great-and­
small. Thus in a way it has two component contraries, which are 
other than each other. Hotter and colder form an unlimited 
continuum which is not homogeneous. In the absence of the 
element of unity, which would fix a limit somewhere in the un­
limited range, we can only say that' hotter' is hotter than' colder', 
' greater ' is greater than ' smaller ', and so on. It is in such terms 
that the 'unlimiteds ' of Philebus 24 are described. 

164c-o. The Others will differ from each other as masses unlimited 
in multitude 

If we try to imagine a continuum, such as the great-and-small, 
without any external or internal limit, there will be no definite 
degrees of quantity to serve as measures or units. And there will 
be no fixed point (called 'the equal') with greater on one side of it 
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and smaller on the other.1 The continuum is infinitely divisible ; 
and if you try to conceive a smallest part of it, the duality of great­
and-small will always be found within that part, so that what you 
thought was one will still be many. And since there is no unit, 
there is no number, number being a definite plurality of units. 
There is nothing but indefinite 'multitudes' (n).~()1J) not measured 
by any unit and without any definite external limits. The word 
'mass' or 'bulk' (oyxo~) is also used, for lack of any better term 
to describe quantitativeness where there is no definite quantity. 

r64c. Accordingly they must differ from each other as multi-
tudes from multitudes ; they cannot differ as one thing 
from another one, since there is no One (one thing). Rather, 

D. it seems, each mass of them must be without limit of 
multitude 2 ; if you take what seems to be a minimum, 
suddenly, as might happen in a dream, what you took to 
be one appears many, and what had seemed to be least 
appears enormous in comparison with the small change for 
it. It is, then, as masses of this sort that the Others are 
other than each other, if they are other without there being 
any One. 

r64D-E. Such masses will present an appearance of unity and 
number 

When we imagine such continua, although we cannot say that 
we have before our minds two different things, each of which is 
'one thing' clearly marked off from the other one, nevertheless 
there is diversity: there is the difference of greater from smaller, 
of hotter from colder, and so on. There will thus ' appear' to 
be many things, each of which appears to be one, though this oneness 
dissolves on closer inspection into multitude-a multitude which 
cannot be counted or numbered, because no unit is discoverable. 

r64D. And there will be many such masses, each appearing to 
be one, but not really being so, if there is to be no One. 
So they will seem to have number, since each seems to be 

E. one, and they are many. And some among them will 
appear even, some odd, but falsely, if there is to be no 
One. 

In what sense are there 'many such masses ' ? If we consider 
a continuum like hotter-and-colder, we may say that hotter lies in 

1 Cf. I6ID. 

• Cf. the description of the Others (in the same sense) as .,.).~8£1 a1rnpa in 
Hyp. III, 158n. As before, the expression is purely negative ; not ' infinitely 
numerous', since there is no number. 

237 



THE PARMENIDES 164E-165E 

one direction, colder in the opposite direction. If we can ' take ' 
anywhere what appears to us to be one 'mass' (though really it 
has no definite limits of quantity), we can also take another mass 
lying more towards ' hotter ', and we might imagine we had got 
hold of something twice or three times as hot. We should then 
have the illusion of even or odd number. 

r64E-r65A. There will be an appearance of greatness, smallness, 
and equality 

We pass from the appearance of number to the appearance of 
magnitude. We could not obtain number by adding unit to unit 
or by multiplication. Neither can we arrive, by way of division, 
at an indivisible or ' least ' part to serve as unit. The statements 
here echo the account of the unlimited element taken in abstraction 
from unity at rs8c. 

r64E. Further, they will seem, as we are saying, to have a 
smallest in them ; but this smallest appears as a ' many ', 

r65. which is great in comparison with the smallness of each of 
that many. Also each mass will be imagined equal to the 
many smalls ; for it could not pass in appearance from larger 
to smaller without seeming to reach the intermediate stage, 
which will be a semblance of equality.l 

r6SA-c. There will be an appearance of limitedness and of un­
limitedness 

In the absence of unity, any mass we take will have no external 
boundaries or internal divisions. It will be unlimited in extent 
as well as infinitely divisible. 

r65A. Also each mass will appear as having a limit in relation 
to another mass. With respect to itself, it has neither 
beginning nor end nor middle ; since whenever you fix 
your thought on any part of them and take that as begin­
ning or middle or end, another beginning always appears 

B. before the beginning, another end left over after the end, 
and within the middle others that are more in the middle 
and smaller, because you cannot apprehend any of them 
as a ' one ', since there is no One. So anything there is, 
upon which you may fix your thought, must be frittered 
away in subdivision; anything we may take will always 
be a mass without a One. To a dim and distant view such 

c. a thing must appear one, but to closer and keener inspection 

1 Cf. I6ID on 'equality ' as standing between greatness and smallness. 
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r6sc. each must appear without limit of multitude, being destitute 
of that One which does not exist. 

Thus, if there is no One, but only things other than the 
One, each of these Others must appear both unlimited in 
multitude and limited, both one and many. 

r6sc-E. There will be an appearance of likeness and of unlikeness 
and of all the other contraries 

Since unity is not performing its function as limit, there can be 
no single definite characters for the Others to possess. So there 
can be at most only a perpetually dissolving appearance of all the 
remaining characters. 

r6sc. Also, they will appear both like and unlike. As with 
scene-paintings, to the distant spectator all will appear as 
one thing, and seem to have the same character and so to 

D. be alike; but if you approach nearer, they seem many and 
different and this semblance of difference will make them 
seem different in character and unlike one another. Thus 
these masses must appear both like and unlike themselves 
and each other. 

Moreover, they must appear both the same and different 
from one another ; both in contact and apart from one 
another ; both in every sort of motion and at rest in 
every respect ; both coming to be and ceasing to be and 
doing neither; and so on with all characters of that sort, 
which could easily be enumerated. All this follows, if there 

E. are many, but no One. 

This Hypothesis evidently describes the unlimited continuous 
element, as it will appear if we attempt to conceive (Aaf1f3a:vew rfi 
(uavo{q., r6SA) or imagine it in abstraction from that element of 
unity or limit which must be added before any ' one thing ' can 
exist. It is the great-and-small or the indefinite dyad; in number, 
the more-and-fewer ; in magnitude, the larger-and-smaller, and 
so on. We have already had this element before us, not only in 
Hyp. III (r58B ff.) where it was first explicitly mentioned, but 
also in Hyp. IV, where Unity was supposed to exist but to remain 
completely ' apart ', not communicating its character to anything. 
The result was that there was no one definite character that could 
be attributed to the Others. They were not altogether denied 
existence ; but Unity might as well not have existed, so far as the 
Others were concerned. So the situation was the same for them 
as in the present Hypothesis, where no 'one thing' exists because 
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Unity is altogether absent. What is here contributed is a further 
positive description of the unlimited factor. 

There is no explicit reference to sensible qualities, like hotter­
and-colder or higher-and-lower in sound ; but these are described 
in similar terms in the Philebus and we shall probably be right to 
include them. If so, our passage may be illustrated from the 
Timaeus (520},1 where an analogous effort is made to visualise 
space and its contents before the Demiurge introduces the limiting 
factor which 'gives them a distinct configuration by means of 
(geometrical) shapes and numbers'. In that chaotic condition 
space is not empty, but filled with qualities or' powers' (ovvaftt:tc;}, 
such as hot-and-cold, moist-and-dry, in disorderly motion, with 
no principle of measure or proportion. The whole account seems 
to imply that these opposite qualities or powers are not to be 
disposed of as mere ' subjective ' affections of our sense-organs, 
whose only external cause would be portions of empty space par­
titioned off by the plane surfaces bounding the figures of the four 
simple bodies. They are conceived as filling all space ' before ' 
(as well as after) the introduction of number and geometrical 
shape ; that is to say, in abstraction from these limiting factors, 
for the unlimited never actually exists apart from limit. So in 
our passage no ' one thing ' will exist until the unlimited ' masses ' 
are combined with unity. But the unlimited is not nonentity. 
Language compels us to use singular and plural words, both of 
which are inappropriate if there is no One and no plurality of ones; 
but, if we allow for that, it is possible to conceive and imperfectly 
describe the unlimited element in abstraction. 

There is here another criticism of Parmenides, who insisted that 
only his One Being was conceivable and could be named or truly 
described. The opposites of sensible quality were dismissed as an 
appearance which was utterly false and groundless, because it 
contradicted the attributes of the only real being. Plato's inten­
tion is to deny that these unlimited factors are entirely inconceiv­
able and indescribable. They are not nonentity, but that some­
thing which has unity when formed into 'one limited thing'. 
In the Timaeus this something figures as those 'motions and 
powers' which remain when we have abstracted number and 
geometrical shape from sensible bodies. 

Further, this account of the unlimited factor brings out clearly 
the contrast between Plato's view of matter and that of the Atomists. 
Leucippus and Democritus had adopted and modified the original 
Pythagorean theory that bodies are built up of indivisible units 
of very small magnitude. The word oyxoc;, here used by Plato for 

1 See F. M. Cornford, Plato's Cosmology, pp. 197 ff. 
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'mass', is used of Democritus' atom and had perhaps been the 
name for the point-atoms of the Pythagoreans.l Plato rejects the 
notion that the content bounded by the atom's shape can be an 
indivisible lump of unchanging ' being ' with no perceptible quality 
except impenetrable hardness. He accepts the alternative of 
infinite divisibility. Sensible qualities arc not to be explained 
away as mere ' affections ' of our sense-organs ; they reside in 
matter as ' powers' which can produce such affections. So far 
from being unchangeable, matter is in a perpetual flux; indeed the 
Theaetetus (rs6c) speaks of the external causes of perception as 
actually being 'slow motions without change of place'. 

This Hypothesis can also be taken as a refutation of Zeno's 
argument that a plurality of things cannot exist, because a plurality 
is made up of units, and the conception of a unit is self-contradic­
tory; so there is no unit or 'one-thing' (lv). The argument was 
no doubt directed against the point-unit-atom of the Pythagoreans.2 

Plato replies that, even if there were no 'one thing' in existence, 
plurality will still be conceivable as unlimited multitude without 
a One. 

HYPOTHESIS VIII 

The final Hypothesis is related to its predecessor in the same way 
that Hyp. VI (on nonentity) was related to Hyp. V (on the non­
existent entity). When he had shown that much can be said about 
a 'one entity that does not exist', Plato reinforced his point by 
depriving this non-existent entity of the last shred of 'being', 
so that it became nonentity, about which nothing can be said. 
Similarly here, Plato has described in the previous Hypothesis the 
unlimited element in any ' one thing ' imagined in abstraction from 
the unity or limit without which it cannot in fact exist. But now 
we are to suppose the total abolition of any and every ' one-thing ' ; 
and that means the total abolition of both its elements. Nothing 
whatever is left. The meaning of the negative supposition is 
accordingly altered. In the previous Hypothesis it meant : ' If 
no " one thing " (i.e. no one limited thing) exists '. It now means : 
' If there is no such thing as " one entity " (or an entity) '. This 
emerges at the conclusion of the Hypothesis. 

1 D. L., IX, 44· >..twv Ka! 1r£p1</>tpwv oyKwV. Ar., Phys. 239b, 33 (Zeno's 
Stadium argument), TWv £v TciJ oTaOlcp Kwovp.ivwv £e EvaVTlar; iowv OyKwv 1rap' 
iaovs. 

2 Eudemus ap. Simplic., Phys. 99, 7 ff., ' Zeno abolished the One (To £v), 
for by" the One" he means the point', 'He tried to show that things cannot 
be many, because there is no One among things that exist, and plurality is 
a plurality of units (w>.ij8os iva8wv) .' 
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165E. If ' there is no One ' means ' there is no such thing as an 
entity', the Others will be neither one nor many, but nothing 

The supposition now being that there is no such thing as ' one 
entity ' or ' an entity ', that means that there is nothing whatever 
having that 'being' which must belong to the subject of any sig­
nificant statement. The consequences for the Others can be quickly 
drawn. The first is that the so-called Others cannot be either one 
entity or a number of one-entities. They can no longer be even 
what they were in the previous Hypothesis, unlimited multitudes; 
for by an effort of abstraction we could, at least imperfectly, con­
ceive such multitudes and make certain statements about them. 
To that extent they had being and, in combination with limit, 
they would actually exist. But now this last shred of being is 
withdrawn and there remains nothing at all. 'No thing' (ovOiv) 
now means, not ' something which is not one-thing but has a sort of 
being ', but ' nonentity '. 

165E. Now let us go back to the beginning for the last time and 
ask : If there is no One, but only things other than one, 
what must follow ? 

The Others will not be one; but neither will they be many. 
For if they are to be many, there must be a one among 
them; since, if none of them is one thing (fv), they will all 
be no-thing (ovoev), and so not many either. But there 
is no one among them ; so the Others are neither one nor 
many. 

Plato here adopts the form of Zeno's argument that things cannot 
be many, because' there is no one among them', and a many must 
be a plurality of ones.1 But whereas the 'one 'that Zeno attacked 
was the unit-point-atom of the Pythagoreans, Plato is assuming 
the total absence of anything that can be called 'a thing' or 'an 
entity ' ; and this entails the abolition not only of a plurality of 
' one-things ', but also of the indefinite multitude of the last 
Hypothesis. 

165E-r66c. The Others cannot even appear one or many, or as 
having any character. There is nothing that has any being 
whatsoever 

If there is no such thing as an entity, there is nothing of which 
there could be an appearance or a notion in our minds. So the 

1 Eudemus ap. Simplic., Phys. 99, 7 ff. Zeno tried to show J.,., fl.~ olov 
TE ..... OVTa 7TO,\,\a Elva• T</J fLljOEV Elva• £v TOtS oJa.v lv. Cf. r6sE, s. ov/i£ fL~V 7TO,\,\a ye 
b yd.p woMoLS' o~cnv Ev£[7] iiv Hai Ev. 
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Others cannot have an appearance of being one entity or many 
entities, or of having any character; for any character must be an 
entity, and there is no such thing. 

I66A. Nor do they appear one or many. For the Others cannot in 
any sense or manner have any connection with a nonentity, 
nor can any element of a nonentity be present to any of them, 
since a nonentity has no elements. Consequently neither 
can any appearance or seeming (M~a) of that which has 
no being be found in the Others, nor can any notion what­
soever of what has no being be entertained as applied to 
the Others.1 So if there is no One, none of the Others can 

B. be so much as imagined to be one, nor yet to be many, 
for you cannot imagine many without a One. 

Therefore, if there is no One, the Others neither are, nor 
can be imagined to be, one or many. 

The statement ' you cannot imagine a many without a One ' 
appears to contradict the previous Hypothesis, where we were 
attempting to imagine multitude without unity. But the state­
ment refers to the characters (such as' one ', 'many '),a semblance 
of which appeared in our imagination to belong to the unlimited 
in abstraction. These characters were thought of as in fact having 
being and so as each 'a One ' (one entity), though they did not 
really belong to the unlimited factor in isolation. But now these 
characters themselves are abolished, and there can be no seeming 
or appearance of them in anything and no imagination of them in 
our minds. 

166B. Nor yet, if there is no One, can the Others be or appear 
like or unlike, or the same or different, or in contact or 
apart, and so on with all the other characters which we have 
just been saying they appear to have. 

c. Thus, in sum, we may conclude: If there is no One, there 
is nothing at all. 

As before, the intention of the last pair of Hypotheses is to 
point out an ambiguity which Parmenides had failed to see. What 
is not 'one thing' or' a thing' may be nonentity, and then we shall 
accept his doctrine that nothing can be said about it (Hyp. VIII). 
But what is not the one thing or One Being he spoke of may be an 

1 E1TL TWV a-Uwv. Waddell and Dies keep the MS. V1TO : con"ue par les 
Autres (Dies). But there is not the faintest suggestion elsewhere that the 
Others could possibly conceive anything. Prof. Taylor kindly informs me 
that the word ' of ' (not ' by ') has been omitted by a misprint after ' enter­
tained ', in his version. 
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element which in itself lacks unity but is combined with the factor 
of unity to make up the One Being (Hyp. VII). And when he 
described his One Being as a limited sphere extended in space, he 
was in fact assuming that it did contain, besides its unity or limit, 
the great-and-small or the unlimited. It was because Parmenides 
refused to recognise this unlimited factor and confused it with 
absolute not-being or the totally unreal (rd ftYJOaftwr; ov), that he 
was unable to provide any basis for a world of appearance between 
the perfectly real and intelligible and blank nonentity. But you 
cannot get rid of appearances merely by stigmatising them as false 
or illusory ; the appearances remain and there must be something 
which yields the appearances-something which may be admitted 
to be not the perfectly real object of rational thought and know­
ledge, but none the less must have some sort of being, and cannot 
be mere nothingness. 

The Theaetetus (I57E ff.) will argue that even the delusions of 
sense, dream-images, and the hallucinations of insanity must not 
be simply ignored : we cannot deny that the dreamer or the mad­
man has just that experience that he does have. The Sophist 
(236B) maintains the necessity of recognising, between Parmenides' 
perfectly real Being and nonentity a world of eidola having some 
sort of existence (ov nwr;), and provides a theory which rescues false 
belief and judgment from the Eleatic charge that false belief can 
have no object, and false judgment no meaning, because there is 
nothing for them to refer to (259D ff.). In the Timaeus the images 
of reality that appear in the physical universe are provided with a 
'receptacle', space, an ultimate given factor, within which the 
unlimited element appears as a chaos of disorderly ' motions and 
powers'. This element may be irrational; but Parmenides was 
not entitled to deny it any sort of existence on the ground that its 
existence cannot be deduced from the conception of a One Being. 

166c. Ostensible conclusion of all the Hypotheses 

166c. To this we may add the conclusion : it seems that, 
whether there is or is not a One, both that One and the 
Others alike are and are not, and appear and do not appear 
to be, all manner of things in all manner of ways, with 
respect to themselves and to one another. 

That this conclusion is only ostensible will now be clear to any 
reader who accepts the principles of the foregoing interpretation 
as even approximately correct, whatever errors in detail may have 
crept in. It is a challenge to the student to discover for himself 
the ambiguities of the Hypotheses and any fallacies there may be 
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in the form of the deductions. This is no new device in Plato. 
In a whole series of the early dialogues-Laches, Charmides, 
Euthyphro, Lysis-the conclusion that is meant to be accepted is 
skilfully masked, so that the reader may be forced to discover it 
by careful study. It is unobtrusively indicated some way before 
the end of the conversation, and followed by an argument which 
seems to throw doubt upon it, though this impression proves false 
if you think out what the argument really proves. The ostensible 
conclusion is a confession of failure. This device occurs again in 
the Meno, where the Socratic definition of Virtue as knowledge is 
actually reached about half-way through (8gA), and yet the con­
versation ends with the remark that we shall never be sure how 
virtue is acquired until we have found out what virtue is. The 
concealment is so cunningly effected that many readers of the 
Meno do not realise that we have found out what virtue is, and that 
by reflection on the difference between teaching in the ordinary 
sense and recollection we can infer how it is acquired. In all these 
cases Plato's object is to compel the reader to think, and think hard, 
for himself, instead of presenting him with conclusions which he 
might indolently accept without making them his own. If he 
does not make this effort, he will at least have gained the con­
sciousness of his own ignorance. 

The dialogue ends here abruptly. It would obviously be quite 
impossible for Parmenides, Zeno, and Socrates to continue their 
conversation and discuss the relevancy of this ocean of arguments 
to the questions raised at the beginning. The student must think 
out these matters for himself. If he does so, he will discover much 
that throws light on the later dialogues : the Theaetetus, the 
Sophist and Statesman, and the Philebus. The fruits of the dialec­
tical exercise on the theme that the terms ' being ' and ' one ' are 
used in many different senses are to be found on many a page of 
Aristotle. 

The commentary may have drawn too much attention to this 
matter of ambiguous terms. The modern distinction between logic 
and metaphysics can hardly be said to have existed for Plato. It 
must not be overlooked that, particularly in Hyp. II, he has 
restored, in a modified form, the Pythagorean ' evolution ' from 
the One, through the union of Limit and Unlimited in numbers 
and geometrical figures, to sensible things with their limiting form 
and unlimited matter. He has thus laid down, in outline, the 
foundations of the ontology which underlies all the later dialogues. 
Also, he has indicated what he will, or what he will not, accept 
from his great forerunner, Parmenides. 
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Air, as Void, r8 ff. 
ALCMAEON, doctrine of opposites, 

6,47 
ALEXANDER POL YHISTOR on 

Pythagorean doctrine, 3 ff. 
Alteration (d.V.olwat~) : 

generic sense, I20, 197 
of internal character, 228 
the non-existent incapable of, 

228 
Ambiguity: 

of the Hypotheses, I09 
of' one' and 'being', III 
of' the One' and' the Others', 

II2 

Anamnesis, 74 ff. 
AN AXAGORAS ; 

as pluralist, 55 
denies becoming, 55 
on infinite divisibility, 56, I8I 
homoeomereity, 56 
on the Infinite, I5I 

Antinomies : 
alleged, I53. I95 
Kantian, 202 

Arithmetic, separated from geo­
metry, 6o 

Assimilation (opowva8at) and Dis­
similation : 

= change of quality, I97 
of simple bodies (Laws, 893E), 

198 
Atom: 

Pythagorean, I3, 58 
denied by Anaxagoras, 56 
of Leucippus, 6I 
of motion and time, 200, 202 

Atomism: 
Pythagorean, 57 ff. 
of Leucippus, 6r, 240 

Becoming: 
denied by Parmenides, 36 
analysed in Phaedo, 79 
vindicated against Parmenides, 

192 
species of, I94 ff. 
ylyvea8at, dn6A.A.va8at, see Genera­

tion, I96 
avyx(!tGt~, &dx(!tGt~, see Com­

bination, I96 
Of10toVG8at, dvopotoiJG8at, see 

Alteration, I97 
aiJ.;t)Gt~, !p8lat~, see Increase, 

I97 
classified at Laws, 893c, 197 
instantaneous transition in, 

I99 ff. 
Being, of subject of true state­

ment, 225 ff. 

Change, see Becoming 
Combination (GVyX(!tGt~) and 

Separation (&ax(!tGt~) : 
substituted for ybem~. 54 
distinguished from ytveGt~ 

(Plato), I96 
of simple bodies (Tt'maeus), 
I98 

Combination (avyxeedv1•va8at) of 
Forms, 71 

Commensurable, defined, I26 
Contact: 

in Zeno's dilemmas, I67 
defined, r68 

Continuity, 12 
Cosmogony: 

Pythagorean, I 7 ff. 
of Parmenides, 44 ff. 

Cosmos, as moral order, 26 
Cube, minimum solid, I2 
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Dichotomy, Zeno's argument 
from, ISo 

Difference, see Sameness 
ETE(!OtOTI]c;, 222 

Different, The = what is not 
(Sophist), 23I 

Ll6~a, in Parmenides, 32 
Llvvdpetc;, sensible qualities, 4 7 

in Timaeus, 240 

EMPEDOCLES, as pluralist, 53 
denies Becoming and Void, 54 

Entity, defined, I36 
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225 
EucLID, cosmic figures in, I5 
Euooxus, on immanent Forms, S6 
Even, The: 
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and otherness, 9 

Existence, distinguished from 
'Being', I95, 2IS, 226 

False statement, as meaningless, 
35, 2IS 

Fire: 
central, in Earth, 20 
associated with limit, 2I 
as sole primary body, 23 

Form of the Good, I3I 
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theory of, in Phaedo, 69 ff. 
combination and disjunction of, 

7I, I34. I43 
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separation of, 74, 2 I 7 
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criticised by Parmenides, So ff. 
extent of, SI 
participation in, S4, I43, 2I2 
' Third Man ', S7 
not thoughts in minds, 90 
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method of defining, I03 
of Greatness and Smallness, 

I 72 ff. 
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Greek view of, 6o 
in diminishing series, I 7S 

Generation (ybeatc;) : 
of sensible body (Laws, S~)3 E), 

I4, I9S 
denied by Parmenides, 36 
reduced to rearrangement by 

Empedocles, 54 
by Anaxagoras, 55 
by Atomists, 59, 6I 

reasserted by Plato, Ig6, 21S, 230 
defined, 227 

Geometry: 
linked with arithmetic, S 
generation of figures, 9 ff. 
separated from arithmetic, 6o 

Gnomon, 9 
GORGIAS, 

on place and body, I49 
' container greater than con­

tained ', I 76 
' what is not, is not ', 226 

Great-and-Small, see Indefinite 
Dyad 

Greater and Less, defined, 126 
Greatness and Smallness in 

Phaedo, 7S, S5, I 72 

Harmonia: 
ratios of, 2, I7 
of world-soul, I2 

Hegelian dialectic, 202 
Homoeomereity, 56 
HYPSIPYLE in Parmenides (?), 30 

Ideas, see Forms 
Incommensurable, defined, 126 
Increase (aiJ~fJGtc;) and Decrease 

((/!Olatc;), I97 
of simple bodies (Timaeus), I9S 
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Indefinite Dyad : 
attributed to Pythagoreans, 3. 

I44 
principle of disorder, 5 
in derivation of number, I44 
as ' the other ', I44. I55 
in number and magnitude, 

I78 
as unlimited element, 208 ff., 

236 ff. 
Indivisible Lines, Planes, Solids, 

I99. 20I 
Infinite Divisibility : 

in Anaxagoras, 56, I8I 
of magnitude, 59, I 79 
in generation of numbers, I39 
of the unlimited element, 2IO, 

237 
Instant (n) i~atrpvq,), I99 ff. 

Aristotle's now, 20I 
Irrationals, I 2 

confined to geometry, 6o, I26 

Large and Small, see Greatness 
Like and Unlike : 

in Zeno, 68 
defined, I24, I64 
of quality, I97 

Limit: 
principle of unity and order, 

5 
as odd number, 6 
as element of unity in limited, 

I44, 208, 235 
Limit and Unlimited: 

as primary opposites, 4 ff. 
principles of all things, 7 

Locomotion (rpoed), I2I 
the non-existent incapable of, 

228 
LYCOPHRON, 73 

Male and Female, as opposites, 
I9 

Meaning, as constant character, 
I65 

MEGARIANS, supposed critics of 
Forms, roo, Io6 

Monad, The, as god, 4 
Motion: 

denied by Parmenides, 42 
by Xenophanes, 153 

reasserted by pluralists, 53 ff. 
two kinds of, 120 
= otherness (Plato), 152 

Multitude (:n).fjfJor;), of the un­
limited element, 208 ff., 237 

Negative statement, 2I8 
Negative Theology, I3I 
Neoplatonic Interpretation : 

of Hyp. I, I3I 
of Hyp. II, I93 
of Hyp. IIA, 202 
of Hyp. V, 22I 

Nonentity (Hyp. VI), 23I ff. 
Non-existent Entity (Hyp. V), 

2 I 7 ff. 
Not-being =Difference (Sophist), 

230 
Number: 

as nature of things, 2 
unit of, 5, 7 
= plurality of units, 5, I26 
odd and even, 6 
Pythagorean generation of, 6, 

137 
figured, 8 ff. 
linear, plane, solid, 8 
constituent of sensible body, 

I3 
as symbol of abstractions, 26 
all commensurable, 126 
Plato's generation of, I37 ff. 
excessive, defective, perfect, 

183 

Oblong: 
in Table of Opposites, 6 
number, 9 

Odd, The: 
as limit, 6, 141 
and Sameness, 9 

"Oy"or;: 
of unlimited element, 237 
=atom, 240 
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'One, The': 
ambiguity of, 109 ff. 
as limiting element, 145, 155, 

208 
as ' one thing', 145 

Opposites, Table of, 4, 6 
'Other, The': 

connected with 'two', 9 
as ' matter', ro, 152, 208 
= motion (Plato), 152 

'Others, The ' : 
ambiguity of, r 12 
as unlimited multitude, 145, 

155. 208, 213, 235 
as 'other ones', 145. 155, 205 
identified with ' the other 

Forms', 193 
as nonentity (Hyp. VIII), 241 

PARMENIDES; 
date, r 
rejects cosmogony, 28 
on thought and language, 34 
denies Becoming, 36 
Being indivisible, 39 
denies void, 40 
denies Motion, 42 
on sensible opposites, 45, 244 
rejects Pythagorean evolution, 

51 
alleged visit to Athens, 64 
criticised in Hyp. I, 134, 203 

in Hyp. II, 139, 153, 208 
in Hyp. III, 212 
in Hyp. IV, 216 

on Not-being, criticised : 
in negative Hypotheses, 218, 

220 
in Hyp. V, 230 
in Hyp. VI, 231, 234 
in Hyp. VII, 240 
in Hyp. VIII, 243 

Parment"des, The : 
dramatic date, r 
date of composition, 63 

Part (pi(!ot;) = any aspect or char­
acter, u6 

/Idaxuv =to have a character, IZ5 

PIIILOLAUS, I, II, 20, 22 
Place: 

denied by Zeno, 149 
and body (Gorgias), 149 

Point: 
and unit, 8, II, 17 
' flows ' into line, r 2 

as indivisible magnitude, 13 
as Pythagorean atom, 58 

denied by Zeno, 241, 242 
contact of, r 67 
fiction of geometers (Plato), 201 
as beginning of line, 201 
Aristotle's view of, 201 

PoLYXENUs, 89, ror 
Predication, Sophistic paradoxes 

of, 73 
PROTAGORAS, attacks mathe­

matics, 6o 
Pyramid: 

first solid, 9, r 7 
first unit in cosmogony, 19 
associated with fire, 20, 23 

PYTHAGORAS: 
number doctrine, 2 

referred to in Philebus, 7 
Way of life, 27 

PYTHAGOREANS: 
Aristotle's evidence, 2 ff. 
evolution of many from One, 

3 ff. 
rejected by Parmenides, 51 
restored by Plato, 135, 154. 

193. 204, 245 
atomism, 57 
criticise Parmenides, 58 
generation of numbers, 137 

Qualities, Sensible : 
in Parmenides, 47. 240, 244 
in Atomism, 59 
in Philebus, 156, 240 
in Theaetetus, 156 
in Timaeus, 140 

Quality, change of, 197, rg8 

Relative Terms, 78 
Round, defined, u8 
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Sameness and Difference: 
connected with ' one ' and 

'other', 9 
ambiguity of, 157 
numerical, 159 
conceptual, 159 

Simple Bodies, transformation of, 
198 

Solids: 
geometrical, confused with 

sensible body, 13, 51, 59 
Regular (Timaeus and Euclid), 

15 
geometrical, distinguished from 

sensible body, 6o 
Space, as worn of body, 150, 185 
SPEUSIPPUS on tetractys, II 
Square: 

in Table of Opposites, 6 
number, 9 
minimum plane figure, 12 

Straight Line, defined, r r 8 

Tall and Short, see Greatness 
Term (oeo') : 

original sense, 8 
in contact, 169 

Tetractys, 2, 19 
'Third Man', 87 ff. 
Time: 

in relation to Becoming, 127, 
199 ff. 

as straight or circular, 128 
relations analysed, r 84 ff. 
posterior to Motion, 185 
as moving stream, r86 
as stationary frame, r86 

Transition (p.em{laUuv), 200, 228 

Unequal, The =the unlimited, 178 
Unit, 5 

indivisible, 7, 41, 6o, 184 
containing Limit and Unlimited, 

7 
as point, 8, II, 17 

Unit-cont. 
with magnitude, 13, 58 
as limit, 17 
first, in cosmogony, r8 ff. 
as seed, 19 
boundary between numbers and 

fractions, 178 
Unity Itself (the Form), must be 

' many ', 134, 143, 208 
Unlimited, The : 

principle of disorder, 5 
as even number, 6 
as Indefinite Dyad (q.v.), 144 
as element in limited, 155, 156, 

208 ff., 235 ff. 
= the Unequal, 178 

Void, The, as Air, r8 ff. 
drawn in and limited, 21 
in Atomism, 23 
denied by Parmenides, 40 
denied by Empedocles, 54 
distinguished from Air, 59 

Whole: 
defined, II6 
and all the parts, 147 

XENOPHANES denies Motion, 153 

ZENO: 
treatise, 57 ff., 66 
list of contraries, 57 
attacks Pythagorean Atomism, 

58, 200, 202, 242 
teaches at Athens, 63 
regarded as sophist, 67 
denies Place, 149 
paradoxes of Motion, 152 
on contact of points, r67 
frag. 3. r8o 
dichotomy, r8o 
criticised in Hyp. I, 134, 204 

in Hyp. II, 143. 204 
in Hyp. III, 212 
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