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Introduction

Toute interprétation du dialogue qui laissera séparées les deux parties de l’oeuvre ne
pourrait nous satisfaire.

—wahl (1951), 8

PLATO VERSUS PARMENIDES

Of all Plato’s dialogues, the Parmenides is notoriously the most difficult to in-
terpret. Scholars of all periods have violently disagreed about its very aims
and subject matter. The interpretations have ranged from reading the dia-
logue as an introduction to the whole of Platonic—and more often Neo-
platonic—metaphysics1 to viewing it as a record of unsolved (and perhaps
unsolvable) “honest perplexities,”2 as protreptic “mental gymnastics,”3 as a
collection of sophistic tricks,4 or even as an elaborate (though admittedly
tedious) joke.5

Part I of the dialogue and especially the Third Man Argument have no
doubt received more than their fair share of effort and ingenuity. During
the last forty-odd years, the Third Man Argument has undergone detailed
scrutiny by logicians, philosophers, classicists, and, in general, anyone who
felt any connection with the subject, however distant. But while fine logical
tools have been used to interpret the Theaetetus and the Sophist with impor-
tant and interesting results, the Parmenides as a whole seems to have been,

1

1. For a summary of Neoplatonic interpretations, see Dodds (1928), Wundt (1935). The
esotericist interpretation (e.g., Migliori [1990]), influenced by Krämer, can be seen as a variant
of this trend. In the same vein, Séguy-Duclot (1998) interprets the dialogue as pointing beyond
itself, to higher levels, up to a henological point of view above ontology.

2. Vlastos (1965b [1954]), 145.
3. Grote (1875), III, chap. 27; Peck (1953–54); cf. Kutschera (1995). See also Wilamowitz

(1948), I 402; most recently Gill, “Introduction,” in Gill and Ryan (1996). Klibansky (1943: 28
n. 1) attributes such a view already to Alcinous (Albinus), possibly on the strength of chaps. 5
and 6 of his Didaskalikos.

4. E.g., Owen (1986 [1970]).
5. Cf., e.g., Taylor (1934), 29.



until quite recently, rather neglected. Gilbert Ryle’s renewed suggestion that
Parts I and II of the dialogue are only loosely connected (and were proba-
bly composed at different times) is perhaps not always explicitly accepted,
but until recently it has with few exceptions been as a rule tacitly assumed,
especially in the English-language literature, at least for practical purposes.6

In this dialogue, Plato directly engages Parmenides, the most serious chal-
lenge to his own philosophy.7 Plato’s interest in Parmenides is not new. From
the beginning, his forms were meant to meet the requirements of Par-
menidean being.8 Plato himself had reservations about Parmenides’ method
and doctrine, mainly in connection with his own doctrine of participation.9

But never before had Plato confronted Parmenidean philosophy so directly
and at such depth. From a Parmenidean point of view, there is no room for
the most basic of Plato’s ontological concepts: the concept of mevqexi ,̌ ‘par-
ticipation’.10 Unless a comprehensive alternative is offered to Parmenides’
logic and ontology, participation will remain unintelligible, and the Platonic
philosophical program will be nothing short of incoherent.

In the Parmenides, Plato reexamines his doctrine of forms and participa-
tion as developed in his central metaphysical dialogues, the Phaedo, the Sym-
posium, and the Republic, and provides it with a rigorous logical foundation.
Part I of the dialogue is an examination of the concept of mevqexiˇ from an
Eleatic point of view. According to the Parmenidean view (or Plato’s version
of it), being does not admit of distinctions. Even if there could be two on-
tological domains, or two types of entities, a relation straddling them both,
like mevqexi ,̌ would still be impossible. In Part II, Plato distinguishes between
two modes of being, provides an extensive analysis of each, dissolves the apo-

2 introduction

6. See Apelt (1919); Wundt (1935); Ryle (1965), 145; cf. also Thesleff (1982). But the tide
may be turning: see, e.g., Miller (1986); Meinwald (1991); Gill, “Introduction,” in Gill and Ryan
(1996); Turnbull (1998). For summaries of previous interpretations, see Runciman (1965
[1959]), 167–76; Niewöhner (1971); Migliori (1990).

7. Calogero (1932) recognized the anti-Eleatic nature of the dialogue but read it as an iron-
ical reductio ad absurdum of the “eleatismo megarico . . . di paternità zenoniana” in the manner
of Gorgias’s Peri; tou̧ mh; o[ntoˇ.

8. Parmenides’ influence on Plato has been recognized since Antiquity: e.g., by Proclus
in his commentary on the dialogue. See also Zeller (1876), 148 f. The question whether Par-
menides held that to; ejovn is one in the sense that there exists only one thing (Mourelatos [1970],
130 ff.; Curd [1991]) is irrelevant at this point. It is enough that Plato accepted that, at least
for certain purposes, each of the forms must satisfy the restrictions that Parmenides imposed
on his ejovn.

9. Cf., e.g., Phaedo 100c4–6. See also below, pp. 12–16, on the Principle of Noncontradic-
tion, and pp. 3–6, on method.

10. Throughout this volume, single quotation marks are used to indicate translations,
glosses, concepts, hypotheses, and words as such. Double quotation marks are used for direct
quotations and as so-called scare quotes; and language adopted from the translation, but not
taken directly from it, is also shown within double quotation marks.



riae of Part I, and prepares the ground for the metaphysics of the Sophist. By
his own admission, Plato may have murdered “our father Parmenides” only
in the Sophist,11 but the weapon of the crime was already cocked and pointed
in the Parmenides. On this interpretation, the Parmenides does indeed occupy
a central place in the development of Plato’s late ontology, though not as a
turning point.12

An examination of the overall strategy of the Parmenides shows that the
two parts of the dialogue form a coherent and integrated whole, in which
Part II lays the foundation for an alternative to Eleatic ontology and method-
ology, thus providing what Plato considers to be an adequate answer to the
dilemma construed by Parmenides in Part I of the dialogue. It will turn out,
however, that Plato thought that his conception of mevqexiˇ as being quali-
fiedly cannot totally supplant but can only complement the Parmenidean
conception of being absolutely.13

Such an interpretation of the dialogue permits a unified and economi-
cal explication of its eight Arguments and the Appendix on participation in
time, without being purely formal,14 and without losing the wealth of possi-
ble metaphysical overtones.15 The interpretation relies on an analysis of the
antithetical structure of the dialogue. But this antithetical structure will not
prevent ontological considerations about degrees of reality and modes of
being from playing a central role in the argument. Much to the contrary, it
is precisely the examination of this structure that leads to the detection of
the contrast between, as well as the contiguity of, the two modes of being
that Plato explores in this dialogue.

THE PROBLEM OF METHOD

Plato opposes Parmenides not only in regard to metaphysics, in a technical
sense, but also, perhaps mainly, in regard to the method and aims of philo-
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11. Sophist 241d2–7.
12. As claimed by de Vogel (1936); for a review, see Cherniss (1938).
13. I have proposed this view in Scolnicov (1984) and (1995).
14. As, e.g., Brumbaugh (1961). Note that in the present volume the term ‘Argument’ (cap-

italized) is used to designate each of the eight argumentative sections, and their subsections,
in Part II of the dialogue (improperly called ‘Hypotheses’ since Antiquity). The term ‘argu-
ment’ (lowercase) refers to a complete train of reasoning, of any nature. Similarly, I use the
term ‘Hypothesis’ (capitalized) to designate each of the two main propositions examined in
Part II (each in its turn divided into four Arguments), in accordance with the method that Par-
menides proposes at the end of Part I, viz. ‘The one is’ and ‘The one is not’. The term ‘hypoth-
esis’ (lowercase) refers to any proposition put forth for examination, as per Plato’s method of
hypothesis, explained in the next section.

15. E.g., as developed by Lynch (1959) and other interpreters of Neoplatonic inspiration,
ancient and modern.



sophical argumentation. Such disagreement is not new with Plato, but only
in this dialogue is it brought out in the open in all its depth and breadth.

Parmenides may be said to be the first Cartesian philosopher. He is the
first to tackle the problem of method and to make truth dependent on it.
He does so explicitly: witness his insistence on oJdov ,̌ the ‘way’, and on the
path that ‘leads to truth’.16 And he is Cartesian also in the method he favors:
an absolutely certain, undeniable, primordial intuition is attained, and con-
sequences are deduced from it. That fundamental rational intuition takes
absolute priority over common perception, and truth is to be reconstructed
from it according to strict rules of procedure. Even if Parmenides’ method
is not Descartes’s in its details, still, like Descartes, the Eleatic philosopher
reaches his conclusions starting from a premise considered as self-evident
and as taking precedence over any other proposition one could entertain.
The certainty of the conclusions is guaranteed by the certainty of this pri-
mary intuition (and also, of course, by the soundness of the procedure; but,
as we shall see presently, the content of that intuition is intimately bound up
with the method itself ). No conclusion can be more certain than the
premises from which it derives, and nothing is independently certain except
the basic premise.

Parmenides’ intuition is basically formal. As Kurt von Fritz has shown in
his classic article, novoˇ is the faculty of seeing the truth behind appearances.
With Parmenides, novoˇ becomes also intellectual intuition and the reason-
ing faculty.17 This intuition, notwithstanding its far-reaching ontological im-
plications, is primarily concerned with method, with the way to attain truth.
Throughout his poem, Parmenides is enjoined to come to a krivsi ,̌ to sep-
arate or to distinguish.18 The first step on the way leading to the truth to
be apprehended by novoˇ is a distinction. There are for novoˇ only two ways
of inquiry: hJ me;n o{pwˇ e[stin [. . .], hJ d j wJˇ ou[k ejstin, ‘the one, that (it) is
[. . .]; the other, that (it) is not’ (fr. 2.3, 5).19 At this stage, there is no need
to go into the vexed question of the meaning of e[stin in this fragment, as
so many interpreters have done. Whatever else may be said about the first
lines of the Way of Truth, at least one thing is immediately clear: what one
part of the sentence affirms, the other denies. The primordial distinction
is between yes and no. For the moment, one could take e[stin as a placeholder
for some predicate—say, A. For novo ,̌ then, there are two possibilities and
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16. JOdovˇ: frr. 1.2, 5, 27; 2.2; 6.3; 7.2, 3; 8.1, 18. jAlhqeivhi ga;r ojphdei̧: fr. 2.4.
17. Von Fritz (1974), building on Snell (1924). For a rather more nuanced picture, see

now Lesher (1981).
18. Cf. fr. 7.5, kri̧nai de; lovgw/; fr. 8.16, kevkritai d j ou\n, etc.
19. It may not be totally superfluous to remark that the pronoun ‘it’ is not in the Greek

and appears in the English translation for purely grammatical reasons; nothing should be made
to hang on it.



two only: A or not-A. Whatever it is that is being considered must be either
affirmed or else denied.

But Parmenides goes further: ‘(It) is’, he says, ‘and cannot not be [. . .];
and (it) is not, and must needs not be.’ But although the disjunction of the
categorical affirmation and the categorical negation, ‘(it) is’ or ‘(it) is not’,
is exhaustive, this is not so for necessary affirmation and necessary nega-
tion. Not every affirmation and every negation are necessary. For Par-
menides, however, the domain under consideration is solely the rational
domain attainable by novoˇÚ to; ga;r aujto; noei¸n ejstivn te kai; ei\nai, ‘for the
same is for thinking and for being’ (fr. 3).20 And, in this domain, there is
no room for contingency. As in deductive geometry (which was to develop
in the wake of Parmenides himself),21 all affirmations are necessary, and
all negations likewise.22

Whatever is inconsistent with this primary intuition must be discarded
as false. Hence the main procedure of Parmenides in his poem, namely the
reductio ad absurdum. Parmenides’ truth is what survives [elegco ,̌ ‘refuta-
tion’.23 This procedure is especially apparent, for example, in the proof of
the impossibility of generation and destruction (fr. 8.5–21). In that same
passage, another element of the Parmenidean method is clearly displayed.
In order to prove the falsity of the premise under consideration, Parmenides
sets up a dichotomy (expressly warranted by the exhaustiveness of the krivsiˇ;
cf. fr. 8.15–16), and on this dichotomy he builds up a dilemma: if h, then
either p or not-p; but p is impossible, and so is not-p; therefore, h must be
false. If there is generation (or destruction), then it is either from (or to)
what is or from (or to) what is not;24 but generation (or destruction) can
be neither from (or to) what is nor from (or to) what is not; therefore, there
is no generation (or destruction). This procedure seems to have been par-
ticularly identified with the Eleatic school. Gorgias parodied it as such in
his On What Is Not; or, On Nature, and Zeno, Parmenides’ follower, devel-
oped it at great length in his book. (And Plato not unadvisedly elaborates
on it at Parmenides 127e1–128a3, immediately at the beginning of the
aporetic Part I of the dialogue.)

As early as the Meno, very early in the development of his mature meta-
physics, Plato opposes to Parmenides’ method his own method of hypothe-
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20. On the grammar of this sentence, see Guthrie (1962–81), II 14.
21. Szábó (1969).
22. Cf. Scolnicov (1984), (1995).
23. Cf. Furley (1989). Lesher (1989) understands [elegcoˇ in this context as ‘examination’.
24. Strictly, the second disjunct should be “or it is not from what is.” The implicit passage

from “not from what is” to “from what is not” is justified by the joint exhaustiveness and ex-
clusiveness of “what is” and “what is not.” But once the Parmenidean framework is abandoned,
the passage is not unconditionally sound. See below, on 162e3 ff.



sis. Philosophy, he will explicitly claim later, is not deductive, or synthetic,
and cannot rely on starting premises presumed self-evident.25

ELENCHUS

Socrates’ dialectic in the earlier Platonic dialogues no doubt owes much to
Eleatic method, especially as developed by Zeno. (Not only to it, of course;
but this is what interests us in the present context.) It has strict rules, which
have been the subject of much detailed and fruitful investigation.26 Here, I
shall only stress some points that will later prove relevant to our dialogue
too, despite the lateness of its date.27

1. All premises are to be introduced or accepted by the interlocutor. The
aim of the Socratic elenchus is to disabuse the interlocutor of his false
opinions through testing and eventually refuting them. There would be
no point in refuting a position that does not, in some way, have the in-
terlocutor’s agreement. This agreement can be, and very often is, implicit
in, or merely required by, the logic of the general position of Socrates’
partner, even despite his explicit denial.28

2. All moves in the argument must be sanctioned by the interlocutor. In the
trivial case, he must answer to that effect at each and every step. In the
less obvious case, Socrates takes the liberty of making a move to which
the interlocutor should agree if he were consistently to hold to his posi-
tion. Thus, for example, at Meno 96c Socrates thinks himself entitled to
reject the view that virtue is knowledge, on the ground that it has no teach-
ers, because it is Meno’s conception that all knowledge is acquired by ex-
ternal teaching. Thus, too, in the Protagoras, Socrates allows himself the
conversion of “the brave are confident” into “the confident are brave,”
because Protagoras cannot, on his own premises, and despite his protes-
tations, provide a differentia for courage.29

3. As a consequence of the two previous points, Socrates must work within
quite narrow limits. All conclusions are to be reached only on the as-
sumption of the truth of the hypothesis under consideration. Until the
hypothesis and its implications are examined as thoroughly as possible,
no arguments are admitted that are incompatible with it. Plato makes this
requirement explicit as the first step of his method of hypothesis in the
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25. Cf. Meno 86e ff.; Republic VI 510d1, wJˇ panti; fanerw̧n, ‘as if evident to all’; and pp. 9–
12 below.

26. Cf., e.g. Robinson (1953), 7–32; Ryle (1966), 110 ff.; Vlastos (1983), 27–58, esp. 39;
et alii.

27. On the date of the Parmenides, see Brisson (1994).
28. E.g., Polus at Gorgias 466e5.
29. Protagoras 350c ff.



Phaedo.30 Once a proposition is held up for examination, all moves are
conditional on the hypothetical truth of the position being examined and
cannot be detached from it. Moreover, when a concept (say, courage or
virtue) is being examined, it is to be taken, until the hypothesis is
changed, in the sense explicitly or implicitly accepted by the interlocu-
tor. When Socrates sometimes deviates from such a sense, it is because
he maintains that what he says follows from or is implied by the words of
his interlocutor.

4. Considerations external to the position examined are as a rule brought
in only toward the end of the elenchus. These are opinions agreed to be
held by the interlocutor (but not always unconditionally true) that con-
tradict the conclusions reached so far in the examination and clarifica-
tion of the initial premise. In this case, either the initial premise or the
newly introduced accepted opinion has to be abandoned. Obviously, even
if only because of Plato’s literary forethought, it is the initial premise that
is discarded.31

5. There is to the Socratic elenchus an important pragmatic and emotional
component. Callicles, for example, is reduced to anger and to silence
not because he dispassionately realizes that his opinions as stated in con-
versation with Socrates are contradictory, but because he is ashamed to
face up to their logical consequences.32 This element is lacking in the
Eleatic elenchus,33 and in our dialogue it is fittingly not prominent. Yet,
as we shall see, pragmatic contradiction plays a small but crucial role in
Plato’s argumentation. (See on 142a6–8, below.) Young Aristoteles’ char-
acterization in Part II is minimal.34 But the personal element cannot be
completely neutralized: the shift in the conceptual framework is required
only of him who is engaged in the dialectical exchange—unless, like
Philebus or Aristotle’s vegetable of Metaphysics Γ,35 he is content to keep
quiet. The pragmatic impossibility of the aporiae, ‘perplexities’, of Part
I and of Argument I in Part II must be made as generally valid as possi-
ble without disregarding the personal involvement necessary in the di-
alectical situation.36
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30. Phaedo 100a, and p. 10, below.
31. Cf., e.g., Meno 95c ff.
32. Gorgias 494e.
33. Cf. Lesher (1989), Scolnicov (1996).
34. Throughout I shall use ‘Aristoteles’ to refer to Parmenides’ respondent in the dialogue

and ‘Aristotle’ as the name of the philosopher. Cf. below, pp. 45, 78.
35. Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics Γ 4.1006a15.
36. Miller (1986) has stressed the importance of the personal element but interpreted it

differently.



The Socratic and the Zenonian dialectic are both destructive, in that both
aim at exhibiting the falsity of the position held by the opponent. But there
is between them an important difference, which will be at play in the Par-
menides. Zeno’s dialectic seeks to prove impossibility and to bring the oppo-
nent to abandon his position. Assuming that motion is possible, it must be
either continuous or discrete; but it can be neither; therefore, it is impossi-
ble. If things are many, they can be neither finitely nor infinitely divisible;
therefore, things are not many.37 Socratic dialectic, over and above refuta-
tion, aims at setting up an aporia in order to shock the respondent into a
shift in his conceptual framework—into, say, a totally new understanding of
utility (as in the Apology or the Gorgias) or of knowledge (as in, e.g., the Theaete-
tus).38 The prime example of such conversion is the shift undergone by
Meno’s slave boy: at first he can perceive numbers only as natural—there
can be no number between two and three—but he eventually comes to the
admission of irrational (or incommensurable) magnitudes, such as the ra-
tio of the side of the square to its diagonal (Meno 82b ff.).

On the Eleatic interpretation of aporia, Parmenides’ strategy in Part I
should show that mevqexiˇ is impossible. But on a Socratic-Platonic interpre-
tation, the aporia calls for a change of hypothesis and a complete shift in the
understanding of the concept of being.

APORIA AND EUPORIA

Whether or not Socrates thought that elenchus could bring him to truth
or only to a provisional assumption of consistency, Plato evidently held in
the so-called middle dialogues that elenchus alone is not enough and that
a firmer base has to be sought for knowledge. However, in the typical case
(but not necessarily in all cases), Plato is not intent on deducing conse-
quences from premises taken as evident and constructing from them a meta-
physical system, in the classical manner of, say, Descartes or Spinoza, or, for
that matter, Parmenides. In the typical case (e.g., Phaedo 99d ff.), Plato is
primarily interested in untying aporiae. An aporia (literally, ‘no passage’)
occurs when an objection is raised against an hypothesis under examina-
tion and seems effectively to block that hypothesis. The objections of Sim-
mias and Cebes in the Phaedo are good examples of such moves (84b10–
88b8; cf. 91c7–d9).

The dialectical procedure is, in its general outline, quite simple: the op-
ponent has an opinion or an hypothesis, supposed to solve a given problem.
The aim of the dialectical move is to block the way, to show why the opinion

8 introduction

37. Cf. frr. 28 B 1, 2 DK.
38. Cf. Mittlestrass (1988 [1982]), Scolnicov (1991).



or the hypothesis will not do. It is not a general proof of impossibility. It is
simply a showing that, on those premises, the problem will not be solved. As
we shall see, this is the procedure in Part I of the Parmenides, where the prob-
lem of the one and the many is shown not to be solved by the concept of
participation under the interpretation assumed there. The aim of the argu-
ment that follows such objections in the postaporetic dialogues is to open a
way, to secure euporia, ‘free passage’. Plato is not seeking a constructive proof
of the desired conclusion; it suffices for him that nothing prevents that con-
clusion from being true under certain agreed assumptions. This is the pro-
cedure also in the Meno (86e ff.), in the Phaedo (98b ff.), in the Republic af-
ter the aporia of Book I, in the Philebus (15a ff.), and elsewhere.39

Plato has two technical formulas (as usual with him, disguised as collo-
quial expressions) for marking aporia and euporia. Often, when an objec-
tion is threatened or announced, the question asking for its deployment is
tiv kwluvei; (‘What prevents?’). The interlocutor assumes his position is
sound, and he wants to know what prevents it from being an acceptable so-
lution to the problem at hand.40 Similarly, when euporia is deemed to have
been attained, it is announced by the expression oujde;n kwluvei (‘Nothing pre-
vents’)—that is, if the proposed solution is accepted, nothing prevents us
from holding on to our position.41

Joseph Owens has shown Aristotle’s euporetical approach and pointed to
its terminological roots in Plato.42 But Aristotle’s debt to Plato seems much
more than terminological: it has to do with what Plato, and Aristotle after
him, considered an adequate solution to a philosophical problem, namely
achieving euporia. Nevertheless, one can surely detect in Plato a trend to-
ward systematization, which comes to full expression in the idea of philoso-
phy as suvnoyiˇ and in the conception of the ajnupovqetoˇ ajrchv, the ‘unhypo-
thetical beginning’, as the beginning of all hypotheses.

THE METHOD OF HYPOTHESIS

In the Meno (86e ff.) and the Phaedo (100a ff.), Plato introduced his new
method of hypothesis. The method, as explained in these dialogues, is anal-
ogous to the geometrical method of analysis, and consists in supposing the
truth of the desired conclusion and then looking for the condition of its possi-
bility. The method does not prove the conclusion. It only shows on what as-
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39. Cf. further Scolnicov (1975a), (1975b), (1992b).
40. See, e.g., Charmides 163a5, Euthyphro 9d7, Phaedo 77b6, Theaetetus 208a6.
41. See, e.g., Charmides 162b9, 163a6, 164a1; Euthyphro 9d8; Gorgias 526a2; Theaetetus 158c5,

199d6; Sophist 245a2, oujde;n ajpokwluvei. And cf. Aristotle, Physics VIII 4.255b12.
42. Owens (1963), 214, 215 n. 16. Allen (1983: vii) quotes Owens on aporia and euporia,

but fails to take euporia seriously.



sumption or assumptions the conclusion is possible. It provides eujporiva, ‘free
passage’, by proposing an hypothesis that can withstand forseeable opposition.

The first step in testing the hypothesis is essentially the Socratic elenchus:
what does not agree with the hypothesis is posited as not true; what does
agree, as true. As in the Socratic elenchus, the basic relation is that of ‘dis-
agreement’ (diafwnei̧n): that is, of contradiction between the hypothesis and
the proposition being considered. The relation of agreement is nothing more
than the negation of disagreement: two propositions agree when ‘there is
no impediment’ (oujde;n kwluvei) to affirming them both together.

Such a procedure can give us not the truth, but only the possibility of
truth.43 As Richard Robinson pointed out, the verb tivqhmi, ‘posit’, is used by
Plato in these contexts to designate the holding of some belief in a “provi-
sional and tentative” manner.44 Thus, what agrees with the hypothesis is
“posited” provisionally as true; what does not, as false (Phaedo 100a).

The second step of the method of hypothesis has to do with the hypoth-
esis itself. Here too, the method gives us a tool for disproving hypotheses.
Hypotheses entailing consequences that contradict them, or each other, or
other propositions ‘worthy of acceptance’ (Phaedo 92d7) have been dis-
carded. Other hypotheses will stand not because they are true but because
they have not been disproved. Lack of disproof, however, is clearly not suf-
ficient. The transition from a given opinion to its supporting hypothesis is
no more than the transition from one opinion to another. Yet Plato says ex-
plicitly that progress from opinion to knowledge is to be achieved ‘in the
same manner’ (wJsauvtwˇ): by laying down yet another hypothesis (101d7).
The somewhat surprising upshot of the second part of the method of hy-
pothesis is that the logos given is itself an opinion, and is tested only for lack
of disproof.

Nevertheless, the chain of hypotheses proceeds “upward.” That is to say,
the direction of the development of the chain of logoi is from the ontolog-
ically posterior to the ontologically prior. For Plato, dropping the claim to
validity is tantamount to obliterating his basic distinctions, first drawn in the
Meno and never since abandoned, between true and false opinion and be-
tween (true) opinion and knowledge. Without it, concepts like ‘giving a lo-
gos’ or ‘higher hypothesis’ are deflated of their meaning. But the claim to
validity is met only at the end of the hypothetical chain: ‘until you reach some-
thing sufficient’ (Phaedo 101d8). In the Phaedo, this ‘something sufficient’ is
only psychological and contextual, ad hominem, and its validity is merely sub-
jective. But, as Socrates remarks at 107b5 on ‘the first hypotheses’, subjec-
tive validity is not sufficient as a foundation of knowledge: hence the demand
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43. Cf. above, p. 8.
44. Robinson (1953), 94.



in the Republic for an unhypothetical principle. But we shall not follow this
line here.45

Plato’s method of hypothesis is more than an argumentative tool. Implied
in it is a fundamental change in the conception of the task of philosophy and
of what counts as a valid philosophical argument. Philosophy does not prove
from first principles. Rather, it starts from convictions accepted beforehand
(in particular the conviction that there is a real difference between truth and
falsehood) and establishes the principles that support these convictions.

In proper philosophical argumentation, the ‘principles’ (ajrcaiv ) come not
in the beginning but in the end. Philosophy always starts in medias res. Via
hypotheses, euporia leads to the ajrcaiv, and eventually to the ajnupovqetoˇ ajrchv.
Philosophical argumentation moves not, as with Parmenides, from the ajrcaiv
but to the ajrcaiv.46 This point is forcefully made in the Divided Line (Repub-
lic VI 510b4–9): philosophy is not mathematics, since it has its own distinc-
tive nondeductive method.47 Until the unhypothetical principle is attained,
the progress from one step to the next runs counter to deduction, and the
conclusions are more certain than the hypotheses devised to support them.
The ‘strength’ of the hypothesis (cf. Phaedo 100e4, ejrrwmenevstaton) is, in
fact, judged by reference to its contribution to the solution of the problem
at hand. Until the hypotheses are “removed” by being supported by still
higher hypotheses, they draw all their justification from their claim to sup-
port the desired conclusion. This is why Plato considers himself entitled to
draw his hypotheses from poets, myths, “dreams,” unexplained intuitions,
or whatever else comes to hand.

An important feature of the dialectical method is that no conclusion can
be detached from its premises. Plato quite often stresses this dependence of
the conclusions on their premises by repeating the protasis with the emphatic
ei[per or ejpeivper, ‘if indeed’. This is particularly noticeable in the Parmenides.48

It emerges from such considerations that one of the functions of the
ajnupovqetoˇ ajrchv is to guarantee that conclusions can be detached from their
premises. Those propositions that were asserted only hypothetically on the
way up, to the ajrchv, can be asserted apodictically on the way down, from the
ajrchv. As we shall see in the analysis of the Arguments in the Parmenides, the
‘one’ in Argument VIII will fulfill a structurally similar role (although it
should not, therefore, be simply equated with the ajrchv of the Republic).

Plato gives the name uJpovqesiˇ to only one of the premises that conjointly
entail the conclusion, and sometimes even looks for only one of these
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46. Cf. Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics I 3.1095c32.
47. Cf. also Plato’s criticism of mathematics at Republic VII 533c3–5.
48. [Eiper: see, e.g., 138a8, d8; 146b2, c6; 152a3, 5; etc. ’Epeivper: see, e.g., 148d2, 149d4,

157b9, 159a8, 162b3, 163d8.



premises, presumably the one that in his eyes is the most important or the
most controversial. Plato is not looking for the set of propositions whose con-
junction is sufficient to entail the conclusion. He is interested in the main
premise (called also aijtiva, the ‘reason’ or the ‘cause’), which, in conjunc-
tion with the set of standing assumptions, entails the desired conclusion. The
uJpovqesiˇ is not a sufficient condition. While it is being examined, all other
assumptions are kept undisputed. (So, e.g., in the Meno.) Sometimes, as in
the Meno, Plato specifies these assumptions; sometimes he does not, as in
the Republic.49

An examination of the textual evidence shows that the term uJpovqesiˇ and
its cognates are used by Plato indifferently of propositions or states of affairs
(Meno 87a2, d2–3; Republic IV 437a6; perhaps also Phaedo 107b5), or of sin-
gle terms or things (Republic VI 510c3–5; cf. Theaetetus 191c8–9), without
paying attention to the distinction between formal and material uses (Re-
public VII 533c8).50

TWO PRINCIPLES OF NONCONTRADICTION

At Republic IV 436b8–c1, Plato formulates what is usually thought to be his
version of the Principle of Noncontradiction:

It is clear that the same thing will not consent [oujk ejqelhvsei] simultaneously to
do or suffer opposites—at any rate not in the same respect and51 in relation
to the same thing.

Then, surprisingly, after defending his Principle with a couple of exam-
ples, Plato adds (437a4–9) that, in order not to be forced to deal with all
possible objections, we shall go forth

hypothesizing that this is the case and agreeing that, should things ever seem to us
otherwise, all the consequences of this [assumption] will be untied.

But what could count as a counterexample to the Principle of Noncontra-
diction? Is not the Principle necessarily immune to counterexamples, since
it is itself the criterion of counterexamples? Would not Aristotle call it ‘the
most certain of all principles’?52 Plato, however, is not introducing his Prin-
ciple of Noncontradiction as a general ontological or epistemological prin-
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49. On uJpovqesiˇ in Plato, see Scolnicov (1973); on the general significance of the method
of analysis in Greek mathematics, see Hintikka and Remes (1974).

50. The nonpropositional use of uJpovqesiˇ survives in Aristotle, especially in political, phys-
ical, or metaphysical, as distinct from logical, contexts. Cf. Bonitz (1955 [1870]), s.v.

51. Kaiv should be understood here as introducing an alternative expression. On the equiv-
alence of katav and provˇ in such contexts, see below, commentary on 136a6, p. 77 n. 27.

52. Metaphysics Γ 3.1005b17.



ciple; he is putting it forward as an hypothesis from which conclusions are to
be derived, for as long as the hypothesis stands. But how can the Principle
of Noncontradiction be an hypothesis? How could things ‘ever seem to us
otherwise’?

A first step toward a better understanding of Plato’s formulation is to
note that he has two distinct Principles of Noncontradiction. One is that just
quoted from Republic IV. The other Principle is implicit in remarks such as
(Phaedo 74c1–3; cf. 103b4–5):

What, then? Did the equals themselves ever appear to you unequal, or equal-
ity inequality? 

—Never ever, Socrates.

Two differences between these two Principles are immediately obvious: first,
the Phaedo’s version mentions nothing like subject and predicate, no ‘a is
not b and not-b’; second, there are no restrictions of time or respect in this
version.53 I shall call the Phaedo’s version the absolute Principle of Noncon-
tradiction, and the Republic’s I shall call the restricted, or weakened Principle.

This absolute Principle is the historical Parmenides’ Principle of Non-
contradiction (fr. 7.1):54

For this shall never be forced, that what are not should be.

The Parmenidean (absolute) Principle states simply that it is impossible
for A to be not-A, with no allowance for restrictions of time, aspects, or relations.

The consequences of this Principle were drawn by Parmenides himself
and developed at great length by Zeno.55 Zeno showed again that sensible
things do not conform to the Parmenidean, absolute Principle of Non-
contradiction.56 If the many are, they are like and unlike, finite and infi-
nite, and so on, in forty different arguments. But pointing out to him that
the many are differently predicated in different respects would be sheer ig-
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53. It is easy to see that the first is a consequence of the second. Cf. below, on Theorem
II.1, p. 97.

54. In a monograph by now almost forgotten, Svend Ranulf (1924) stressed the Vieldeutigkeit,
or ‘ambiguity’, of concepts. I prefer to stress the restrictions to the Principle of Noncontradic-
tion. This seems to me to square better with the actual texts of Parmenides and of Plato. The
problem of contradiction in Plato has also been stressed by Hoffmann (1923).

55. Cf., e.g., 29 B 2 DK = Simplicius, In Physica 139.5; and Parmenides 127e. The interpre-
tations of Zeno’s paradoxes are controversial. Cf., e.g., H. D. P. Lee (1936), Salmon (1970),
Fränkel (1975 [1942]), and Vlastos (1975 [1959]).

56. I shall be using the terms ‘sensible things’, ‘sensibles’, and the like, rather than ‘par-
ticulars’, in order to avoid the implicit contrast to ‘universals’. By these terms I mean, like Wa-
terlow (1982: 339 n. 1), objects of the senses, such as Socrates and this white color, as well as
characteristics of individuals, like Socrates’ wisdom, which although not properly apprehended
by the senses can be said to be immediately given within an empirical context.



noratio elenchi: the whole point of the absolute Principle of Noncontradic-
tion is that A cannot be not-A—without any restrictions. No restrictions to the
Principle of Noncontradiction can be derived from reason alone, and thus,
sub specie rationis, within the wholly necessary, rational domain,57 any re-
strictions of time or aspects are totally unfounded.58 Indeed, in the Par-
menides (129a6 ff.) Socrates remarks not that Zeno’s showing that sensible
things do not conform to the Principle of Noncontradiction is wrong, but
that it is trivial (since the problem was, at least hypothetically, dealt with al-
ready in the Republic).59

Plato is fully committed to the unrestricted (or absolute) Principle of Non-
contradiction,60 and he sees, with Parmenides and Zeno, that sensible things
do not conform to it. But Plato does not dismiss the sensible world as a do-
main in which there is no truth and no reality. Forms do comply with the
absolute Principle,61 and they are, therefore, fully real. But if, in line with
the method of hypothesis, we should want to ascribe some degree of reality
to the sensible world, we must posit the possibility of restricting the Princi-
ple of Noncontradiction, so as to allow some reality to entities that do not
conform to the absolute Principle.

A first list of aspects or respects according to which the Principle of Non-
contradiction can be weakened or restricted is given, for example, at Sym-
posium 211a1–5 and elsewhere. Sensible things are ‘deficient’ (ejndeevstera),
as the Phaedo (75b2) has it, because they do not conform to the absolute
Principle of Noncontradiction as the criterion of reality. But they are not to-
tally unreal, because they admit of contradictions only within certain bounds.
The procedure is patently hypothetical. The (qualified, or restricted) real-
ity of sensible things is accepted. The condition of this acceptance is that re-
strictions can be put on the Principle of Noncontradiction. The conclusion—
that sensible things have some reality—has a higher degree of certainty (or,
rather, of acceptability) than the hypothesis that supports it.

It should be noted that the restricted Principle was introduced in Republic
IV (436b8–c1) expressly in order to allow a measure of unity and reality62 to
a nonideal entity—namely the soul, and more specifically, the soul incarnate,
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57. Cf. above, p. 5.
58. I have followed some of the consequences of the absolute Principle of Noncontradic-

tion in Scolnicov (1983).
59. A nice chronological conflation, or double focus, of the type Plato was not averse to:

the dialogue reported in the Parmenides is supposed to have taken place before the Phaedo and
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60. Note Simmias’s emphatic response at Phaedo 74c3, quoted above, p. 13.
61. This position is only a first approximation, and will be modified in the Parmenides; cf.

below, pp. 33–34, and Argument II. But see also Argument VIII.
62. To be one is to be something and to be real. Cf. below, p. 15.



subject to divisions and contradictions. This Principle is applicable to the soul
insofar as it is linked to the sensible world. In the Phaedo (103a4 ff.), answer-
ing a possible query (the objector is, significantly enough, unnamed), Plato
carefully distinguishes between the restricted Principle, which applies to sen-
sible things (74b ff.: sensible things appear equal in one respect but not in
another, etc.), and the absolute Principle, to which conforms what is in itself
(103b4–5: ‘the opposite itself would never become its own opposite’).63

Plato’s two Principles serve him thus to distinguish between two types of
entities with different degrees of reality: those that (at least as a first ap-
proximation) conform to the unrestricted (absolute) Principle of Noncon-
tradiction and are, therefore, fully real, and those that do not. Nevertheless,
the latter still have some measure of reality, insofar as they are not absolutely
self-contradictory: they can suffer contradictions, provided these are ‘in dif-
ferent respects and not simultaneously’.64

The restricted Principle is considered by Plato an hypothesis because he
presents it as the main necessary condition of the possibility of sensible things
as imperfectly real. But, in itself, it is not necessary, as indeed it is not nec-
essary that there should be sensible things.65 Should we ever have reasons
to abandon this version of the Principle, all that depends on it will have to
be reconsidered. But note that the Parmenidean Principle is not similarly
endangered; nor are the forms, insofar as they are real unities.66

As becomes clear from the analysis of the Principle of Noncontradiction,
any consideration of what cannot be is inextricably linked with a considera-
tion of what is. G. E. L. Owen called this, in the context of the Sophist, Plato’s
Parity Assumption: “The hope offered by the Eleatic Stranger [in Sophist
250e5–251a1] is that any light thrown on either being or not-being will
equally illuminate the other.”67 As we just saw, this assumption is not new
with the Sophist. In the Parmenides, it will be especially prominent.

The Principle of Noncontradiction is the criterion of what it is to be one
thing, hence of what it is to be something and of what it is to be.68 Thus, as in
the Parmenides, the inquiry about the one and the many is ipso facto also an
inquiry into being and not being. In Parmenides’ hypothesis, ‘one’ is to be
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63. On the supposed distinction between being F and having F, see below, p. 20.
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fore, he has only one Principle of Noncontradiction (which he emphatically maintains is not
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sidered below, pp. 18–22.
67. Owen (1970), 248.
68. Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics Γ 2.1003b22 ff.



understood as anything that can be taken as a unity, anything that can be
identified as something (before we give it a name, or ascribe to it a de-
scription). In particular, the question is not so far prejudged of what can be
taken as a unity: forms, sensible things, all the forms taken together, and
so on.69 This is precisely what the dialogue investigates. ‘One’ is to be taken
as a most general term. In most contexts in this dialogue, it is perhaps best
understood as a placeholder, as x, marking something analogous to the sub-
ject of a predication.70

Logic turns out not to be ontologically neutral. By Owen’s Parity As-
sumption, the positive counterpart of the Parmenidean Principle of Non-
contradiction is the Parmenidean interpretation of being: being admits of
no aspects or restrictions. The counterpart of the restricted Principle of Non-
contradiction is, as we shall see, participation. In the Phaedo and the Repub-
lic, Plato assumed that this distinction between the Parmenidean and the re-
stricted Principle establishes the distinction between forms and sensible
things, at least as a first approximation. Whether Plato recognized partici-
pation of forms in other forms (in such passages as Phaedo 102d ff., or Re-
public 476a) will, in this context, remain an open question, since it does not
directly affect our present concerns. In any case, in the Parmenides, as we shall
see, the distinction between forms and sensible things is drawn within par-
ticipation itself. (Cf. below, Theorem II.10, Appendix.)

THE VERB ‘TO BE’

Plato does not have a technical existential use of the verb ‘be’. This was sug-
gested already in 1952 by Étienne Gilson and has been increasingly accepted
by scholars—among them Gregory Vlastos, John Malcolm, Michael Frede,
G. E. L. Owen, and Mohan Matthen,71 to cite only a few. Charles Kahn gave
a good statement of the general position:72

. . . if by a word for existence one means simply an expression which we would
normally render into English by ‘there is’, then it is clear that the Greek verb
esti often has this sense. But if we understand the phrase ‘there is’ as repre-
senting a univocal concept of existence for a subject of predication, as dis-
tinct from the content of the predication itself—as distinct from the ‘essence’
of the subject or the kind of thing it is (as we often do, for example, when we
read the existential quantifier ‘(Ex)’ as ‘there is something of which the fol-
lowing is true’)—if this generalized positing of a subject as ‘real’ is what we
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mean by existence, then I would be inclined to deny that such a notion can
be taken for granted as a basis for understanding the meaning of the Greek
verb.

The interpretations of the Parmenides (and of Plato, in general) that rely
primarily on an existential understanding of ei\nai run into unnecessary trou-
ble. Thus, for example, F. M. Cornford and Reginald Allen (and many oth-
ers) are ultimately reduced to seeing in the Parmenides nothing but an
aporetic exercise, the point of which is difficult to grasp. Cornford’s diffi-
culties are made worse in his interpretation of Argument V. (See below, ad
locum.) Plato himself (at 142e3 ff.) gives some of his reasons for not postu-
lating a bare subject of predication.73 True, the existential sense is never far
away; but as will become clear from a detailed examination of the dialogue,
it is never made to carry the burden of the argument.

For Plato—as generally for the Greek speaker of his time—it was possi-
ble to understand the verb ‘to be’ as incomplete, as ‘to be (F )’. This is clear,
for example, from Republic V 478e, where ‘being’ and ‘not being’ are ex-
changed in the continuation of the passage for definite attributes such as
beautiful and ugly, just and unjust. Thus, in many contexts, ‘x is’ has to be
understood as ‘x is (F )’—that is, as signifying that x is of a certain character,
specified by the context or not. In particular in the Parmenides, as we shall
see, e}n ejstin has to be understood, in the appropriate contexts, as ‘the one
is (F )’—that is, the one (or x, as we have just interpreted the term above)
has any certain character whatsoever. And, accordingly, e}n o[n should be un-
derstood as ‘the one that is (such-and-such)’. Oujsiva (‘being’), then, will be
the corresponding abstract noun, referring to any specified or unspecified
characteristic being considered.

In this dialogue, the inquiry into e{n is primarily an inquiry into what it is
to be some one thing. In the same way, the inquiry into e[stin is primarily an
inquiry into what it is to be F or to be a certain F.74 Cornford was right in see-
ing in the Parmenides an examination of the concept ‘one’ and in stressing
the play on the ambiguity of e[stin.75 But in understanding e[stin existentially
and obscuring the antithetical structure of the dialogue, he was bound to
miss its main thrust.
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73. See below, pp. 99–100.
74. Cf. Kahn (1978), 40: “What must reality be like if predications like ‘X is Y ’ are to be

possible, and sometimes true? What will X be like? What will Y be like? And how can the two
be related to one another?”

75. Cornford (1939), 109–15. Cf. McCabe (1996). As we shall see immediately below, there
is no strict ambiguity of ‘is’. For Plato, there are no two different senses of ‘is’—one, say, for
identity, and another for predication. Rather, the (putative) relation between the two terms of
‘A is B’ is the same in both cases, except that in the one it is strict, or absolute, and in the other
it is restricted, or qualified.



PARMENIDEAN BEING AND PLATONIC BEING

Parmenidean76 being is the ontological correlate of the bare affirmation of
a content. At the end of the road leading to truth—along which all predi-
cations are negated—what is is acknowledged not to be generated or de-
structed, not to move, to be unharmed and not imperfect.77 [Esti is all that
can be said, if that much. All the rest are nothing but names that mortals
use, believing them to give us valid information about the world (fr. 8.38–
39).78 As the Parmenides will make clear, Parmenidean ascription of being is
“transparent.” As Plato shows in Argument I, nothing is added to the Par-
menidean one when it is said to be. To say ‘the one’ and to say ‘the one is’
is to say the same thing.79 The analysis of Argument I will show that it is not
the existence of the one that is in question but its being of a certain char-
acter or of any character.

Parmenidean being should be distinguished from logical identity. Logi-
cal identity (of the Leibnizian type) is the relation that obtains between a
and b when a and b are (1) indiscernible, or (2) their names are substitutable
for each other salva veritate, or (3) both. In particular, Leibnizian identity
bears no existential overtones. By contrast, Parmenidean being corresponds
to the absolute affirmation of a, where nothing else can be said, for a ex-
hausts all the universe of discourse. In fact, as in Argument I, even the af-
firmation of a as a definite entity is precluded by the Parmenidean concept
of being. Such affirmation would presuppose the (possible) existence of a
b, whose difference from a is being negated. But in the Parmenidean uni-
verse of being and of true thinking (cf. fr. 3) there is nothing else that can be
considered alongside a. Existence is no doubt implied in the Parmenidean
concept of being, but Parmenidean being is not identical with it.80

In the Phaedo and the Republic, Plato was concerned primarily with the
problem of the relation between the one form and the many sensible things
that bear its name. This is also how the question is presented in the aporetic
Part I of the Parmenides. But Plato’s Parmenides immediately points out, in
expounding his method, that the real problem lies in the relation between
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76. Unless otherwise stated or evident from the context, I shall be referring to Parmenides
as understood by Plato. When necessary, I shall distinguish Plato’s Parmenides from the histori-
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qualifier will refer to the dramatic character.

77. Reading oujd j ajtevleston at fr. 8.4.
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tion, or between an object and a state of affairs. This distinction will not be explicitly made un-
til Plato’s Sophist 259e.

80. Cf. Matthen (1983). See also Mourelatos (1970); Schofield, in Kirk, Raven and Schofield
(1983); and Curd (1991).



any ‘one’ and any ‘many’. In order to solve the problem of the relation of
forms to sensible things, Plato has first to overcome two Parmenidean tenets
that prevent any talk of participation or the like. He has to show how a ra-
tional plurality is possible and how true internal relations are possible be-
tween members of such a plurality. Only after euporia has been secured in
these most general terms can Plato go into the details of his doctrine of forms,
and of participation of forms in forms, and of sensible things in forms.

At this point, a word of warning is in order. Strictly speaking, Platonic par-
ticipation is not to be understood in terms of (Aristotelean) predication (al-
though sometimes I shall be using the word ‘predication’ for the sake of con-
venience). The relation is not the one that obtains between universals and
particulars. Moreover, the relation between forms and sensible things will
turn out to be a further specification of the relation between forms. ‘Predi-
cation’ is something of a misnomer. Mevqexi ,̌ ‘participation’, is not e}n ejpi; (or
kata;) pollw̧n, ‘one over many’. (Cf. below, on 131b6.) The relation between
sensible things and forms is not (1) subsumption, in the sense that yellow
things “fall under” the general concept of yellow. Nor is it (2) predication,
in the sense that ‘yellow’ is ‘said of’ (levgetai: Aristotle, Metaphysics ∆ 7) or
‘belongs to’(uJpavrcei) yellow things. Nor is it (3) instantiation, in the sense
that any given pair is an example of ‘the pair’; if ‘the circle itself’, or, say,
‘what it is to be a circle’,81 does not have a circular shape, then the sensible
circle cannot be an instantiation of it. (See below, p. 21, on self-predication.)
Finally, it is not even (4) imperfect instantiation: a sensible pair is a pair, nei-
ther more nor less than two items. Sensible things are what they are in a dif-
ferent mode of being. They do not instantiate the form, in the same sense that
a picture does not instantiate its original. It represents it in another medium.
As becomes clear from the Timaeus, there is ultimately no individual subject
of predication, but all forms are ultimately predicated of ‘place’ (cwvra).

In the Parmenides, Plato is not distinguishing between two distinct senses
of ‘is’. He is distinguishing between two modes of being. If all we had were
an ambiguity between two distinct senses of ‘is’, then the aporia of the mas-
ter and the slave (133d7 ff.) would stand. We would have two types of enti-
ties or realities, being1 and being2, and any relation between them, on the
assumptions of that argument, would still be impossible.

The difference between modes of being and types of entities is crucial
for understanding the Parmenides. Distinctions between types of entities are
classifications, such as those in animate and inanimate, fire and night (as
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81. Cf. Nehamas (1979), 93. Nehamas’s formulation is not quite adequate, but it will do
for our immediate purpose. ‘F is F ’ is tautologically evident, and it is accepted as such by Socrates’
interlocutors; ‘F is what it is to be F ’ is not. For a critique of Nehamas’s interpretation, see Mal-
colm (1991).



in Parmenides, fr. 8.56–59), universals and particulars. Types are, in Par-
menidean terminology, ‘separate’ or ‘apart’ from each other (cwri;ˇ ajl-
lhvlwn, fr. 8.56): if something is of one type, it is not of another. By contrast,
something could be, in itself, blobs of paint on a piece of cloth or wood,
but in relation to Simmias, it could be a portrait of him. Being a portrait is
a relational (provˇ ti) characterization; every portrait or image is a portrait
or image of someone. To be an image of something is to be in a parasitical
way, or mode. Note that what is parasitical is not necessarily its existence, but
its being an image. Any of the presumed statues of Socrates exists in its own
right as a piece of marble; what is dependent on Socrates is its being his
(presumed or intended) representation: it is meant to represent him, well
or badly.

Furthermore, modes of being should not be confused with degrees of re-
ality. A ghost has presumably a lesser degree of reality than a man: it cannot
be touched; it disappears at the crow of the cock; and so forth. It lacks cer-
tain of the characteristics that we assume to establish reality. If the ghost is
also that of Hamlet’s father, then its mode of being, so Plato would say, is
such as to be dependent on Hamlet’s father. In a sense, it is Hamlet’s father,
albeit only derivatively. If all ghosts must be of someone or other, not only
are they less real but also their mode of being is derivative. But this is not al-
ways the case. Any personage of fiction is supposed to be less real than its
author, but it is not dependent on him in the same way that an image is de-
pendent on its original.

Plato interprets having F (or being f, or being an F ) as a lower degree of
being F. ‘To be F ’ is systematically ambiguous between ‘to be F ’ (in the full
sense) and ‘to be f ’—that is, ‘to be F derivatively or eponymously’. In the
Phaedo (102 ff.), Plato analyzed predication as being in a qualified way. He
separated the subject from its attributes and distinguished between those
statements “that ascribe a character to a subject and those that identify the
designate of linguistic subject and predicate,”82 and he maintained that hav-
ing F is no different from being F, except for the accompanying qualifica-
tions or restrictions. The large itself is large, but in a way different from how
Simmias is large. Largeness in Simmias, however, is the same as largeness it-
self; but in Simmias it appears as corporeal, temporal, relative, whereas large-
ness itself is none of these. The difference between largeness in nature (or
largeness itself) and largeness ‘in us’ (ejn hJmi̧n: cf., e.g., Phaedo 103b5) is not
in the presumed different senses of ‘large’ but in the different ways, or modes,
in which forms and sensibles are large—much the same as, say, Simmias and
the number 10,000 are large in different ways. And since Simmias is large
only in a certain way and not in some other, his largeness is deficient, has a
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lesser degree of reality than largeness itself, which is not restricted or qual-
ified in any way.

But degrees of reality do not necessarily entail self-predication.83 That the
beautiful itself is beautiful is self-evident. Here, the grammatical predicate
identifies the grammatical subject. That Alcibiades is beautiful needs to be
explained by the presence of the beautiful in Alcibiades. There is no need,
however, for ‘immanent characters’.84 Alcibiades is beautiful, and the beau-
tiful itself is beautiful; but the two cases are not the same: Alcibiades has
beauty, or rather beauty is in Alcibiades, but neither is true of beauty itself.
Hence, beauty can be said (somewhat inappropriately) to be predicated of
Alcibiades, but not of the beautiful itself.85

A third Parmenidean claim that Plato has to counter in order to clear the
way for his doctrine of participation is that, for Parmenides, there is only
one mode of being, namely being kaq j auJtov, ‘in itself’ (or more exactly, ‘in
relation to itself’). The historical Parmenides himself had laid great stress
on this (fr. 8.29). Even when he was ready to envisage a (deceitful) plurality
of entities, in the Way of Seeming, he emphatically specified that they are
each kaq j auJtov (fr. 8.58).

In the Phaedo, Plato distinguished between ‘two types of entities’ (79a6,
duvo ei[dh tw̧n o[ntwn): intelligible and immutable as against sensible and
changeable. For this he could claim some Parmenidean authority. But he
went further and postulated also two modes of being. Sensible things are
what they are because they participate in or imitate other entities, which are
what they are in themselves. The beautiful itself is beautiful in and by itself;
other beautiful things are beautiful because they stand in a certain relation
to the beautiful itself, and only in certain respects but not in others (Phaedo
100b5–101b8). Sensible things can be only provˇ ti, ‘in relation to some-
thing’, never kaq j auJtav, ‘in themselves’. Being provˇ ti, they are dependent,
and this is why they are deficient: they can be differently predicated only prov̌ ,
or katav, different aspects, and they are never capable of being what they are
in their own right.

This is spelled out in the formulation of the restricted Principle of Non-
contradiction. Entities that conform to the restricted Principle are what they
are only in relation to this or that. The sensible beautiful thing is beautiful
only in relation to this or that observer, or in relation to this or that aspect,
and so on. Thus, Plato’s two Principles of Noncontradiction implicitly de-
fine two modes of being: the absolute Principle defines what it is to be in it-
self (this had already been done by the historical Parmenides, as we saw
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above), and the restricted Principle defines what it is to be provˇ ti, ‘in rela-
tion to something’, or pro;ˇ a[lla, ‘in relation to other things’.86

Philolaus had already contrasted entities that are poq j auJtav and those
that are pro;̌  a[llo.87 It seems, however, that he did not provide a justifica-
tion for this distinction, nor either an analysis of what it is to be pro;ˇ a[llo
(or, in Plato’s terminology, of what the hypotheses are of such a distinction).
This is what Part II of the Parmenides sets out to do. Plato had already picked
up the distinction earlier—for example, in the Charmides (168b ff.), in the
Republic (438a), and elsewhere. There it was used, probably following Philo-
laus, of different types of entities. In the Parmenides and in the dialogues that
follow it, the distinction between kaq j auJtov and pro;ˇ a[llo comes to be used
to differentiate between modes of being. (Cf. Sophist 255c13, Philebus 51c.)

THE DIALOGUE

The Parmenides divides neatly and notoriously into a short proem and two
unequal parts. (On the proem, see below, ad locum.) That Part I of the main
dialogue is aporetic, there is no doubt. The overall plan of the dialogue is
much the same as that of the Meno and the Republic: a relatively short aporetic
first part, the bulk of the dialogue dealing with overcoming the initial apo-
ria. (One could perhaps take this scheme further and imagine the Theaete-
tus as the aporetic introduction to the projected trilogy Sophist-Statesman-
Philosopher.88)

Part I
The aporia in Part I of the Parmenides is set up in true Eleatic fashion. The
problem is the relation of the one to the many, and it is this problem—or a
variety of it—that the doctrine of forms was meant to solve. The relation of
the one to the many is expressed as a rule by e[sti, ‘is’, be it the relation of
Socrates to his many predicates or that of the large itself to the many large
things. Parmenides confronts Socrates with an Eleatic dilemma aimed at
blocking the doctrine of forms as a solution to the problem at hand: either
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86. Cf. Curd (1988), 309: “So we have two sorts of ‘is’ here: the strong ‘is’ that marks the
real, essential being of Forms, and the weak ‘is’ that marks the derivative being of particulars.”
Meinwald (1991) identifies in the Parmenides what she takes to be “two kinds of predication,”
thus interpreting the distinction in too Aristotelean a fashion.

87. Fr. 44 B 11 DK. Potiv (Doric for provˇ) is a variant of katav. On Philolaus, cf. Huffman
(1993).

88. Diès (1923: xii) sees the Parmenides as the first dialogue of a tetralogy, followed by Theaete-
tus, Sophist, and Statesman. Cf. also Migliori (1990), 54. The chronological relation between the
Theaetetus and the Parmenides is uncertain.



we accept a single-world, homogeneous ontology, in which forms and sen-
sible things are said to be of the same ontological type (i.e., have the same
ontological characteristics), or else we accept a split-world, heterogeneous
ontology, in which forms and sensible things belong to different ontologi-
cal types and, accordingly, have different ontological characteristics (e.g., sin-
gle location vs. multiple location, materiality vs. immateriality, or whatever—
the exact characteristics turn out to be irrelevant to the present discussion).

This is a clean dichotomy: either the first or the second. If the first, then
either forms are ontologically similar to sensible things, or else sensible things
are like forms. If forms are like sensible things, then sensible things partici-
pate either in the whole of the form or else in only a part of it. But they could
not participate in the whole, for the form, being homogeneous with sensible
things, cannot be in many places at once. Socrates’ suggestion that the form
is like the day, which can be in many places at once without ceasing to be one
and the same, is rightly ignored by Parmenides, since it is not consistent with
the current implicit hypothesis, from which Parmenides is arguing in this
section, that forms and sensible things are of the same ontological type. But,
on this assumption, neither can sensible things participate in a part of the
form. The large sensible thing cannot participate only in a part of the large
itself, for that part, being sensible-like, would be smaller than the whole. Self-
predication—the assumption that forms are F in the same way that sensibles
are F—arises as a consequence of the assimilation of forms to sensible things.

Along a parallel line, still assuming a single-world ontology, either the form
is epistemically posterior to sensible things—that is, our awareness of the
form arises from our consideration of sensible things—or else it is prior to
them. If the first, seeing that we are committed to self-predication as our cur-
rent ontological presupposition, then the Third Man Argument: large sen-
sible things are large by another large, different from them; but this new
large, on the assumption of an homogeneous ontology, must be large by
virtue of yet another large, different from it; and so on. Socrates again re-
torts out of order: the forms are nonmaterial thoughts in the soul. Parmen-
ides, rightly again, will have none of it: either thoughts are of an indepen-
dent reality (and then we are back to the previous difficulties), or else, if
thoughts are themselves independently real, the best we can do, on our current
assumption, is to assimilate sensible things to the form, instead of going the
other way round as we have been doing up to this point. If the second—if
forms are prior to sensible things, being paradigms in nature—then we must
interpret the relation between paradigm and copy as symmetrical in the rel-
evant respect, in order to remain within our assumed single-world, homo-
geneous ontology.

If we take the second horn of the main dilemma, then we commit our-
selves to the total heterogeneity of sensible things and forms, entailing an un-
bridgeable gap between ourselves and the forms, or, for that matter, between
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Fig. 1. The structure of the arguments in Part I of Plato’s Parmenides.



any sensible thing and the form. These are the arguments about the master
and the slave, about the gods not knowing about us, the knowledge of the forms
being unattainable by us, and the like. In a totally heterogeneous ontology,
there can be no middle ground. Relations are possible only between entities
of the same type (or else the terms of the relation would have something in
common and would not be totally heterogeneous in regard to each other).

The aporia is complete: such a relation between the one and the many as
Socrates needs for his doctrine of forms is impossible whether forms are ho-
mogeneous with sensible things or they are heterogeneous with them.

The structure of the arguments in Part I is shown in Figure 1. The method
of this aporetic part of the dialogue is thoroughly Parmenidean. A strict
dilemma is set up, and Socrates is impaled on its horns: either there is only
one type of entity (collapsing forms onto sensible things or the converse), or,
if there are two types, they must be completely apart. In either case, partici-
pation is impossible; forms are no solution to the problem of the one and the
many. The method corresponds to an ontology that is likewise Parmenidean.
There are no two modes of being: whatever is can only be kaq j auJtov, ‘in it-
self’, whether there is only one type of entity or there are more than one.

But if participation is impossible and no relation can be established be-
tween the one and the many, philosophy is impossible too. However, we are
engaged in philosophy in the very act of proving its impossibility: in order
to carry out the foregoing inquiry, we have been predicating forms of forms
and ascribing well-defined characteristics to sensible things—all of which pre-
sumes some possibility of relating the one and the many. The problem is prag-
matic, not purely logical. Therefore, the solution will be reached not by proof
but by the method Plato has already used in similar circumstances, and in
which he saw the method of philosophy. One must assume, then—contrary
to Parmenides’ strictures—that an entity (form or sensible thing) can be also
‘somehow’ (pou) ‘in relation to another’ (pro;ˇ a[llo). Only thus can Helen
be beautiful without being the beautiful, and only thus can the form be both
‘in itself’ and ‘in us’.

Part II
In Part II, Parmenides will first, in Argument I, set out strictly the presup-
positions and characteristics of a Parmenidean ontology. This Argument will
lead again to an impasse. (Cf. 142a6–8.) But this time the assumptions lead-
ing to it will have been laid bare. The Argument can be seen as an exami-
nation and a critique of the hypothesis on which Part I is based. Taking its
start from the pragmatic aporia at the end of Argument I, Parmenides will
propose, in Argument II, an alternative hypothesis, whose only defense is its
ability to provide euporia for the possibility of philosophy.

Part II turns on the partial ambiguity of the verb ‘to be’ in the different
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Arguments, designating at one time Parmenidean being (i.e., the absolute
positing of the content of the hypothesis) and at another time participation
(i.e., being ‘somehow’, as restricted in accordance with the weakened Prin-
ciple of Noncontradiction). In the course of the Arguments, Plato distin-
guishes and clarifies these two modes of being. Arguments I, IV, VI, and VIII
give us a clarification of Parmenidean being, and Arguments II, III, V, and
VII give us an explication of the Platonic concept of participation, as being
qualifiedly: that is, only in some respects but not in others.

As in all dialectical and hypothetical arguments, the conclusions are al-
ways dependent on the premises and cannot be detached from them. The
whole argument and every step in it must be interpreted strictly within the
limits established by the hypothesis in force at each stage.89 Moreover, the
aim of the argument is either to reduce to impossibility the propositions un-
der consideration (Arguments I, etc.) or else to establish euporia, the possi-
bility of the conclusions (Arguments II, etc.): hence Plato’s use of the sub-
junctive and the optative throughout these latter Arguments (with some
stylistic variations). In any case, as a detailed examination will show, the rel-
evant Arguments establish not the conclusions but only their possibility,90

according to the different respects in which they may be true.
Following Parmenides’ recommendations on method at 135c8–136e4,

Part II lays down two main Hypotheses: ‘The one is’ and ‘The one is not’.
Consequences are then drawn for the hypothesized entity (‘the one’) and
for its ‘opposite’—‘the many’, or ‘the not-one’ (later equated with ‘the oth-
ers’). But each Hypothesis is taken twice for each series of consequences: once
drawing the consequences for the one (or the many) ‘in (relation to) itself’
(or ‘in themselves’)—that is, as if no relations of any kind are possible—and
once as if it (or they) can ‘somehow’ be ‘in relation to something else’. This
gives us, in all, eight Arguments.

The general question is that of the relation of the one and the many: How
is it possible that anything may participate in other things without ceasing to
be the one thing it is? This is prior to, and more general than, the question
of the relation of sensible things and forms. In fact, the logical 91 problem is
that of the relation to its complement (if there be such) of anything that can
be said to be one. The problem of the participation of the many in the one
arises also for forms, as Parmenides intimated at 135d8–e4. The possibility
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320–21.

90. Not their intelligibility, as Turnbull (1998: 48) would have it. I can find in the text no
basis for such an interpretation.

91. In Plato’s not purely formal understanding of logical relations.



of participation of forms in each other will be shown to be a condition of the
possibility of the participation of sensible things in forms. This will not be de-
rived, and no mechanism will be given for it. Only euporia against the im-
pediments raised by Eleatic logic will have been secured. This euporia, how-
ever, is almost a by-product of a much more pervasive inquiry, encompassing
the whole of the logical web of relations between the one and the many, which
will provide the understructure for the metaphysics of the Sophist.

Note that throughout Part II of the Parmenides, no mention is made of
sensible things or of forms. This is not because Plato became disenchanted
with forms following Parmenides’ attack in Part I. Rather, Parmenides now
raises the inquiry to a higher stage of generality (a ‘higher hypothesis’, in
the terminology of Phaedo 101d5 and Republic VI 511a6). On this level, forms
and sensible things are alike considered ‘ones’.

Some considerations, such as those of the “Parmenidean” Arguments (I,
IV, VI, VIII), apply only to entities that are capable of being kaq j auJtav—that
is, forms. Other considerations apply to both forms and sensible things
alike,92 except that forms can also be pro;ˇ a[lla, ‘in relation to others’,
whereas sensible things can be only such (Arguments II, III, V, VII). Some
few apply only to entities that can be in relation to time—that is, only to sen-
sible things (Theorem II.10, Appendix, on physical changes). Figure 2 dia-
grams the Arguments in Part II of the Parmenides.

Each Argument follows a more or less rigid pattern: first, there is a defi-
nition of ‘one’ for that Argument (abbreviated “df.”). This is, at the same
time, a clarification of the meaning of ‘is’. Then comes what may be called
the Basic Theorem (1), which establishes the relation, if any, between the
whole and its parts. In fact, this amounts to an explication of the definition:
if ‘is’ is interpreted as referring to Parmenidean, absolute being, then no as-
pects or parts are possible, and the one cannot be a whole. ‘Is’ is then com-
pletely “transparent,” and there can be no distinction whatsoever between
‘one’ and ‘is’: asserting that the one is is tantamount to asserting the one.
If, on the other hand, ‘is’ is interpreted as referring to something distin-
guishable from ‘one’, then a distinction can be made within the one that is.
In this case, the one that is is a whole comprising parts or aspects, and it can
be predicated according to these aspects. Then come the various Theorems
(2–10) exploring these various aspects, with the occasional addition of lem-
mas, corollaries, and notes. Each Argument normally winds up with a con-
clusion on being as attribution and its corollary on knowledge, opinion, or
the like. The conclusion is in fact a summary of the whole Argument, bring-
ing together under ‘being’ all the attributes that have been examined in it.
The pattern is varied according to the requirements of each Argument.
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Fig. 2. The structure of the Arguments in Part II of Plato’s Parmenides.
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It is easy to see that the order and content of the Theorems are devised
primarily for Argument II. Indeed, the distinction between whole and parts,
or aspects, makes sense only in that Argument and in those that correspond
to it, since all consequences in Argument I and its derivates are negative.

After Arguments I and II, the series of Theorems and the Theorems them-
selves are often abbreviated. The Theorems do not necessarily appear always
in the order shown below. This is the order of Argument II, for which, in
fact, the Theorems were designed. Other Arguments may have different re-
quirements for the order of the Theorems. The full sequence of the Theo-
rems is shown in Table 1. That list of categories93 can be shown to be under
Parmenidean influence, perhaps actually drawn from Parmenides’ poem. A
quick survey of Plato’s list of categories and of Parmenides’ poem yields the
parallels shown in Table 2.

The categories are partially dependent on each other, the earlier being
necessary conditions of the later, as shown in Figure 3.

A brief summary of the Arguments one by one may be helpful here. A de-
tailed analysis of each appears in the commentary.

Characteristically, Plato superimposes onto a dichotomic structure also a
linear progression from Argument to Argument. He proceeded similarly, for
example, in the simile of the Divided Line in the Republic. As we saw above,
he did this also in Part I of our dialogue, and as will be apparent from the
analysis, he does it again in Part II. Later Arguments are often dependent,
in different ways, on previous ones, and earlier conclusions must be reread
in the light of later analyses.

Hypothesis: The One Is

Argument I

Argument I, as we already saw, is a systematic analysis of Parmenidean be-
ing. Its hypothesis is the absolute Principle of Noncontradiction: to be one
is not to be many, with no restrictions allowed. It is impossible, for whatever
is, that it should be in one way but not in another. The unity of the subject is
absolute. No aspects can be distinguished in it, for this would mean that the
one is such-and-such in relation to one aspect but not in relation to another.
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table 1 The sequence of the Theorems and their 
categories in Part II of Plato’s Parmenides

Theorem Category

df. Definitiona

1 Part(s)/whole
1.1 Part(s)
1.2 Whole

2 Limit
2.1 Unlimited
2.2 Limited
2.corollary Number

3 Extremities/middle
3.corollary Shape (round/straight)

4 Inclusion
4.1 In itself (or: in themselves, and so on)
4.2 In another (or: in others, and so on)

5 Contact
5.1 With itself
5.2 With another
5.corollary Place

6 Motion/rest
6.1 Motion
6.1.1 Alteration
6.1.2 Locomotion
6.1.2.1 Revolution
6.1.2.2 Translation
6.2 Rest

7 Sameness/difference
7.1 Same
7.1.1 As itself
7.1.2 As another
7.2 Different
7.2.1 From itself
7.2.2 From another

8 Likeness/unlikeness
8.1 Like
8.1.1 Itself
8.1.2 Another



Theorem Category

8.2 Unlike
8.2.1 Itself
8.2.2 Another

9 Equality/inequality
9.1 Equal
9.1.1 To itself
9.1.2 To another
9.2 Unequal (larger/smaller)
9.2.1 To itself
9.2.2 To another
9.corollary Equality of number

10 Being and coming to be younger-older/same age
10.1 Being
10.1.1 Younger-older
10.1.1.1 Than itself
10.1.1.2 Than another
10.1.2 Same age
10.1.2.1 As itself
10.1.2.2 As another
10.2 Coming to be
10.2.1 (As above . . .)
(etc.) (. . . )

Conclusiona Being
Corollarya Relations, knowledge, opinion, perception, name,

account, and so forth

note: Any Theorem in the sequence shown may at any level include one or more subsec-
tions not listed in this table—definition, excursus, lemma, or conclusion—or a note (or multi-
ple notes) to any of these. Furthermore, the Appendix to Theorem 10 in Argument II is itself
divided into three main subsections, and it has its own conclusion and a note.

It is important to keep in mind that the sequence of Theorems listed in this table will not
necessarily appear either in full or in exact numerical order in all Arguments.

a Although the definitions, conclusions, and corollaries to Arguments I–VIII may not be Theo-
rems strictly speaking, they are no less important. In particular, each Argument includes its own
distinct definition of ‘one’, which incidentally serves to clarify the distinct sense in which ‘is’
must be taken.
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Fig. 3. The categories of being and their relations in Part II of Plato’s Parmenides. Parenthetical numerals indicate Theorem numbers.



Hence, no attribution whatsoever is possible. In general, the one cannot be
said even to be something, as this would imply an oujsiva, a characterization,
which in turn would imply distinction and plurality. The one cannot stand
in any relation to anything, since it is considered only kaq j auJtov, ‘in relation
to itself’. Since knowledge is a relation of some sort, the one cannot be the
object of knowledge (or indeed of any sort of cognition).

But, as in Part I, of which this Argument may be considered a reformu-
lation, we have been making the one an object of inquiry and, at least, of
opinion: we have been implying some sort of epistemic relation between us
and it. We thus end in a pragmatic aporia. Therefore, we must change our
hypothesis so as to allow for a different conclusion, more in line with what
we have been doing.

Argument II

Argument II gives us, then, an alternative interpretation of the Hypothesis:
‘The one is’ is now taken to mean that the one has some (unspecified) char-
acter, distinguishable from it. In other words, it is in some respect (accord-
ing to the character being ascribed; the Theorems will examine those respects
one by one), but its being such-and-such does not exhaust all of it. To be
something (e.g., one) does not contradict being also something different,
provided these two characteristics are not ascribed to the subject in the same
respect. This is a direct application of the restricted Principle of Noncon-
tradiction. In particular, being one does not exclude being many (in some
respects). In general, the restricted Principle of Noncontradiction, as a cri-
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table 2 Parallel categories in the Theorems in Part II of Plato’s 
Parmenides and in the poem of Parmenides, fragment 28 B 8 DK

Theorem in 28 B 8 DK, 
Plato’s Parmenides Category lines

1 Part(s)/whole 4, 22, 38
2 Limit 42
3 Extremities/middle 43
4 Inclusion 29
5 Contact 6, 25
6 Motion/rest 26, 38; cf. 41
7–9 Sameness (etc.) 57
10 Being in time 5, 12–14, 20–21

II.10, Appendix Generation/destruction 3, 40
II.10, Appendix, 1 Separation/combination 22
II.10, Appendix, 2 Assimilation/dissimilation 41
II.10, Appendix, 3 Growing/diminishing 6



terion of unity and being, opens up the possibility of something’s being one
and nevertheless oppositely predicated, kata; different aspects. Argument II
assumes the possibility of predication and establishes its conditions, chief
among which is the restricted Principle of Noncontradiction.

This Argument takes the one that is as a o{lon, a complex. The Basic The-
orem lays bare the essential ambiguity of such a one: it is both a whole and
parts (these constituting, in themselves, different respects, implicitly assumed
by the Basic Theorem). This ambiguity or duplicity comes to a head in Plato’s
holistic approach in this and related Arguments: the one that is is prior to
its parts. This is meticulously spelled out in the derivation of number. Num-
ber is especially important for Plato in this context. It emerges as the proto-
type of a structured plurality, such as the form must be. Once the possibil-
ity of structured, holistic pluralities is secured, the formal framework can be
developed that will make possible diairesis: forms are shown to be complexes,
not simple units. Diairesis will also necessitate a double focus, which will be
further considered in later Arguments: forms must be considered both in
themselves and in relation to one another.

On the current hypothesis, then, the one that is, or the one as a whole,
can have all possible predicates—in different respects, as whole and parts or
in relation to different parts (or aspects) of the whole. The Argument is hy-
pothetical throughout, and its hypothetical character is carefully marked by
the modalities of the verbs. We must also interpret the necessity voiced by
young Aristoteles as conditional necessity, as referring not to the necessity of
the conclusions in themselves but to the necessity that they follow from their
premises. In most cases, Plato qualifies the conclusions as ascribing this or
that character to the one only ‘somehow’ (pou, ph/, pw )̌, or else he speci-
fies the different respects in which the subject is this or is that.94 Sometimes,
for stylistic reasons, Plato varies the mood of the verb and uses the indica-
tive. But this can easily be shown not to have any deeper significance. Aris-
totle was later to recognize that, when he wrote: ‘And of that which is already
at rest and of that which can be at rest, we say that it rests.’95

An important characteristic of the complex one, considered in this Ar-
gument, is the possibility that it be in time. ‘Being in time’ (or rather, tensed
being) allows changeable entities. Plato’s interest here is in sensible things
not as sensible but as changeable. In the context of relational entities, this
is the most relevant difference between them and forms. Their being ap-
prehended by the senses is to be accounted for in the Timaeus but is of no
consequence in our context. Forms, as he saw them in this Argument, can
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(and must) also be pro;ˇ a[lla, ‘in relation to others’. But they cannot be dif-
ferent at different times, and this is what marks them off from their every-
day homonyms. The specific participation of changeable things in forms
turns out to be merely a special case of being katav ti, ‘in respect of (or ac-
cording to) something’, namely kata; crovnon, ‘in respect of (or according
to) time’. For this to be possible, there must be a possibility that being be
tensed. This is not to say, though, that everything that is one is tensed; only
that there can be entities that are ‘somehow’ one, and their being also many
is manifested ‘according to time’. And if being can be tensed, there can be
physical processes—that is, nature is possible. The Appendix to Theorem
II.10 examines those physical processes.

The one that is can be a member of relations: it can both be known and
be the object of opinion (under different descriptions), and so forth. The dif-
ference between objects of knowledge and objects of opinion is not consid-
ered in the Parmenides. Structurally, there is no difference between them. Thus,
there can be opinion also of forms.96 The structure of mevqexi ,̌ ‘participation’,
is the same for sensible things and for forms. Both problems are solved in
one stroke. Mivmhsi ,̌ ‘imitation’, the specific relation between sensible things
and forms, implies a different medium, which is not relevant here.97

Plato is showing here that the world of forms and the physical world have
the same structure. But Plato does not actually construct the physical world.98

Rather, he only secures euporia: he shows that there is a way of escaping Par-
menides’ strictures, and that it is not impossible for a physical thing to have
reality (however restricted this reality may be) and exhibit a restricted—but
well-delimited—lack of contradiction. But he does not derive the material
world as such from its metaphysical structure. (Note, for example, that he
never says that those entities under consideration are sensible, material, or
the like; only that they are changeable.) Argument II and its continuation,
Argument III, show the possibility of the forms as a system of interconnec-
tions, and thereby also the possibility of the sensible world, as against the
Parmenidean interpretation of being.99

Argument III

In order for relation, knowledge, and the like to be possible, there must be
a plurality (cf. 155e1–2 and above), and the many—considered under the
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98. Contra Cornford (1939), 146.
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restricted Principle of Noncontradiction—must have the same properties as
the one of Argument II (the one that is one of many). This is what Argument
III shows. Argument III is, then, the natural consequence of Argument II.

The many can be taken collectively or severally—which is parallel to tak-
ing the one as a whole or as part or parts. This allows any sort of relation be-
tween the one and the many. In other words, the one can be predicated of
the many in any way, and anything (even forms!) can be one as well as many.
There is a symmetry between the one and the many: in order for there to
be knowledge, and so forth, the one has to be many, and the many have to
be one—‘somehow’: that is, always supposing that the Principle of Non-
contradiction can be restricted in specifiable ways.

Argument IV

Argument IV takes one and many as a strict dichotomy: to be many is not to
be one in any way, according to the absolute Principle of Noncontradiction.
But if the many are such, they cannot even be many. This is a criticism of
Parmenides’ Way of Seeming and of his complete separation of his two forms
from the true one and from each other. In order for there to be many, there
must be some relation between the one and the many—that is, a plurality
of entities that are only kaq j auJtav, ‘in themselves’, is impossible. The as-
sumption of a plurality of entities requires the possibility that those entities
be (also) pro;ˇ a[llhla, ‘in relation to each other’. Argument IV, then, shows
that if there is a plurality of entities, they cannot be units of the type ana-
lyzed in Argument I.

Hypothesis: The One Is Not

The next four Arguments deal with the Hypothesis ‘The one is not’. Its exis-
tential interpretation comes up against grave difficulties. Cornford, for ex-
ample, has to suppose that Argument V draws conclusions from an entity that
has no existence. It is difficult to see what sense this could have had for Plato.100

But there is no reason to assume from the start that ei\nai must be existen-
tial. It is better understood as predicative and incomplete, making much bet-
ter sense throughout: ‘The one is not (F )’. In effect, it is much easier to grasp
that the one that is not (F ) is knowable and has many other characters—
say, G, H (etc.)—than that this should be true of a nonexistent one. Unless we
are willing to import bodily into the text the whole medieval apparatus of
existence and subsistence, unrealized essences, and the like, a nonexistent
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one that has many characters remains unintelligible. On the other hand, a
one that is not (F ) but, nevertheless, has many other characters (including
being: i.e., being G or H, as distinct from being F )—such a one makes per-
fectly good Platonic sense.

Argument V

Argument V starts from the assumption of the possibility of knowing, and
speaking of, what is not. This will make room for the possibility of an “other.”
The one that is not, in some way is. Once we have the possibility of x being
F, we must have also the possibility of x not being F. For we do speak about
what is not, and we assume we speak truly of it.

The Argument establishes the equivalence of ‘not being F ’ and ‘being
not-F ’. Especially important is the move at 161e3 (and ff.), which demon-
strates the equivalence of not-being and otherness. This is necessary for in-
terpreting ‘x is not F ’ as ‘x is G, H (etc.)’, or ‘not-F ’. This difficult passage
turns out to be crucial for the parallel move at Sophist 256d11–e4.

Participation is shown to be always partial—according to relevant aspects
only. Participation is thus possible only on the assumption of the restricted
Principle of Noncontradiction. Once this is accepted, the aporiae of total par-
ticipation are effectively dissolved. So, if participation as being restrictedly is
to be possible, there must be also a possibility of restrictedly not being. Par-
ticipation requires, therefore, the interpretation of not-being as otherness.

Argument VI

But the results of Argument V do not mean that Parmenides was totally
wrong. If the one is not, in an absolute sense, nothing can be said of it: it has
no character, and it is in no way whatsoever. Parmenides was right in main-
taining that what is not cannot be spoken of, and so on—according to his
Principle of Noncontradiction. However, we have already recognized the (hy-
pothetical) necessity of a different Principle.

Argument VII

Our Hypothesis is that the one is not. But even if we negate the one, as we
did in Argument I, we do not necessarily negate the other. Once negation
has been established as otherness (or: not being F as equivalent to being not-
F ) in Argument V, the others can be, and can be considered, in relation to
each other.

Restricted nonbeing is equivalent to otherness: the one is not in one re-
spect (say, F ), but it is in another (say, G ). This is not a total negation of the
one, because we are assuming that units can be established, albeit only in re-
lation to each other, in an arbitrary way. The notion of otherness implies that
there are units that can be taken to be different from one another, and in-
sofar as they can be so taken; but we do not have to take such units absolutely.
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In metaphysical terms, this means that a world constructed on the prin-
ciple of difference, rather than on the supposition of real units, is possible,
at least prima facie. This would be a purely structuralist world, in which to be
is to be different from something else. What we have, then, is a pure system
of relations. Nothing is in itself; it is only in relation to something else. To
be is to be a member in a relation. There are units, but they are arbitrary
and, in themselves, indeterminate. Nothing is something in an unrestricted
manner. Such a possibility is explored in the Theaetetus (153e4 ff.), where
the hypothesis is considered of ‘not positing a one that is in itself ’.

Since units are arbitrary, anything can be made to appear to be of any
character. Argument VII provides the logical background for the definition
of the sophist in Sophist 236 (and ff.). By negating real units, the sophist can
make anything appear anything, by shifting points of view without ever be-
ing committed to any of them. It sketches a world of pure perspectives, in
which there is no advantage to any point of view over any other.

Although this Argument fits the Platonic view of the phenomenal world,
as has been recognized since ancient times, it does not necessarily refer to
phenomena alone. The Argument can very well describe also a nominalis-
tic conceptual field, in which distinctions are arbitrary, without any onto-
logical basis, being, as it is; whereas the one is not. If we are willing to forgo
truth and satisfy ourselves with the appearance of truth, such a world seems
possible—at a price Plato was not prepared to pay.

Argument VIII

But if the one absolutely is not, if nothing can be said to be in itself one def-
inite thing, then the many are impossible. Even the structuralist world of Ar-
gument VII must presuppose that something can be said (even illusorily) to
be this or that in itself. Otherwise, it would be impossible that these supposed
others be many, or indeed others.

Totally denying the one—or totally denying that something can be truly
said to be this or that in itself—destroys all possibility of discourse, or even
of anything’s being this or that. Anaxagoras was wrong, then, in saying that
‘all things were together’ (59 B 1 DK), denying (as Plato understood him)
any real units of being. In order to say ‘all things’, Anaxagoras needs a con-
cept of a ‘this’ and of a ‘that’, just as all perspectivists, from Protagoras to
Nietzsche and Derrida, presuppose—so Plato seems to be arguing—a real
unit of meaning in order to be able to establish their discourse. Structural-
ism is not enough. Grammar is impossible without semantics. There must
be, at least, the concept of a ‘one’ (i.e., of a determinate object, which is in
itself what it is, and to which the many can be related). But if there is noth-
ing determinate in itself, to which the others can be related, they cannot be
individuated, and they cannot be denumerably many. Thus, they cannot be
objects of any type of cognition or discernment, not even (false) opinion,
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since they cannot be distinguished from one another. For Plato, the absolute
one is a precondition of the possibility of anything’s being a ‘this’ or a ‘that’.
No true difference can ultimately be established without the presupposition
of absolute unity and absolute being.

On the other hand, there can be cognition only of articulated entities, and
articulated (or complex) entities presuppose the restricted Principle of Non-
contradiction. If cognition (and articulated entities) is (are) to be possible, we
must assume both absolute, Parmenidean being and being prov̌ ti, ‘in rela-
tion to something’. In other words, both Principles are necessary. Here lies
the anti-Aristotelean thrust in this dialogue. The restricted Principle is not
sufficient on its own. Since the restrictions it allows cannot be defended ra-
tionally (and Aristotle acknowledged that much in making his Principle open-
ended),101 it cannot be a sufficient criterion of unity and being, and it must
be backed by the absolute, Parmenidean Principle. And if so, forms are nec-
essary and the unhypothetical principle cannot be dispensed with, even if the
entity to which it corresponds cannot be the object of discursive knowledge.

The assumption of only one mode of being—being in itself—led to the
aporia of Part I, even if we were prepared to accept entities of different types.
Being in relation to something else must be assumed, irrespective of whether
or not the entities in question have the same degree of reality. On the other
hand, if there is only being in relation to something else, but not in itself,
no knowledge is possible, and truth becomes an empty word. The postula-
tion of forms as units of reality and knowledge requires that they be both in
themselves and in relation to something other. That the Arguments are all
hypothetical does not mean that we have to choose between them. It means
only that their hypotheses are the conditions of the possibility (or the im-
possibility) of their consequences. Plato has argued that, in order to over-
come the aporia of participation and retain the possibility of knowledge, we
have to take both interpretations of the hypotheses together. Being must be
kaq j auJtov, ‘in itself’, as well as provˇ ti, ‘in relation to something’. But since
there cannot be only being provˇ ti, only what can be kaq j auJtov is fully real,
and what can only be provˇ ti is dependent or derivative.

A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

This translation differs from existing English translations in stressing some
important philological and interpretive points:

1. The translation tries to render as accurately as possible the remote con-
ditional optative used by Plato throughout Part II of the dialogue, with
few stylistic variations.
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2. It emphasizes the strong conditional particles (such as ei[per, ejpeivper,
ejpeidhvper) and the frequent repetition of the protases, thus stressing the
hypothetical character of the series of arguments in Part II of the dialogue.

3. |Hi . . . h|i . . . and o{ti . . . o{ti . . . are translated ‘insofar as . . .’ and ‘inas-
much as . . .’, in order to bring out the qualifications that Plato’s meta-
physics introduces into Eleatic being.

4. jAnavgkh is translated throughout ‘it is necessary that’, attributing the ne-
cessity to the derivation of the conclusion from the premises rather than
to the property being deduced.

5. Common, and even colloquial, expressions are pressed by Plato into tech-
nical use, and the translation tries to safeguard their technical aspect.
Thus, pou in most of its occurrences is taken in a technical sense, to mean
‘somehow’, and indicating that the characteristic in question is to be at-
tributed to the subject under certain restrictions; oujde;n kwluvei is a com-
mon form of assent, but Plato turns it into a key expression of the
elenchus, and it is translated ‘nothing prevents’; a[llo ti (h[) is a common
interrogative expression, but Plato stresses its literal meaning, ‘nothing
else than’, when defining the one strictly as ‘not many’ and vice versa.

6. Aristoteles’ answers are translated as closely as possible, in order to mark,
as in the Greek, the rhythm of each argument.

The cumulative result, I hope, is a translation in which the arguments are
much more hypothetical and more subtly qualified than what can be un-
derstood from the previous translations. I have tried, so far as possible, to
keep to a minimum the inevitable sacrifice of the careful blend of accuracy
and conversational tone characteristic of Plato’s dialogues in general and of
this dialogue in particular. But this is not intended primarily as a literary trans-
lation; rather, it is meant to aid the reader in negotiating the subtleties and
intricacies of the Platonic text.

I follow Cornford in not forcing the reader “to read a book in three places
at once.”102 The commentary and the notes are interspersed with the trans-
lation. This arguably makes for easier reading. Some, however, may complain
that such a layout intensifies the already inevitable superimposition of the
interpretation onto the text. On the other hand, this objection may be com-
pensated by the extra burden this format puts on the commentator, who will
find it more difficult to dodge recalcitrant passages. In any case, the trans-
lation should stand, so far as possible, on its own.

Unless noted otherwise, Burnet’s Oxford Classical Text edition is assumed
for the Parmenides as for the other Platonic dialogues, except those in Bur-
net’s volume I, for which I have followed the new edition of Duke et al. (1995).
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Parmenides





Proem

Cephalus recounts the dialogue

THE FRAME STORY

126a1–127a7 After arriving in Athens from our home town, Clazomenae, we
happened to meet Adeimantus and Glaucon in the marketplace;
and Adeimantus, taking my hand, said:

—Greetings, Cephalus, and if you wish anything here in which
we can help, say so.

—Well then, said I, this is just what I have come for, to ask you
for something.

—Tell us your wish, said he.
b And I said: —Your half-brother on your mother’s side—What

is his name? I don’t remember. He was a child, I believe, when I
came here before from Clazomenae; and by now that was a long
time ago. His father’s name, I think, was Pyrilampes.

—Indeed.
—And his own?
—Antiphon. But why do you ask?

c —These men here, said I, are my fellow citizens, very much philo-
sophically minded [mavla filovsofoi], and they have heard that this
Antiphon frequently used to meet a certain Pythodorus, a friend
of Zeno’s, and that he so often heard the conversation Socrates,
Zeno, and Parmenides once had that he can tell it from memory.

—That is true, he said.
—Well, said I, this is what we wish to hear.
—This is not difficult, said he. For when he was a lad he took

good care to learn it by heart, although now he takes after his
grandfather and namesake, and spends most of his time dealing
with horses. But if you so wish, let us go and see him; he has just
gone home from here, and his home is nearby, in Melite.

127 Having said this, we walked there and found Antiphon at
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home, giving instructions to a smith about making a bit or some-
thing of the sort. After he sent the man away and the brothers told
him what we had come for, he recognized me from my previous
visit and welcomed me; and at first when we asked him to repeat
the conversation he was reluctant—for he said it was hard work—
but later he told us the whole story.

The pedigree of the story is very carefully established. Cephalus tells us
what Antiphon told him that Pythodorus reported of the conversation be-
tween Parmenides, Zeno, and Socrates. The other dialogue in which we
have such an elaborate framework is the Symposium, and there Plato seems
to be very serious about Diotima’s speech, even though the speech must
be fictitious. The case could be the same here: Socrates’ conversation with
Parmenides is wholly fictitious, and so is Parmenides’ dialectical exercise
with young Aristoteles, but the Chinese-box arrangement of the proem fo-
cuses our attention on the contents, as opposed to the fictitiousness of the
meeting itself.

Glaucon and Adeimantus, Plato’s half-brothers, and ‘very much philo-
sophically minded’, who followed the argument of the Republic, are not the
type of men to swallow a garbled story. By them, we are directed to the meta-
physical scene of the Republic. Antiphon has a good memory (127a4).
Cephalus1 hardly remembers Antiphon. His memory is not as good as An-
tiphon’s, but this only sets off the latter’s very good memory. True, Antiphon
now spends most of his time with horses. But he does know the whole story
by heart. That he is no longer interested in philosophy could make his re-
port less susceptible to his own subsequent elaborations and more likely to
be unbiased. In any case, it would be perverse to maintain that the whole
thing is to be understood as misreported.2 What would then be the point of
going to such lengths in order to establish their good memories and the pedi-
gree of the story? Establishing the supposed good memory of the tellers of
the story does not necessarily imply historical accuracy. On the contrary, the
story could never have happened. (Cf. below, n. 3.) That the “report” can
be taken as accurate is only a way of signaling us that the content is to be
trusted.

44 plato’s parmenides

1. Cephalus of Clazomenae is not to be confused with Cephalus of Syracuse, in whose house
the Republic is supposed to have taken place. Cf. Brisson (1994), 12. But having a homonym of
the host of the Republic tell the story could be significant. That Clazomenae was the home town
of Anaxagoras has been taken to point to the latter and connect his saying ‘In the beginning
all things were together’ (59 B 1 DK) to Argument II in this dialogue. The possible significance
of this detail was pointed out already by Proclus, ad loc., who interprets it in his characteristic
symbolic manner. Cf. Allen (1983), 63; and, for a different interpretation, Miller (1986), 25.
See also below, on 142e3–143a3.

2. Cf. Gill, “Introduction,” in Gill and Ryan (1996), 4.



THE PROBLEM: THE MANY CANNOT BE

127a7–e5 So, Antiphon said that Pythodorus told him that Zeno and Parmen-
b ides once came for the Great Panathenaea. And Parmenides was al-

ready a rather elderly man, his hair quite gray, but of a distinguished
appearance, aged about sixty-five; Zeno was then nearing forty, tall and
attractive, and it was said that he had been Parmenides’ darling. He 

c said that they were staying at Pythodorus’s, outside the walls, in Ce-
ramicus. Socrates came there, and a few others with him, eager to hear
Zeno’s book—for it had then been brought here by them for the first
time—and Socrates was then quite young. So Zeno himself read it to 

d them, and Parmenides happened to be outside. And when the read-
ing of the arguments was almost over, Pythodorus said, he himself came
in, and with him Parmenides and Aristoteles who became one of the
Thirty, and so they still heard a little of the book; he himself, however,
had heard it from Zeno before.

After having heard it, Socrates urged him to read the first hypoth-
e esis of the first argument again, and after it was read, he said:

—How do you mean this, Zeno? If the things that are [ta; o[nta] are
many, they must therefore be both like and unlike; but this is impos-
sible, for neither can the unlike be like, nor the like unlike? Don’t you
say so?

—I do, said Zeno.

127c2, ‘a few others’] The reason for accepting the emendation of Cornford, af-
ter Taylor, <ouj> pollouv ,̌ is not 129d1, ‘although we are seven’ (the reference is not to
the number of people present in the room; see below, ad loc.), but rather 136d6–8; ‘If
we were more people, it would not be right to ask him; for it would not be fit for him to
speak of such things in front of a crowd.’

127c6, ‘Parmenides happened to be outside’] The master does not necessarily ap-
prove of the disciple’s defense of him. Cf. below, on 128a6, b5; 136a.

127d2, ‘Aristoteles’] Not the philosopher of Stageira; cf. Brisson (1994), 12–15.
See Thesleff (1982: 58), not convincingly, for the opposite view, and bibliography there.
Aristoteles could possibly have been the ‘Athenian statesman’ in Diogenes Laertius V
1.35; but of course Diogenes’ source could ultimately go back to Plato himself.

Antiphon is telling the story some fifty years after the event. Cephalus is
telling it at some unspecified time, but there is no reason to believe it to be
much later. The dramatic date of Socrates’ supposed conversation with Par-
menides, when Socrates was ‘quite young’ (127c5), is of course earlier than
that of the Republic. In fact, what we have in the present conversation is an
argument that is to support or clarify what has been said in the Republic (and
in the middle dialogues in general) and might thus be thought to be meta-
physically prior.3
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Zeno’s hypothesis is eij pollav ejsti ta; o[nta, ‘if the things that are are many’
(127e1), or, as in Zeno’s own fragment 3, eij pollav ejsti, ‘if the many are’.4 In
the latter formulation, there are, of course, existential overtones (‘if there is
a plurality’), but, as we shall see, it is not the existential meaning that carries
the burden of the argument. It is not necessary to assume that Zeno is argu-
ing against the numerical plurality of what exists. He could as well be arguing
against predicational plurality—that is, against the assumption that a single
thing has more than one characteristic.5

At the conclusion of the dialogue, things (in general; not only sensible
things) will supposedly have been shown to have contradictory predicates.

127e6–128b6 —And thus, if it is impossible both that things unlike be like
and that things like be unlike, it is also impossible that they be
many? For if they were many, they would be affected by impossi-
bles. Is not this what your arguments aim at, nothing else than [oujk
a[llo ti h]] to maintain, despite all that is said, that the many are
not? And don’t you take each of these arguments as proof of this
very thing, so that you consider however many arguments you have 

128 written as so many proofs adduced to the effect that the many are
not? So do you say, or do I not follow you correctly?

—No, said Zeno, you have grasped well the aim of the book as
a whole.

—I see, Parmenides, said Socrates, that Zeno here wants to en-
joy a relationship with you not only in love but also in his book.
For in a certain way he wrote the same as you did, but with some
change, trying to deceive us into thinking that he is saying some-

b thing different. For in your poem you say that all is one, and you
adduce nice and proper proofs of it. And he, in turn, says that the
many are not [ouj polla; . . . ei\nai], and he too adduces very many
great proofs. So, the one says it is one; the other, that it is not many;
and thus each speaks so as to seem not to have said the same thing
while saying almost the same; and so, to the rest of us, it appears
that what you both have said is well above us.
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Zeno was rightly considered the father of dialectic. From one hypothesis, he
draws contradictory (“opposite”) consequences, so that the hypothesis has
to be abandoned. From this method, Socrates developed his own elenctic
method, which Plato took over as the first part of his method of hypothesis.
(Cf. the Introduction, above, p. 6.)

Socrates accuses Zeno of trying to deceive people into thinking he is say-
ing something different from what Parmenides said (128a6–8). Plato, in Part
II of this dialogue, will do the converse: when stating pairs of hypotheses with
the same formulation (Arguments I and II, III and IV, V and VI, VII and VIII),
he will be saying different things but pretending they are the same.

Parmenides claims in the dialogue that e}n ei\nai to; pa̧n (128a8–9), ‘the
all is one’,6 or, in the standardized formulation of Part II of the dialogue,
that ‘the one is’ (128d1, e{n ejsti).7 As with Zeno’s proposition, the two Par-
menidean formulations are interchangeable: everything there is is one; there
is (only) a unity. But Socrates is implying that Zeno’s position is not neces-
sarily a simple negative formulation of Parmenides’. (Cf. 128a6, trovpon tina;,
‘in a certain way’; b5, scedovn, ‘almost’; and below on 136a.) The exact force
of Zeno’s arguments will be shown to depend on the interpretation of the
Principle of Noncontradiction: things could be like and unlike, and so on, if
a restricted version of the Principle should be accepted, as in Argument II.
And indeed, sensible things, which are the object of Zeno’s arguments, as
Socrates remarks below (129a6 ff.), do not comply with the unrestricted Prin-
ciple of Noncontradiction.

128b7–e4 —Yes, Socrates, said Zeno. But you have not fully grasped the 
c truth about my book. Although, like the Spartan hounds, you are

good at picking up the scent of what is said and tracking it, nev-
ertheless you have missed, first, that the book is not at all so proud,
as you say you understood what I wrote, of deceiving people, as if
this were a great deed. You point out something merely inciden-
tal; but in truth, this is a sort of defense of Parmenides’ argument 

d [lovgw/] against those who try to make fun of it, saying that if the
one is, it follows that this proposition [lovgw/] is affected by many
ridiculous consequences and by its own opposites. This book op-
poses, then, those who uphold the many, and pays them in their
own coin with some to spare, aiming at showing that their own
hypothesis—namely if the many are—would be affected by con-
sequences even more ridiculous than those following from the hy-
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pothesis that the one is, if one should set them out in sufficient
detail. It was in such a contentious spirit that I wrote it, when young,
and someone copied it in secret, so that I could not even consider 

e whether it should be brought out into the light or not. This is where
you went wrong, Socrates, in thinking that it was written not out
of the contentiousness of a youngster, but out of the love of honor
of an older man—although, as I said, you did not represent it badly.

128d1, eij e{n ejstin] Parmenides’ hypothesis as reinterpreted by Plato. Cf. above,
on a8–b1. The clarification of the meaning of ‘is’ is one of the objects of this dialogue.
Arguments I–IV will show that, if the one is, either it will not even be, or it will be affected
by contradictory predicates (cf. 160b2–4); Arguments V–VIII will show, on the other
hand, that the opposite hypothesis is no better (cf. 166c2–5). However, the dialogue will
have shown how the solution of the problem depends on a distinction between two modes
of being.

THE THESIS: FORMS PARTICIPATE IN EACH OTHER, 
AND SENSIBLE THINGS PARTICIPATE IN FORMS

128e5–129a6 —I concede the point, said Socrates, and I believe it is as you 
129 say. But tell me this: Don’t you think there is some form in itself

[aujto kaq j auJtov] of likeness and, again, something else, opposed to
it, that which is unlike [o{ ejsti ajnovmoio ]̌, and that in these two, I and
you, and all that we call ‘many’ come to take part? And those com-
ing to take part in likeness become like both by it and to the ex-
tent that [kata; tosou̧ton o{son] they would come to take part in it,
and those coming to take part in unlikeness become unlike, and
those coming to take part in both become both?

129a1, aujto; kaq j auJtov ] The intensive aujtov reinforces the reflexive auJtov, hence
‘in itself’, in contrast with provˇ ti. For a nontechnical use of the expression, see, e.g.,
Xenophon, Memorabilia 3.5.4. Cf. Bailly (1950), s.v.v. aujtov ,̌ pp. 317–18; eJautou̧, p. 563.
Katav in this context as elsewhere is ‘in relation to’, ‘in respect of’, and cannot possibly
mean ‘in virtue of’ (contra Gill and Ryan [1996]). Plato expresses the causative by the
dative (as, e.g., in this dialogue at 139c6) or by diav (as at Meno 72c8).

129a2, ‘in which two’ (touvtoin de; duoi̧n o[ntoin)] Literally, ‘in these, which are two’.
The point is that they are separate (distinct) from each other.

129a5, ‘to the extent that’] As we shall see in Argument II and in Argument V, par-
ticipation requires a distinction in the participated-in (and correspondingly in the par-
ticipant) between those aspects that are relevant to participation and those that are not.
Socrates is suggesting here not degrees of participation but only that participation in F is
not full identity with F. In the aporetic Part I of dialogue, Parmenides will resist such a
distinction, because it immediately introduces plurality into the one. (On Parmenides’
alternative strategy at 132d5 ff., see ad loc.; cf. also on 131b6–c11.)

129a6 ff.] This passage is a short restatement of the doctrine of forms as devel-
oped in the Phaedo, with all its terminology: ei\doˇ (cf. Phaedo 102b1), aujto; kaq j auJtov
(cf. 78d3), o[ntoin (cf. 71a13), aujta; ta; o{moia (cf. 74c1, aujta; ta; i[sa), metalambavnein or
metevcein (cf. 100c5; cf. also Prior [1985], 152). And cf. also Phaedo 78d6–7, 80b1 ff.,
104b6–7, and the whole of Parmenides 129e4–130a2 (below), with Phaedo 103a–c.
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This is Socrates’ thesis (to which Zeno never agrees): there are ‘forms in them-
selves’ (aujta; kaq j auJta; ei[dh), and each of them is one; and the many ‘come
to take part’ (metalambavnei) in them. Zeno does not answer. As a good Eleatic,
he will not distinguish between aujta; kaq j auJta; ei[dh, ‘forms in themselves’,
and the participants, and will not allow forms (or anything else) to be both
in themselves and in a relation (of participation) with sensibles. Parmenides
will pick it up from here (cf. 130a3–b6) and sharpen the point.

Socrates introduces the technical term (aujtov ) kaq j auJtov, ‘in itself’, with-
out explanation, but it should have been familiar to Zeno. (Cf. Parmenides,
fr. 8.58.) Here, Socrates puts forward the assumption that to be ‘in itself’
(kaq j auJtov ) is not to be ‘something else’ (a[llo ti), namely its opposite (129a1
ff.). This is indeed the Eleatic position as presented by Plato in Argument I,
137c4–5: a[llo ti oujk a]n ei[h polla; to; e{n; ‘Would not the one be something
other than the many?’ In the sequel, aujtov kaq auJtov will be opposed to pro;ˇ
a[llo, ‘in relation to another’.

129a6–b6 And even if all things come to take part in both, although these
are opposites, and are themselves like and unlike themselves by 

b participating in both, what is the wonder? If someone showed [ajpev-
faivnen] that the likes themselves become unlike, or the unlike like,
this I should think was a marvel [tevraˇ]. But if he shows that those
things that participate in both these appear to be affected by
both—this seems nothing strange, not to me, Zeno; nor, for that
matter, if someone shows that everything is one by participating
in the one and those same things are many again by participating
in plurality.

129a8–b2, o{moia . . . ajnovmoia] The plural is irrelevant; cf. Phaedo 74c1, aujta; ta; i[sa.
129b2, tevraˇ] Cf. Phaedo 101b1. There Socrates was referring to someone’s be-

coming larger by the addition of something small (e.g., becoming larger by a head). That
problem had been solved in the Phaedo itself, in the immediately following passage: one
becomes larger not by virtue of a head but by virtue (or on account) of largeness. Now
the marvel would be not how sensibles can be contrarily characterized, but that the forms
themselves could be so characterized.

Some (unspecified) weakened version of the Principle of Noncontradiction
is accepted for individual things. Socrates opposes to Eleatic, homogeneous,
ontology his own ontology, in which there are two types of entities, or, in the
formulation of Phaedo 79a6, duvo ei[dh tw¸n o[ntwn, ‘two types of what is’: sen-
sible things, in relation to which participation in opposites is trivial; and those
things that are auta; kaq j auJtav, ‘in themselves’, and cannot accept their con-
traries.8 (Cf. Phaedo 103b.) This distinction will be questioned by Parmenides
immediately below, at 130b. Socrates takes the participation of sensible things
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in forms to be unproblematic and only the participation of forms among
themselves to present a problem. Parmenides will presently show the prob-
lems inherent in the participation of sensible things in forms and will later
show how the two problems are in fact the same.

129b6–130a2 But if someone will prove [ajpodeivxei] that that which is one is it-
c self many, and again that the many are indeed one, at this I shall

then wonder. And likewise for all other things: if he should try to
show that the kinds and forms themselves are affected by these op-
posite affections in themselves, this would be worth wondering at.
But what is the wonder if someone will prove that I, who am one,
am also many, saying, whenever he may want to prove that I am
many, that my right side and my left side are different, and that
my front and my back are different, and likewise my top and my
bottom—for I think I do participate in plurality—and whenever
he may want to show that I am one, he will say that although we 

d are seven I am one man since I participate also in the one; and so
he shows both cases to be true? Thus, if one should try to show
that such things are many and also the same one—stones and sticks
and suchlike—we shall say that he is proving that something was
many and one, not that the one is many nor that the many is one,
nor that he is saying anything wonderful, but only what we should
all agree about. But if, in those things of which I was talking just
now, one would in the first place distinguish the forms [ei[dh] apart
[cwrivˇ] in themselves—such as likeness and unlikeness, and plu-

e rality and the one, and rest and movement, and all suchlike—and
then show that these are capable of being mixed with and sepa-
rated from one another, then (said he) I, for one, would admire
him wonderfully, Zeno. I think you have dealt with these things al-
together courageously; but my admiration would be much greater,
as I say, namely if someone should be able to demonstrate [ejpidei̧xai]
that this very same difficulty is in every way [pantodapw¸ˇ] involved
in the forms themselves—just as you two displayed it in visible
things, so also in the things that are grasped by thought.

129d1, ‘although we are seven’] The point is not that there are seven people in
the room. There would be no reason to stress this, especially as we are given only five
names (Zeno, Parmenides, Socrates, Aristoteles, and Pythodorus). Rather, the point is
that Socrates participates both in plurality (“we” are seven: right, left, front, back, top,
bottom, and Socrates “himself”)and in unity (for he is one man). Cf. Sophist 251a7.

Showing that sensible things can be one and many is presented by Socrates
as a trivial matter. (The continuation of the dialogue will show that it is far
from trivial.) Socrates presupposes the Platonic distinction between sensible
things and forms, and remarks that the real wonder would be to show that
the forms are each one and multiple. Zeno could prove that the (sensible)
many are both like and unlike because he disregarded the different respects
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in which they can be said to be (and are) so. That the Principle of Noncon-
tradiction must be restricted for sensible things Socrates takes for granted,
assuming the discussion of the Principle in Republic IV;9 that it must be re-
stricted for forms too is what Parmenides is going to show in Argument II.

True, it is Socrates who introduces the Parmenidean term cwriv ,̌ ‘apart’.
(Cf. on the following section.) But he wants to have it both ways. Parmenides
will gladly accept the cwrivˇ concept and will presently elaborate on it, but
in true Eleatic fashion, he will not allow Socrates to have it both ways.

At Phaedo 74a11–12, the equal itself is said to be ‘something different be-
sides’ sensible equals (para; tau̧ta pavnta e{terovn ti), and the difference be-
tween forms and sensible things is explicitly or implicitly presupposed. But
they are never said anywhere in Plato to be apart, except in this passage (by
Socrates) and in the following (by Parmenides). In fact, never is the term
cwrivˇ used by Plato of the forms outside the Parmenides.

In the Theaetetus (155d), written about the same time as the Parmenides, Plato
makes Philosophy the daughter of Wonder (Qauvma )̌. In our short passage,
he uses related words six times in quick succession (129b1; c1, c3, c4; d5; e3;
and cf. also below, 135a6, b1) in connection with the possibility of ascribing
opposite attributes to the same thing. Attributing opposites to the same sen-
sible thing is nothing wonderful; the wonder from which philosophy—in our
case, more specifically, dialectic—springs up is the possibility of attributing
opposites to those things that can be grasped only by thought: the forms. If
this can be shown to be possible, the possibility of dialectic as the science of
the combination of forms will have been established. (Cf. also below, 134e7;
135a6, b1; 142a1–8.)

The classical theory of forms in the so-called middle dialogues stressed
the difference between sensible things and forms, and the fact that forms
are aujta; kaq j auJtav, ‘in themselves’. Now Plato takes up a point that seems
not to have been sufficiently developed (though not completely dismissed)
in those dialogues, namely that forms nevertheless do combine with each
other. Some mention of this had already been made in the Phaedo (102d ff.),
where certain forms are said to imply certain others, and possibly in the Re-
public (476a), where forms are said to appear multiple because of their koinw -
niva ajllhvlwn, ‘communion with each other’. In the Phaedrus (265e ff.), the
combination of forms is explicitly mentioned. But nowhere had Plato con-
sidered how this is possible.

Here, (at 129d6 ff.), the main uJpovqesiˇ of the theory of forms is spelled
out: forms must both be in themselves and combine with each other. It is 
a precondition of mevqexi ,̌ ‘participation’, and later (in the Sophist) of the
sumplokhv, ‘weaving,’ of forms that what is one—and the form is one—should
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be affected by opposites (129b6–c1; cf. e2–3, sugkeravnnusqai kai; diakrivnesqai,
‘to be mixed and separated’, and 131b3). But this is precisely what an Eleatic
will not accept: that the one can be many. Just above (at 129c4 ff.), Plato al-
most gives the game away: a thing can be both one and many in different re-
spects. Socrates, as one of a group, is one; but as having spatial parts, he is
many. (For the purposes of this argument, spatial parts will do; the notion
of a nonspatial part will be developed in Argument II.)

This is what will be shown in Part II: the one both is in itself and combines
with and separates from other ones. We must hold both concepts of the one
(in this case, the form): it must be both aujto; kaq j auJtov and pro;ˇ a[lla. (Cf.
129d7–e2, prw̧ton me;n . . . , ‘first . . .’, with Argument I; and ei\ta . . . , ‘and
then . . .’, with Argument II. Cf. also Philebus 15b.)10 But to this Parmenides
cannot agree.
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Part I

Aporia

130a3–b3 While Socrates was saying that, Pythodorus told us he himself
was thinking at each point that Parmenides and Zeno would grow
vexed, but they paid great attention to Socrates and glancing fre-
quently at each other smiled as in admiration of him. Now, when
he finished, Parmenides intervened:

—Socrates, said he, how worthy of admiration is your urge 
b toward arguments. But tell me: Have you yourself thus distin-

guished, as you say, on the one hand some forms [ei[dh] themselves
apart [cwriv ]̌, and on the other hand apart the things that partic-
ipate in them?

Parmenides reformulates Socrates’ position, stressing the separation of sen-
sible things and forms.

Cwrivˇ (130b2, b3, b4), ‘apart’, is used by the historical Parmenides when
first introducing (illusory) plurality. (Cf. fr. 8.56.) True, it is Socrates who
brings up the term in this discussion, at 129d7—but as one aspect or mode
of the forms’ being. Socrates says he ‘would admire him wonderfully’ who
would show forms both to be apart and to mix with each other. (Cf. 129d7–e2;
for wonder as a mainspring of philosophy, cf. above, p. 51. But this is pre-
cisely what Parmenides opposes: he will allow forms and sensible things ei-
ther to combine (and then they must be entities of the same type) or to be
apart (and, thus, entities of two different types), but not both. For dichotomy
as standard Eleatic procedure, see the Introduction, above, p. 4.

130b3–e4 And do you think that likeness itself is something apart from
the likeness that we have, and the one as well as the many, and all
the things you just heard from Zeno?

—I do, said Socrates.
—And such things, said Parmenides, as some form in itself of

just and of beautiful and of good and, again, of all suchlike?
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—Yes, he said.
c —What, then? A form of man apart from us and from all that

are like us, some form itself of man or of fire or also of water?
—I have often been perplexed, he said, about these, Par-

menides, whether one must speak about them as we did about
those, or otherwise.

—And about these too, Socrates, which would also seem ridicu-
lous, such as hair and mud and dirt or any other most base and
lowly thing: are you perplexed whether one must say that of each 

d of these too there is a form apart, which is again other than the
things we handle, or not?

—In no way, said Socrates. Rather, those things we see such as
they are; to think of a form of those would be exceedingly strange.
And yet, sometimes I am worried whether it should not be the same
case with all things; but then, whenever I get to this point, I pull
back in fear that once I fall into such a pit of nonsense I am lost;
and I then go back there, to those things that we were just saying
have forms, and I spend my time dealing with them.

—For you are still young, Socrates, said Parmenides, and phi-
e losophy has not yet taken hold of you as I believe it will, someday,

when you will despise none of these things; but meanwhile you are
still mindful of people’s opinions, because of your age.

130d1, ‘the’] Reading <tw̧n> with Heindorf, Diès, and Cornford.

A preliminary problem: What kinds of separate forms are there? What real
unities are there, which do not appear as such in our world but are neces-
sary for sensible things to be what they are? Parmenides suggests four kinds
of forms:

1, 2. Mathematical and axiological concepts, such as likeness, or just, beau-
tiful, and good. These first two kinds have not been problematic for Plato
since the Meno and the Phaedo. There is a simple reason for accepting
them: they never appear unadulterated, and of them it might under-
standably (although metaphorically) be said that sensible things “want
to be” like them (Phaedo 74d9–10) but “fall short of them” (e1; cf. d6,
e3–4). The unity of the just or the equal is not apparent in sensible
things, and thus warrants the postulation of a just itself or an equal it-
self, which are those desired unities.

3. On the other hand, natural things, like man, are rather well-defined
unities as they are. (Water and fire also, each taken as a whole, are well-
defined, natural unities.)1 Although sensible, they are what they are,
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and a form of man or fire adds nothing to man or fire as they appear
empirically. Empirical man does not “want to be some other thing”
(Phaedo 74d9–10): he already is what he is, and his unity seems triv-
ially assured.

4. Hair, mud, and dirt (a) have no intrinsic value and (b) are not natural
unities. Here a separate form not only would add nothing but would
be arbitrary. Hair is a part of an animal—parts cannot have forms, for
these would not be real unities.2 Mud is earth mixed with water, in any
proportion—and arbitrary mixtures are not real unities.

Parmenides corrects Socrates’ approach, at 130e1: the problem is not pri-
marily axiological, and it does not even, at this point, have to do with the
specific features of the Platonic doctrine of forms. What we have in hand is
the general logico-ontological problem of the one and many. The axiologi-
cal aspects of the doctrine, and even the more specifically ontological ques-
tion of what unities are real unities, can be approached only after the pri-
mary question is settled: How can any unity be also many, and what is the
relation between that unity and its correlative many? This relation was de-
clared impossible by Parmenidean logic and ontology, and until this aporia
is overcome, all attempts to solve the specific problems above are premature.

THE DILEMMA

Main Dilemma

horn i. single-world ontology 

Let us then examine the problem of participation as the problem of the
unity of the form. Can the form be one and in itself and fulfill its ontolog-
ical and epistemological function? At this point, we have at our disposal only
one well-articulated logic and ontology: the one that Parmenides developed
in his poem. His is a single-world, homogeneous ontology. There are no
two modes of being; as he could have put it, holding his ground against
Aristotle: to; o]n levgetai monacw¸ ,̌ ‘being is said univocally’.3 Even allowing,
for the moment, a plurality of entities, these must all be of the same onto-
logical type. A split-world ontology, in which there are two types of entities
(but not two modes of being),4 will be examined later, and it too will be found
impossible.
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First secondary dilemma

horn i.1. total participation: 
forms assimilated to sensible things

130e4–131b2 But now tell me this: Do you think, as you say, that there are
some forms from which these other things that come to take part 

131 in [metalambavnonta] them take their names—as, for example,
things that take part in likeness become like, and in largeness large,
and in beauty and justice beautiful and just?

—Indeed, said Socrates.
—Now, each thing that comes to take part comes to take part

either in the whole form or in part? Or could there be another
way of coming to take part, apart from these?

—How could there be? said he.
—Does it seem to you, then, that the form, being one, is as a

whole in each of the many, or what?
b —What prevents it [tiv ga;r kwluvei], Parmenides? asked Socrates.

—For despite being one and the same it will be a whole simul-
taneously in things that are many and apart, and thus would be
apart from itself.

130e6, metalambavnonta, ‘come to take part in’] Metalambavnei is the Platonic equiv-
alent of ‘becomes’, just as metevcei, ‘takes part in’, or ‘participates in’, is his equivalent
of the predicative ‘is’. Of course, on Socrates’ thesis (cf. 128e5 ff.; above, p. 48), only
sensibles can ‘come to take part in’ something, viz. in the forms, which are different
from them. But Parmenides will interpret this relation as obtaining between sensibles
and forms considered as analogous to sensibles.

131a10, tiv [ . . . ] kwluvei] This is a technical term in the dialectical procedure and
in the hypothetical method: so long as ‘nothing prevents’ (oujde;n kwluvei) an hypothesis
from being true, it ‘stands’ (mevnei). An aporia is reached when something ‘prevents’ the
proposed hypothesis from being true. The hypothetical procedure aims at reestablish-
ing the desired conclusion by proposing a viable hypothesis, one that ‘nothing prevents’
from being true. Cf. the Introduction, above, p. 9.

Parmenides starts from an Eleatic dichotomy: the sensible thing partakes ei-
ther of the whole or of the parts severally (131a4). Socrates accepts Par-
menides’ premise (a6).

Let us suppose at first that the many sensible things participate in the form
as a whole. But they could not partake of the whole, for the whole would
then be in many things at once. And this, on the current hypothesis, is im-
possible (131a8–b2). The form cannot be participated in as a whole with-
out being apart from itself. Here Parmenides interprets mevro ,̌ ‘part’, as
strictly material. This is not simply a caricature of the doctrine of forms. So
long as the possibility of a split-world ontology is not being considered, Par-
menides argues from his own point of view: from a single-world, homoge-
neous ontology, in which all entities are of the same type. Here, ei[dh are as-
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similated to sensible things. Of course, one could have a single-world, ho-
mogeneous, nonmaterial ontology, in which sensible things are assimilated
to immaterial ei[dh. This possibility is taken care of in 132b3–c11.

counterhypothesis i.1.1. total participation: 
forms not material: the day (out of order)

131b3–6 —It would not, said he, if only [ge], as the day, despite being
one and the same, is in many places [pollacou̧] at once, and is none
the more apart from itself—if each form too should thus be si-
multaneously one and the same in all things.

131b3, ‘the day’] Not the light of the day, as the word hJmevra can also mean. What
Socrates needs here is precisely a nonmaterial entity that can be simultaneously ‘in many
places at once and none the more apart from itself’. Contra Brisson (1994: 37 n. 74):
“Suivant toute vraisemblance, il s’agit de la lumière du jour, qui, pour les anciens Grecs
en général et pour Platon en particulier, était une réalité matérielle, cf. le Timée
(45c–46a).” Cf. also Guthrie (1962–81), V 41 n. 1.

131b4, pollacou¸] See on the following passage.

Socrates demurs, adducing a nonmaterial example. Parmenides ignores it,
rightly, as out of order: under the current hypothesis of a single-world on-
tology, one cannot distinguish between entities of different types—in this
case, entities that can be simultaneously in many places and entities that can-
not. With some modifications, this is the position that Plato will defend in
Part II of the dialogue, showing under what assumptions it is possible: mevqexi ,̌
‘participation’, understood as e}n dia; pollw̧n, ‘one through many’, is possi-
ble only if the form can be simultaneously one and many. (Cf. also 129b6,
above.) From one point of view, the form is itself and nothing else; it is kaq j
auJtov, ‘in itself’, and monoeidhv̌ , ‘unique’. (Cf., e.g., Symposium 211b1.) But from
another point of view, it is this and that, and it is participated in here and
there. And this is exactly what Parmenides will not allow.

objection i.1.2. total participation: the sail

131b7–c11 —How sweetly, Socrates, he said, you make one and the same
thing be simultaneously in many places, as if you were to cover
many men with a sail and say that it is one over many as a whole.
Or don’t you think you are saying something like that?

c —Perhaps, he said.
—Now, then, would the sail as a whole be over each man, or

would a different part of it be over each one?
—A part.
—So, said he, the forms themselves are divisible, Socrates, and

the things that participate in them would participate in their parts;
and no longer would the whole be in each, but only a part of each
form.
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—So it appears, at least.
—Now, then, Socrates, said he, will you want to assert that the

one form is actually divisible for us and will still be one?
—In no way, said he.

Parmenides is right, from his point of view, in interpreting pollacou̧ as strictly
spatial. If the current hypothesis is that of an homogeneous ontology, in
which forms are assimilated to sensible things, then forms can be pollacou¸
(131b4, above) only if they are ‘in many places’. Socrates does not quite agree
with Parmenides’ interpretation of what he has just said (cf. c1,  [Isw ,̌ ‘Per-
haps’): there is an important difference between the day and the sail—namely
that the sail is of the same ontological type as the men covered by it, whereas
the day is not of the same type as the places it is “in.”

The phrase ‘one over many’ (e}n ejpi; polloi¸ˇ or kata; pollw̧n) is used only
by Socrates’ opponents, to describe the supposed relation between the form
and the sensibles. Plato consistently describes his own view of the relation
between forms and sensible things by diav or by the causal dative. For exam-
ple, compare Socrates’ demand at Meno 72c7–8 for e{n gev ti ei\doˇ . . . di j o}
eijsi;n ajretaiv (‘one certain form . . . by which they are virtues’) with Meno’s
answer at 73d1, ei[per e{n gev ti zhtei̧ˇ kata; pavntwn (‘if you are searching for
one thing over all’); note also Euthyphro 6d1, w|/ pavnta ta; o{sia o{siav ejstin (‘by
which all the pious things are pious’). In the Parmenides too, ejpiv is reserved
for such mistaken apprehension. (Cf. 132a11, c3, c7, below.) See also on
132a7, below.

In our dialogue, the Platonic position was stated by Socrates at 129a3–5:
kai; ta; me;n tḩˇ oJmoiovthtoˇ metalambavnonta o{moia givgnesqai tauvth/ te kai;
kata; tosou̧ton o{son a]n metalambavnh/, ‘And those coming to take part in like-
ness become like both by it and in the measure that they would come to take
part in it’. That position had been implicit to some extent in the theory of
forms as Plato’s alternative to Parmenidean logic and ontology. But he had
not explained or analyzed it. Therefore Parmenides will have nothing of it,
and thus far, from his point of view, rightly so. He sticks to the current hy-
pothesis and to the interpretation of mevqexiˇ as a relation similar to that be-
tween sensible things. He will not allow that anything can be one and many,
not even in different respects—for example, in this case, considering the
many collectively or severally—since, on his view, there can be no respects
at all. It is either one or many, and in either case participation is impossible.

This, then, is the conclusion of the first horn of the dilemma (131c5–6):
if the form is participated in as a whole, it must be divisible, and therefore
it cannot be one.

Argument II will show how the one can both have parts and be one. Be-
fore solving the problem of the participation of sensible things in forms, the
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problem has to be solved of how the forms can be each in itself one but nev-
ertheless divisible. There is a general problem of the one and the many, how-
ever the one is interpreted. The problems of forms and sensible things and
of the communion of forms among themselves are special cases of the prob-
lem of the one and the many.

horn i.2. partial participation: self-
predication as consequence of homogeneity

131c12–e3 —For look here, he said: If you divide largeness itself, and each 
d of the many large things is to be large by virtue of a part of large-

ness, which is smaller than largeness itself, will this not appear
senseless?

—Indeed, said he.
—What, then? Will each thing that took some small part of the

equal be equal to something by having that which is less than the
equal itself ?

—This is impossible.
—And one of us will have a part of the small, which itself the

small will be larger than, inasmuch as [a{te] it is a part of itself; and
in this way, then, the small itself will be larger, and whatever the
portion taken away be added to will be smaller, not greater, than 

e before.
—This, at any rate, could not happen, said he.

131d8, ‘inasmuch as it is a part of itself’] The language here stresses the impossi-
ble reflexivity of self-predication: the small itself must be larger than its parts, which are
supposed to be—they too—small in the same way. This move foreshadows the Third
Man Argument, to follow.

The second horn of the dilemma: if, then, sensible things do not participate
in the whole of the form, let us examine the possibility of partial participa-
tion. Now, ‘partial participation’ could mean participation in some aspects
of the form but not in others.5 This is briefly considered—and dismissed—
below (132d5 ff.). Indeed, under the hypothesis in force, there can be no
“aspects,” and in particular there is no way in which something can partici-
pate in something else according to one aspect but not according to another.
Partial participation must be understood, then, as participation in a physi-
cal part, as in the case of the sail, immediately above.

Let us then suppose that the form is divisible in this sense. The parts will
then be different from the whole. (In this case, a part of the large will be small.)
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If being is univocal and the F is nothing but F, then the parts (or aspects) of
F can be only non-F. Therefore, ex hypothesi, there is no way in which they
can be partially different from F—say, f—without being in fact non-F. On the
hypothesis of ontological homogeneity, parts can be only of the same onto-
logical type as the whole—in our case, physical. Nor can there be different
“modes,” “aspects,” or “categories” of being. Thus, being F must be the same
as having F, and vice versa.

Worse, yet: an homogeneous ontology of the type assumed not only leads
to self-predication but may even lead, at least in some cases, to opposite self-
predication:6 on the assumption of assimilation of forms to sensible things,
“partially” is to be interpreted physically (since, ex hypothesi, entities are of
one type only, namely physical, and there are no other “aspects” to be in-
voked). Thus, if sensible things participate in (say) the small only partially,
the part of the small in which each sensible thing participates, being a (phys-
ical) part, will be smaller than the whole small itself. But then the small it-
self will be larger than the part. And if something comes to take part in the
small, that thing will have something added to it (namely that part of the small
in which it comes to take part); but this addition is supposed to make that
thing smaller—which, on the current assumption, is absurd.

It was Parmenides who introduced self-predication, and Socrates is
bound to accept it on the terms of the hypothesis being examined. Self-
predication is a property not of Platonic forms, but of forms as understood
within the Parmenidean framework of an homogeneous ontology. It de-
pends on the assumption that ei\nai is univocal—that F is F in the same way
that x is F (or has F -ness)—and on the assimilation of forms to sensible
things. (See further on 141e10.) It is true that Plato himself contributed
to the imputation of self-predication to his forms by such formulations as
‘How could anything else possibly be pious, if piety itself, at least, will not
be pious?’ (Protagoras 330d8–e1) or ‘if anything else is beautiful except
[plh;n] the beautiful itself ’ (Phaedo 100c4). This is not a denial that there
is anything beautiful except the beautiful itself, but rather an assertion that
whereas the beauty of the beautiful itself is above suspicion, the beauty of
everything else is only hypothetical or conditional. ‘Is’ is used here am-
biguously, but this ambiguity is systematic and has to do with different modes
of being, not with different types of entities.7 The investigation into the
modes of being and their implications is one of the tasks of Part II of the
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6. By ‘self-predication’ I mean only this: that a form is, in a strong sense, the character that
it has. Cf. above, p. 20; and, on self-predication and self-participation, e.g., Malcolm (1991);
Brisson (1994), 295–306.

7. Robin (1963 [1908]: 65, 109) noted that ambiguity already long ago. This is not “Pauline
predication,” as Peterson (1973) and Vlastos (1973b [1972]) would have it. For a penetrating
critique of self-predication and Pauline predication, cf. Hägler (1983), 18 ff.



Parmenides. The main point had already been stated without argument in
that same passage of the Phaedo: the form is beautiful by itself; the many
beautiful things are beautiful because of their participation in the form.
But the Phaedo did not offer any support for the claim that ‘is’ is ambigu-
ous in this way.

131e3–7 —In what manner, then, Socrates, he said, will the others come
to take part in your forms, being able to come to take part neither
in respect of [katav] the parts nor in respect of the wholes?

—No, by Zeus, said he; I do not think it easy to determine such
a question in any way.

Impaled on the horns of the dilemma: participation is impossible either way.

Second secondary dilemma

horn i(bis).1: total participation

objection i(bis).1.1. forms (epistemically)
posterior to participants: the third man
argument: homogeneous ontology

131e8–132b2 —And what now? What do you think of this?
—Of what?

132 —I presume you believe that in each case there is one form be-
cause of [ejk] something like this: whenever you think several things
to be large, perhaps you think, looking at them all, that there is
some idea, one and the same; hence you suppose that the large is
one.

—You speak the truth, he said.
—And what about the large itself and the other large things?

Whenever you look at them, with your soul, in the same way, will
there not appear again one large thing [e{n ti au\ mevga], by which
[w|/] all these appear large?

—So it seems.
—So, another form of largeness will turn up besides the large-

ness itself that has come to be and the things that participate in it; 
b and over all these again another, by which [w|/] all these will be large;

and thus you will no longer have one of each form, but an indef-
inite plurality.

132a2–3, miva tiˇ . . . ijdeva hJ aujth; ei\nai] Literally, ‘some one idea is the same [in all
those cases]’.

132a7, w/» ] The dative is instrumental, not causative. On the current assumption,
that forms are posterior to sensible things, the form is that by means of which the large
things are perceived as large, not that which causes them to be large. The transition to the
suggestion that forms are thoughts in the soul is smooth. But even if the form is sup-
posed to be causative (as suggested at b1), and the many large things are large because
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of the form, still the form could not be causative only in a certain aspect of it. Accord-
ing to the current hypothesis, it has to be what it causes, no more and no less. (Cf. Teloh’s
[1981: 43] Causal Principle: “The beautiful is beautiful and so it can make that to which
it is present beautiful.” This is, however, Parmenides’ interpretation of the forms, under
the current hypothesis of an homogeneous ontology, implying as it does self-predica-
tion.) Cf. above, on 131b9, and below, on 132c12–d4.

Now Parmenides suggests to Socrates a reason for supposing, nevertheless,
that the form is one: that is, for supposing that apart from the many large
things there is also a large itself, which is one, in contradistinction from the
sensible things, which are many. Starting from the many large things and
surveying them all together, a seemingly unitary form, the large itself, arises
in order to account for the common largeness of all. But, on the Parmenidean
assumption of an homogeneous ontology, which we are now examining, the
large itself cannot be large in a way different from how the many large things
are large. Hence, it too must be large ‘by virtue of’ another large.8 (Cf. w|/,
132a7, b1.) But then we will have an indefinite plurality of forms and not
one only, as required by Socrates.

Here, the problem is not that an infinite regress is generated (although
this too may be the case), but, as Parmenides makes quite clear (at 132b2),
that the form, which has to be one in order to fulfill its function according
to Socrates (a1–3), turns out to be an indefinite plurality (b2, a[peira to;
plḩqo )̌. According to this argument, what makes large things capable of be-
ing identically predicated is the one large thing common to all. Now, if it turns
out that we need a similar requirement for that large thing, then nothing
can be large, for there would be no justification for the common predica-
tion. Thus, if the form is one (under the current hypothesis), it must be not
just divisible, but indefinitely many. But it cannot be both one and many: it
must be either absolutely one or absolutely many.9

Parmenides starts at the wrong end: he suggests that the form appears in
the wake of the many large things, consistent with his e}n ejpi; pa̧sin (‘one over
many’) approach. The crucial step is at 132a6, when Parmenides surveys the
large things and the form of largeness in the same way (a6, wJsauvtwˇ) as he
surveyed the large things alone. That is, he assimilates largeness itself to what
participates in it; in his homogeneous ontology, he is bound to do so. The
converse assimilation, of participating things to forms, will be considered
immediately below.
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8. Vlastos’s Nonidentity Assumption. Cf. Vlastos (1973a [1969]).
9. Cf. Sellars (1959 [1955]); Gerson (1981), 21; C. Strang (1970 [1963]). Cf. also Malcolm

(1991), 47–53 (although I do not agree with him on the forms’ being universals, for reasons
given above). Summaries of interpretations of the Third Man Argument and relevant bibli-
ographies are to be found in Mignucci (1990); and Dorter (1994), 32 n. 18, 48.



counterhypothesis i(bis).1.2. forms
(epistemically) posterior to participants: 
not material: thoughts: heterogeneous
ontology (out of order)

132b3–6 —But, Parmenides, said Socrates, perhaps it may be that each
of the forms is a thought of these things [touvtwn], and it would not
be proper for it to come to be anywhere else but in souls. For thus
each would be one indeed and would no longer be affected by what
we were just referring to.

132b4, touvtwn, ‘of these things’] I.e., of the many large things. Cf. below, 132b7 ff.

Socrates tries again to press the claim that the forms are of a different on-
tological type—say, “thoughts in souls.” This would make each of them one
and not subject to self-predication. But this necessitates the assumption that
F is F in a different way from that in which the sensible f is F. But this as-
sumption is out of order, as in this horn of the dilemma we are examining
a single-world, homogeneous ontology, and in this there is no room for two
different ontological types. In his rebuttal, which follows immediately, Par-
menides refuses to consider this possibility, steadfastly interpreting ‘being’
as univocal.

rebuttal: things that participate 
in forms must be thoughts, they too

132b7–c11 —What, then? said he. Each of the thoughts is one, but is a
thought of nothing?

—But that is impossible, he replied.
—Rather, of something?
—Yes.

c —Of something that is? or that is not?
—Of something that is.
—Is it not of some one thing, which that thought takes as set

over all of them [o} ejpi; pa̧sin], as one single idea?
—Yes.
—Further, will not this thing that is thought of as one be a form,

ever being the same over all?
—It seems necessary, again.
—And what, then? said Parmenides. Is it not necessary, from

the way you say the other things participate in the forms, that it
seems to you that either each is made of thoughts and everything
thinks, or, although thoughts, they are without thought?

—This, said he, makes no sense either.

132c3, o} ejpi; pa̧sin] Cf. above, on 131b9.

part i: aporia 63

I(bis).1.2



Thought, if it is true thought, must be the thought of something. (Cf. Par-
menides, fr. 3.) It must have a content, and that content must ex hypothesi
be (a) real (132c1, c2, o[ntoˇ) and (b) one (c3, eJnov̌  tinoˇ). But if the partic-
ipants participate in it, they too must be nohvmata: for, if being is univocal, as
assumed in this horn of the dilemma, then they must be F in exactly the same
way that the novhma is F. There is no “partial” participation. The form cannot
be participated in only “in part,” according to some but not all of its charac-
teristics.10 This would require a distinction, within the form, of properties that
are participated in from those that are not. And such a distinction we do not
have. Thus:

either (1) the others are ‘made of thoughts’; as there can be no difference, in
Parmenidean terms, between the act of thought and its content11 (for then
we should have two types of entities), the others will have to be “acts of thought”;
or (2) they will be ‘without thought’; but then what is it that makes them
nohvmata? For nohvmata they must be, according to the ontology under con-
sideration, if they participate in thoughts.

horn i(bis).2. partial participation: forms
prior to participants (causative): paradigms

132c12–d4 But, Parmenides, to me, at least, the matter appears to be very 
d much like this: these forms stand fixed like models [paradeivgmata]

in nature, and the others resemble [ejoikevnai] them and are their
likenesses [oJmoiwvmata]; and this participation in the forms turns
out to be for the others nothing else than [oujk a[llh tiˇ h]] being
images [eijkasqḩnai] of them.

The suggestion that forms are paradigms picks up w|/ (132b1) as causative
(cf. above, on 132a7) and does away with the e}n ejpi; pa̧sin assumption. The
form does not arise from sensible things (as in the Third Man Argument); it
is now expressly conceived as prior to sensible things.

The key concept is eijkasqḩnai, ‘to be an image’. Participation is defined
as being an image of the form. (Note 132d4, oujk a[llh tiˇh] as the technical
term for a definition.) The relation, first loosely described as resemblance
and likeness, is then defined more precisely as being an image: that is, as
nonsymmetrical.

Moreover, being a paradigm implies a causal relation, which is not nec-
essarily relevant in the case of nohvmata. But, again, such a relation implies a
distinction between two ways of being F: the paradigm is F ‘paradigmatically’,
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10. At least in this respect, Keyt (1971) assumes that the demiurge’s (unfulfilled) inten-
tions in the Timaeus are Parmenidean.

11. At least one possible reading of Parmenides’ fr. 3 gives such a sense. But Plato’s argu-
ment here does not depend on this interpretation of Parmenides’ words.
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and therefore needs no standard of F -ness; the others are F only derivatively.
A copy of Myron’s Discobolus, accurate as it may (or may not) be, is deficient
because it is a copy: its deficiency is ontological. This implies, again, that the
original is in a different sense from that in which the copy is said to be.

rebuttal: assimilation of paradigm to copy

132d5–133a7 —Now, said he, if anything resembles the form, can that form
be not like its image, to the extent that it is its likeness [ajfwmoi-
wvqh]? Or is there any device, so that the like be not like its like?

—There is none.
—And is it not strictly necessary that what is like its like partic-

e ipates in the same one thing?
—It is necessary.
—And that by participating in which the likes are like: Will not

that be the form itself ?
—By all means.
—So, nothing can be like the form, nor the form like anything

else; otherwise, beside the form another form will always turn up, 
133 and, if this be like anything, yet another, and a new form will never

cease coming to be, if the form should come to be like the thing
that is participating in it.

—What you say is absolutely true.
—And so, not by likeness do the others come to take part in

the forms; we must rather look for something else by which they
come to take part in them.

—So it seems.

132e1: [ei[douˇ] Burnet, Diès ei[dou ,̌ MSS.

The paradigm argument is an improvement on the nohvmata suggestion, be-
cause it implies that there are relevant as well as irrelevant aspects of the form
qua participated-in. Note especially 132d6, kaq j o{son aujtw̧/ ajfwmoiwvqh, ‘to
the extent that it is its likeness’. Likeness will be analyzed at 139e8 as ‘being
somehow [i.e., in some respect] affected by the same’. It is therefore essen-
tial to likeness that some aspects of the things considered are relevant to it
and some are not.12 But even if we relax the strictures of the current hypothesis
and make room for the distinction between relevant and irrelevant aspects,
we still have to assume, on the hypothesis in force, that any relation of this
sort must be symmetrical (else we would have two modes of being: being as
an original, in itself, and being as a copy, in relation to the original).
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Parmenides, though, refuses to entertain any sort of ambiguity of ei\nai.
This leads to the assimilation of paradigm and copy. Thus the F itself too is
F only because of the similarity to something else that is F, and so on.13 Par-
menides assumes the symmetry of the aspects in respect of which similarity
should be considered. (Cf. 132d9–e1, ‘in the same one thing’, namely in
the relevant aspect.)

But in the relation of being an image, the image is constituted by the rela-
tion—that is, the relation is prior to one of the relata. A copy of Polycleitus’s
Doryphorus is a copy by virtue of being copied from it, and the degree of re-
semblance to the original is relevant only to the copy’s being a bad or a good
copy, not to its being a copy (insofar as it is a copy). By contrast, likeness is
a symmetrical relation posterior to the relata. Two twin brothers may or may
not be like one another in different degrees and in different respects not
given beforehand. But a copy, in those respects in which it is a copy, stands
to the original in an antisymmetrical relation. Both in the relation of like-
ness and in the relation of being an image, there are relevant as well as ir-
relevant aspects. But in likeness any aspect could be relevant, and which ones
are or are not can be ascertained only ex post facto; in an image, the relevant
aspects are determined beforehand as being those aspects according to which
the image was made.14

This presupposes two different modes of being: being in itself, and being
derivatively or in relation to something else (as, e.g., being an image of it).
If we do not accept that distinction (as Parmenides is not willing to), then
we have no choice but to interpret “being an image” as “being like.” The two
relata are then in the same way: both are in themselves, and the relation be-
tween them must be posterior to them, external and symmetrical.

But if so, there are no privileged aspects according to which the image is
an image. And if so, there must be a criterion of likeness, whereby the rele-
vant aspects are established. Moreover, this criterion of likeness, by our cur-
rent hypothesis of an homogeneous ontology, cannot be of a type different
from that of the entities whose likeness it serves to establish. Hence, it is it-
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13. Waterlow (1982: 345) sees the problem with the paradigmatism of forms, proposed
here, in that “[n]o thinkable Form can fulfill this role [of original], since there is none so im-
maculate that it does not harbour contraries.” It is true that the fact that forms are not totally
unified may cause difficulties for their degree of reality. (Cf. ibid. 344.) This is considered by
Plato in the continuation of the dialogue, and especially at the very end of Argument VIII, but
it is not the consideration operative in this passage.

14. Cf. Prior (1985), 72–73: “The argument understands ‘paradigm’ as ‘exemplar’; but Plato
in the middle dialogues uses it to mean ‘pattern’. A pattern of a house is not a house.” True
enough. But one must add to the difference in type also the difference in mode of being. The
plan of a house, according to which the house is built, is not only different from the house but
also prior to the house, and the house is dependent on it. Cf. also E. N. Lee (1966).



self in need of a criterion of the likeness of itself and the entities supposed
to be like it. (Cf. 133a1.)

Schofield (1996: esp. 62 ff.) takes ‘the form itself’ at 133e4 to refer to
the form of likeness, retaining ei[douˇ at e1. But if so, one should expect at
e4 something like ‘its form’—that is, the form of likeness. ‘Participating’
(metevconta) at e3 is a technical term (although not yet sufficiently clear—
in fact, still under discussion and clarification). Ei[douˇ at e1 would indeed
be redundant. Parmenides proceeds here by small steps: there must be some-
thing in common between things that are like each other, and this is the form
itself—that is, the very form that we started with (or rather, another form
with the same name). The force of ‘itself’ at e4 is ‘that very form of which
we are talking’. ‘The form’ at e4 must be the same as ‘the form’ at e6. So, if
nothing can be (say) beautiful unless it is so by being like the form of beauty
(e4), then ‘the form itself ’ by which the likes (say, the beautiful things) should
be like their like (say, the form of beauty) will be the form (of beauty) itself,
reduplicated ad infinitum at 132e7–133a2. For ‘likeness’ is precisely this: ‘be-
ing somehow affected by the same’ (139e8). Likeness is thus effectively dis-
solved into ‘participating in the same’.

Furthermore, it is surely not the case that “things are like in virtue of be-
ing modelled on an original, likeness” (Schofield 1996: 66). Rather, although
things are like by participating in likeness (however this is to be unpacked),
they are surely not modeled on likeness as their original. The copies a1 and a2

are like each other in virtue of being modeled, if at all, on a common orig-
inal A. But here Parmenides is assimilating this case to the case in which a
is like its model A by virtue of their both being modeled on A′, which is only
numerically different from A. Parmenides blocked the distinction between
the two cases by his assumption of symmetry, necessitated by his single-level
ontology. In the relation of original and copy, there is no need of a separate
standard. The original is the standard in the relevant aspects. “Relevant” be-
cause, of course, a portrait is like its original only in those aspects in which
it is meant to be like it (say, in general visual features, complexion, expres-
sion, etc.) but not in size or in being made of flesh and blood. And although
these aspects may vary from case to case, we do not discover them by com-
paring copy to original; they are implied beforehand in the fact that the copy
is going to be this particular type of copy (say, an oil portrait and not a bronze
sculpture).15 The case is even clearer if, instead of a portrait, we have a re-
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flection of Simmias. Then the similarity is generated by the very fact of its be-
ing a reflection, and to the extent that, and in those respects in which, it is
a reflection, both qualifications deriving a priori from the nature of the re-
flecting medium.

An analogous reasoning shows that the form is not a standard or para-
digm, if by that we mean an embodiment or exemplification of a more fun-
damental universal.16 Whereas the standard yard bar not only is one yard
long but also has other irrelevant properties that make it this individual bar
(e.g., being of such-and-such a material), the form has no irrelevant prop-
erties that make it this individual form. Its F -ness cannot be conceptually dis-
tinguished from its being (the) F. Of course, it has other properties irrele-
vant to its being F (such as being one, nontemporal, etc.),17 but these are
properties belonging to it as being a form, not as being this form. Any yard
bar, even the standard yard bar, will be made of some material or other: this
particular bar is made of (say) platinum; another could be made of gold.
This could not happen to a form. What makes it this form is just this: its be-
ing F, and nothing else.

Main Dilemma Revisited

horn ii. split-world ontology

Having disposed of the possibility of mevqexiˇ on the assumption of a single-
world ontology, Parmenides is now ready to tackle the other horn of the main
dilemma. Let us suppose that forms and sensible things are of two different
ontological types: say, immaterial intelligible forms and material sensible
things. (Exactly what the difference is between the two types of entities un-
der consideration is not relevant to the argument. It is enough that they are
different.) As Parmenides will show presently, this hypothesis is no better than
the former. If forms and sensible things are of two different ontological types,
each must be aujto; kaq j auJtov, ‘in itself’, or they will not be separate. For this
is what is meant, in Parmenidean terms, by being different: being (completely)
separate. As we saw above, Parmenides will not allow partial difference: this
would require not only that sensible things have aspects, but also that forms
do too, and this would immediately make each form multiple. Accordingly,
even if we posit unitary forms aujta; kaq j auJtav, we cannot admit any other mode
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of being, such as being prov̌  ti.18 In this horn of the dilemma, Parmenides is
prepared to admit two types of entities (but not two modes of being).

objection ii.1. separate forms are unknowable

The problem is first of all epistemological: forms aujta; kaq j auJtav are sup-
posed to provide a firm anchor for knowledge. But they are not fit for this
role, precisely because they are ontologically distinct from sensibles.

133a8–c1 —Do you see now, Socrates, said he, how great the perplexity
is if one marks off forms as being in themselves?

—I certainly do.
—Well then, said he, I tell you that you have not yet grasped, so 

b to say, how great the perplexity is if you posit on every occasion each
form as something one, distinguishing it from the things that are.

—How so? he said.
—There are many other perplexities, said he, but this is the

greatest. If someone should say that the forms, such as we say they
must be, are not even fit to be known, one would be unable to
show him that he is mistaken, unless the challenger should hap-
pen to be widely experienced and well endowed, and be willing
to busy himself with following quite a long and remote demon-

c stration, else he who holds that they are unknowable would re-
main unconvinced.

The argument proceeds in four steps: (1) forms and sensible things are ab-
solutely apart from each other; (2) whatever knowledge we have cannot be
knowledge of the forms; (3) the forms are not fit to be known by us; (4) nor
can the gods have knowledge of us.

objection ii.1.1. forms are 
absolutely separate from sensible things

133c2–d5 —How so, Parmenides? said Socrates.
—Because, Socrates, I believe that you, or anyone else who

posits that each one’s being [oujsivan] is something in itself, would
agree, first, that none of these is in us.

—For how could it still be in itself ? said Socrates.
—Well said, he replied. Now, also those ideas that are what they

are in relation to one another have their being in relation to them-
d selves but not in relation to what is with us—whether as likenesses

or indeed however one posits them—by participating in which we
are called by each name; and these things here that take the names
of those are again in relation to themselves but not to the forms,
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and whatever names they are thus called by are their own and not
of those.

133c4, oujsivan] The first appearance of the term in this dialogue. As we shall see
later, oujsiva is the technical term for ‘being’ (as a noun), i.e., for whatever anything is.
For the sake of the present argument, a multiplicity of forms is required, distinguish-
able from each other, so that we can have relations between them. Each of them will be
a definite oujsiva, i.e., will be something else: say, F, G, etc.

If the form is aujto; kaq j auJtov, ‘in (relation to) itself,’ then—on Parmenides’
strict dichotomic view (accepted by the young Socrates against his best in-
terests)—it is not ‘in us’. The separation can be nothing less than total: the
form is either in itself or in us; and if it is in us, it must be in us in the same
way that it is in itself. And being in itself is precisely this: not being in (or in
any relation to) something else. On the terms of the present hypothesis, then,
there can be no relation between two ontological types.

At this point, Parmenides is prepared, for the sake of this argument, to
admit ei\nai pro;ˇ ajllhvlaˇ (133c8), ‘being in relation to one another’, be-
tween entities of the same ontological type, because the matter under discussion
is the relation between forms and sensible things, not the relation of forms
among themselves. But, strictly, as Part II of the dialogue will show, for Par-
menides, ei\nai kaq j auJtov must exclude all ei\nai provˇ ti. Here, in this pas-
sage, the question is: How can f be pro;ˇ F—for example, be called after F,
or participate in F? For the time being, the question how F can be pro;ˇG is
not raised. But of course it will have to be raised: How can anything be pro;ˇ
anything else without ceasing to be kaq j auJtov? The problem of the partici-
pation of sensibles in forms will be shown to be an appendix of the more
general problem of the participation of forms in forms.

133d6–134a2 —How do you mean? said Socrates.
—For example, said Parmenides, if one of us is master or slave 

e of someone, no doubt he is not the slave of the master itself, that
which is master [o} e[sti despovthˇ], nor is the master master of the
slave itself, that which is slave, but, being a man, he will be master
or slave of a man; mastership itself is what it is of slavery itself, and
likewise slavery itself is slavery of mastership itself; but these among
us have no capability [duvnamin] in relation to those, nor do those
in relation to us. Rather, as I say, those are of themselves and in re-

134 lation to themselves, and these with us are likewise in relation to
themselves. Or don’t you understand what I am saying?

—I understand indeed.

If there could be two ontological types, they would have to be completely
apart from each other. (Or else, being each in itself, they would not be two.)
There could be no relation between them. This is the Parmenidean krivsi ,̌
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‘distinction’ (cf. frr. 6.7, 7.5), now misapplied to the world of seeming. Par-
menides, in the Way of Seeming in his poem, considered a world in which
there are two types of entities. But these—night and fire—are apart (8.56,
cwrivˇ) and each in itself (8.58, kaq j auJtov ).

Even if we allow relational beings, these will be of the same ontological
type, like master and slave: the sensible slave will be dependent not on the
master itself, nor on what it is to be master, but on the sensible master; and
the same goes for the slave itself, with the appropriate modifications. Even
if relational entities could be related to other relational entities, this would
be true only of entities of the same type. On Parmenidean premises, total sep-
aration between the types is inevitable in any case. By contrast, the doctrine
of forms and participation requires an unparalleled—and, on the face of it,
impossible—relation across ontological types.

objection ii.1.2. we cannot 
have knowledge of the forms

134a3–b2 —Now, knowledge too, said he: Would not that which is knowl-
edge itself be knowledge of that which is truth itself ?

—Indeed.
—Again, each of the several cases of that which is knowledge

would be knowledge of that which each thing is? Or not?
—Yes.
—And the knowledge with us: Would it not be of the truth with

us? And again, each of the several cases of knowledge with us: 
b Would it not follow that it is knowledge of each of the several things

with us?
—It is necessary.

Since there can be no relation straddling two ontological domains (as es-
tablished immediately above), there can be no relation of knowledge between
ourselves as sensible beings and the forms. Whatever knowledge we have can
be only of sensible things like ourselves.

objection ii.1.3. forms are not fit to be known

134b3–c3 —Furthermore, as you agree, we do not possess the forms them-
selves, nor are they capable of being with us.

—Indeed not.
—And each of the kinds [gevnh] themselves that are is presum-

ably [pou] known by the form itself of knowledge?
—Yes.
—Which we do not possess?
—We do not.
—So, none of the forms is known by us, since we do not par-

ticipate in knowledge itself.
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—It seems not.
c —And so, the beautiful itself that is, and the good, and in fact all

that we suppose to be the ideas [ijdeva ]̌ themselves are unknowable
to us.

—Very likely.

On the current assumption, knowledge stricto sensu, knowledge of the forms,
is impossible. If there can be no relation between two different ontological
domains, there can be no knowledge across them. In particular, there can
be no passage from our knowledge to knowledge in the strict sense, from
dovxa to ejpisthvmh. The passage from dovxa (as cognition of sensible things) to
ejpisthvmh (as cognition of forms) was described at Phaedo 72 as ajnavmnhsi ,̌
‘recollection’, and forms were introduced in the immediate sequel in order
to support ajnavmnhsiˇ. But this is precisely what, according to the present ar-
gument, they cannot do.

objection ii.1.4. the situation is symmetrical:
the gods cannot know us

134c4–e8 —Look now at something even more formidable than this.
—Like what?
—You would say, presumably [pou], that if indeed the kind it-

self of knowledge is something, it is much stricter than the knowl-
edge with us, and so too with beauty and all the rest.

—Yes.
—Now, if indeed something else participates in knowledge it-

self, would you not say that God more than anyone else has the
strictest knowledge?

—It is necessary.
d —Next, again, will God, having knowledge itself, be able to know

the things with us?
—Why not?
—Because, answered Parmenides, it has been agreed with us,

Socrates, that neither do those forms have in relation to the things
with us the capability that they have, nor do the things with us in
relation to those, but each in relation to itself.

—It has been agreed.
—Now, if this strictest mastership and this strictest knowledge

is with the god, neither would their mastership ever govern us, nor
would their knowledge know us nor anything else of the things with 

e us, but, just as we do not rule them with the rule that is with us,
nor do we know anything of the divine with our knowledge, so,
again, by the same reasoning, neither are they our masters, nor do
they, being gods, know things human.

—But surely, he said, this must be a wonderful argument, if
someone will deny the god knowledge.
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134e7, ‘a wonderful argument’] Cf. above, on 129b6 ff.; Parmenides will show this
below, 142a1–6.

One might think that the problem is in some shortcoming of ours, that we,
for some reason, are incapable of attaining knowledge. The argument about
the gods stresses that this is not the case and that the situation is perfectly
symmetrical. Knowledge in the strictest sense,19 ejpisthvmh as cognition of the
form, in the Platonic technical sense of the word, would, by its very nature,
be unattainable by us. And on the other hand, those capable of ejpisthvmh in
the strict sense are incapable of dovxa as cognition of the sensible world. The
problem is not only epistemological (although this is our way of approach-
ing it) but ontological too: there can be no relation straddling the two on-
tological domains. The gods cannot be our masters. Or so it has been agreed
(134d8, JWmolovghtai gavr): it follows from the premises. But is it true?

THE NECESSITY OF POSITING FORMS

134e9–135c7 —Nevertheless, Socrates, said Parmenides, it is necessary that 
135 the forms have these features, and still a good many others besides

these, if there are these ideas [idevai] of things, and if one will mark
off each form [ei\doˇ] as something itself—to the point that the
hearer will become perplexed and will dispute whether these are
not or, if they should indeed be, it is most necessary that they be
unknowable to human nature; and, in saying that, he will seem to
be saying something, and as we were just saying, he will be won-
derfully difficult to persuade out of his position. And it will take a 

b man thoroughly well endowed who will be able to understand how
there is a kind of each thing and a being in itself, and someone
even more wonderful who will discover and be able to teach an-
other, how to discriminate all these sufficiently.

—I agree with you, Parmenides, said Socrates; for you speak
quite in line with what I think.

—And yet, Socrates, said Parmenides, if anyone, on the other 
c hand, considering all that we have said just now and the like, will

not allow that there are forms of things and will not mark off a
form for each one thing, he will not even have whither to turn his
thought, not allowing an idea to be ever the same for each of the
things that are, and will thus completely destroy all possibility of
dialogue. But you seem to me to have perceived something of the
sort only too well.
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—You speak the truth, he said.
—What will you do, then, about philosophy? Where will you

turn to, so long as these issues are unknown?
—I do not think I can see at all, at least not at present.

135a6, qaumastw̧ˇ; b1, qaumastotevrou] Cf. above, on 129b6 ff. And cf. Sophist 259d9
ff.: The attempt at complete separation of everything from everything is not logically
wrong; it is improper (oujk ejmmelev̌ ) and, moreover, ‘the deed of one who is altogether
lacking the Muse and unphilosophical’ (pantavpasin ajmouvsou tino;̌  kai; ajfilosovfou).

We have reached an aporia. The doctrine of separate forms was meant to
give the epistemological and ontological basis for philosophy. But now it
seems that philosophy is impossible on any interpretation of this separation.
On the Eleatic dichotomy, there can be no partial separation; hence either
participation completely assimilates forms to sensible things (or sensible
things to forms), or else there is no relation whatsoever between them. And
the same problem will occur among the forms themselves regarded as dis-
tinct unities: How can each of them be and, nevertheless, be F, G, and so on?20

The problem, then, is how to discriminate between forms. How can ei[dh
(as opposed to sensible things) be distinct from each other? (Cf. Philebus 15.)
The problem is pragmatic, not logical. If ei[dh cannot be “marked off” from
each other, there can be no dialectic (135b7–c2). Without one and the same
form for each (type of) thing, dialogue itself is impossible. The move is anal-
ogous to, for example, that in Republic II (esp. 358b–d): Glaucon’s social-
contract theory is wrong by his own admission. Hence we must look for an
alternative hypothesis. Our starting point, as usual in Plato’s hypothetical
procedure, is our desired conclusion: philosophy is possible, since we are
doing it just now. The task is to find the hypothesis or hypotheses under which
it is possible.

THE METHOD

135c8–136e4 —For you are trying to mark off something beautiful, said he, 
d and just, and good, and every single one of the forms, Socrates,

too early, before you are trained. I noticed that earlier too, as I was
listening to you talking here to our friend Aristoteles. Believe me,
your urge toward arguments is indeed noble and divine; but while
you are still young you should exercise and train yourself better in
what the many call idle talk and think useless, else the truth will
escape you.
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—Well, Parmenides, said he, what is the manner of training?
—Precisely that which you heard from Zeno, he said. Except 

e this: I admired what you said to him, that you would not allow the
inquiry to wander among visible things nor to be about these, but
about those things that one would especially apprehend by argu-
ment and would think of as being forms.

—For it seems to me, he said, that in this way, at any rate, there
is no difficulty in showing that things are affected by both likes and
unlikes and any other affection whatsoever.

—And right you are, he said. But, in addition to that, you must 
136 still do this: not only investigate the consequences of the hypoth-

esis in hypothesizing if each thing is, but also hypothesize if that
same thing is not, if you wish to be thoroughly trained.

—How do you mean? said he.
—For example, he said, if you wish, in connection with this hy-

pothesis that Zeno hypothesized, if the many are, what must fol-
low both for the many in relation to themselves and in relation to
the one, and for the one both in relation to itself and in relation
to the many; and, again, if the many are not, once more investi-
gate what will follow for the one as well as the many, in relation to
themselves as well as in relation to one another; and again, in each
case in turn, whenever you hypothesize if likeness is or if it is not,
what will follow from each of the two hypotheses for these things

b themselves that were hypothesized as well as for the others, in re-
lation to themselves as well as in relation to each other. And the
same argument about the unlike, and about movement and about
rest, and about coming to be and passing away, and about being
[ei\nai] itself and not being. And, in one word, about whatever you
may on any occasion hypothesize as being and as not being, and 

c as being affected by any other affection whatsoever, you must in-
vestigate the consequences in relation to itself and in relation to
each and every one of the others, whatever you choose, both sev-
erally and collectively alike; and again the others, both in relation
to themselves and in relation to the other that you choose at each
time, whether you hypothesize what is hypothesized as being or as
not being, if you intend to train thoroughly and to discern the truth
properly.

—You are speaking of a huge undertaking, Parmenides, he said,
and I do not quite understand it. But why don’t you go through it
for me, yourself hypothesizing something, so that I comprehend
better?

d —It is a great labor, Socrates, said he, that you are laying on me
at this age.

—But you, Zeno, said Socrates—Why don’t you go through it
for us?

And he said that Zeno replied, laughing: —Let us ask Par-
menides himself, Socrates; for what he means may be no light mat-
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ter. Or don’t you see what a labor you are trying to impose? If we
were more people, it would not be right to ask him; for it would 

e not be fit for him to speak of such things in front of a crowd, es-
pecially at his age; for the many do not know that without thus set-
ting out all things and inquiring into them it is impossible to hit
upon the truth and grasp it. And I too, Parmenides, join Socrates
in asking you, so that I myself may listen to you after such a long
time.

136d4, ‘he’] Pythodorus.

Socrates may be basically right, says Parmenides, in requiring that forms be
distinct from each other and from their respective sensibles; without such
forms, all thought would be impossible (135c). But he is going too fast. Be-
fore “marking off” such individual, separate forms, he should consider what
the consequences are of postulating them. So far, this is familiar stuff from
the Phaedo 100a.21 But this is not enough. Whatever the consequences of our
hypothesis, we should also examine the consequences of its negation. That
one hypothesis gets us into difficulties does not always or necessarily mean
that it must be unconditionally abandoned in favor of its contradictory. More-
over, since we are dealing with forms supposed to be many and different from
each other, but each of them one and the same as itself, we must also con-
sider what the consequences of our hypothesis and its negation are, not only
for each one form but also for the other forms. Before asserting that each
form is one and different (or separate) from the other forms—each of them
too supposed to be one—Socrates has to clarify to himself what is implied
in being ‘one’.22

Thus, the method requires the exhaustive examination of all the possible
consequences from the affirmation and from the negation of an hypothesis.
An hypothesis is anything (say, F )23 that is supposed to be (in an as yet un-
specified sense of ‘be’). So far, no distinction can be made between things
(‘F ’ ) and states of affairs (‘F is’). Such a distinction depends on the establish-
ment of the possibility of attribution (i.e., of the communion of ei[dh, or of
participation), which is barred in Parmenidean ontology. Parmenides chooses
the formulation ‘F is’, so as to leave the way open for this distinction.
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21. See above, p. 10.
22. Cf. McCabe (1996), 19: “The argument that follows [in Part II of the Parmenides] is an

abstract thought-experiment, free of ontological commitment.” True, Part II of our dialogue
is announced here as a formal exercise. But, as the analysis of Part II will show, these presumed
formal considerations will carry heavy ontological consequences. Here as elsewhere. Plato dis-
allows a hard-and-fast distinction between form and content.

23. On ‘hypothesis’ referring indifferently to things denoted by terms or to states of affairs
denoted by sentences, see the Introduction, above, p. 12.



One should, then, consider not only the affirmative hypothesis, ‘F is’, but
also the negative, ‘F is not’. In each case, the consequences are to be drawn
both for F itself and for its opposite, not-F. What precisely the relation is be-
tween F and its negation (e.g., contrariety, complementarity, contradiction)
is again left unspecified at this stage. This too will depend on the interpre-
tation given to ‘F is’. Likewise, it is not immediately to be assumed that the
negation of F is equivalent to the affirmation of not-F, that ‘F is not’ is equiv-
alent to ‘not-F is’. We shall see in the continuation of the dialogue that this
is not always the case.24 Plato thought it necessary to establish the equiva-
lence in Argument V.

The important question is about forms (135e1–7). The question of the
participation of sensible things in forms is to be solved almost as a “side ben-
efit” of the solution of the general problem of the possible relations between
any ‘one’ and the respective ‘many’.

Parmenides himself, in his poem, ‘went both ways’:25 he assumed, in the
Way of Truth, that the one is, and then, in the Way of Seeming, that plural-
ity is (which is equivalent, on his interpretation of being, to the assumption
that the one is not; cf. below, 137b4). Parmenides derived the consequences
of the being of the one for itself and of the (illusory) being of the many for
themselves. These two series of conclusions are echoed and developed by
Plato, in this dialogue, in Arguments I and IV, respectively. But Parmenides
had not entertained the possibility of two different modes of being, or two
interpretations of ‘F is’, and therefore did not need explicitly to consider
the negations of his two hypotheses, since these are, on his interpretation,
mutually contradictory.

On the assumption of a not-F alongside F (which cannot be summarily
dismissed without argument), one should consider the consequences of ‘F
is’ and ‘F is not’ (whatever ‘is not’ means) for F and for not-F. This should
give us four series of arguments. But here comes an unexpected addition:26

the consequences are to be drawn for F (and likewise for not-F ) in relation
to itself and in relation to not-F. (Cf. 136a6, pro;ˇ auJta; kai; pro;ˇ to; e{n.) Here
Parmenides introduces a non-Eleatic twist: the consequences are to be in-
vestigated both pro;ˇ the hypothesized entity and pro;ˇ its opposite.27 This
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24. Aristotle, for one, thought the two expressions not trivially identical. Cf. De Interpreta-
tione 10.

25. Theophrastus, In Physicam, quoted by Alexander, In Metaphysicam 31.7 (= fr. 28 A 7 DK).
Of course, later interpretations of Parmenides, like that of Theophrastus, would arguably be
influenced by Plato’s understanding of him. But in the context of Plato’s view of Parmenidean
difficulties, this is hardly a fault.

26. Cornford (1939: 107) thought it “an important discrepancy.”
27. Pro;̌  auJtav (136a6) seems to be a stylistic variant of kaq j auJtav. Cf., e.g., in this dialogue,

133c9 and d3 with 133a9, c4, and c6; and above, on Republic IV 436b8–c1, Introduction, p. 12.



leaves open the un-Parmenidean possibility of a pro;̌ a[llo alongside a kaq j
auJtov mode of being. This possibility will be explored in Arguments II, III, V,
and VII, to follow, and will eventually lead to the dissolution of the initial
aporia.

Zeno’s formulation (eij pollav ejsti) rather than Parmenides’ (eij e{n ejstin)
makes it easier to assume tacitly that there is a one as well as a many. More-
over, the eight series of arguments here delineated by Parmenides do not
close the door to the possibility that the one may relate to the many.

136e5–137c3 So Antiphon told us that Pythodorus said that after Zeno spoke
thus, he himself asked Parmenides, and so did Aristoteles and the
others, to demonstrate what he meant and not to refuse. And Par-
menides said: —One must obey. Yet it seems to me that there is 

137 happening to me what happened to the horse of lbycus, that old
champion, before the chariot race, trembling out of experience
at what was to come. Comparing himself to it, the poet said that
he too, at that old age, was being compelled against his will to en-
ter the lists of love; I too seem to me very much to fear, because of
my memories, how I must at this age swim through such a wide sea
of arguments of this sort. However, one must be agreeable, since,
as Zeno says, we are amongst ourselves.

b Where, then, shall we start, and what first shall we hypothesize?
Or, if you wish—since indeed it seems that we are to play this la-
borious game—shall I start from myself and my own hypothesis,
hypothesizing about the one itself, if the one is and if it is not, what
must follow?

—By all means, said Zeno.
—Who, then, he said, will answer me? Perhaps the youngest?

For he would least cause trouble, and would most answer as he
thinks; and meanwhile his answer would give me some rest.

c —I am ready for that, Parmenides, said Aristoteles; for you mean
me when you speak of the youngest. Ask, then, and I shall answer.

137b4, ‘if the one . . . is not’] Reading ei[te e{n ejstin ei[te mh; [e{n], as Wundt pro-
posed. For a defense of Wundt’s emendation, see Cornford (1939), 108; and now Mein-
wald (1991), 39–45.

Young Aristoteles is chosen as Parmenides’ interlocutor because he is least
likely to deviate from the matter at hand, to answer only to please Parmenides
instead of answering ‘as he thinks’. Parmenides wants an unspoiled mind. In
the early dialogues, young respondents are, as a rule, more trustworthy than
adults with set opinions. Plato gives Aristoteles (not unlike Meno’s slave boy)
practically no individual characterization, so as to make the conclusions as
generally valid as possible. (Cf. the Introduction, above, p. 7.)
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Part II

Euporia

Parmenides’ method is now applied to his own hypothesis: the one, or (as
Plato rephrases it) ‘if (the) one is’.1 So far, there is no difference between
hypothesizing the one and hypothesizing that the one is. We do not yet have
the distinction between an object (or the corresponding term) and a state
of affairs (or the corresponding proposition). Or, to put this differently: there
is as yet no definite interpretation of ‘is’.

This is what the exercise will clarify, namely the partial ambiguity of ‘is’.
As it has already transpired from the description of the method, two modes
of being will be postulated: being kaq j auJtov, ‘in itself’, and being pro;ˇ a[llo,
‘in relation to another’. The clarification of each of these will be developed
in the Arguments, and thus will the relation between the two emerge from
their clarification.

There are, then, two Hypotheses: ‘The one is’ and ‘The one is not’. For
each Hypothesis, four Arguments (I–IV and V–VIII) are developed,2 ac-
cording to Parmenides’ method just described. (For the structure of the Ar-
guments, see the Introduction, pp. 25–29, above.)
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1. Eij e{n ejstin or e}n eij e[stin. The presence or absence of the article has no significance; cf.
above, 137b3. On the word order, cf. below, on 159b5.

2. In Scolnicov (1984) I misguidedly called these Arguments ‘Hypotheses’, ‘in deference
to tradition’. But in this use, the term is inexact and misleading.



HYPOTHESIS: THE ONE IS 

ARGUMENT I. IF THE ONE IS: 
CONSEQUENCES FOR ITSELF: IN RELATION TO ITSELF

argument i, definition. the one is not many: 
absolute principle of noncontradiction

137c4–5 —Very well, then, said he. If the one is, would not the one be
something other than [a[llo ti] the many? —How so?

137c4, eij e{n ejstin] Brisson (1994) takes e{n as predicate: “Supposons qu’il soit un.”
Contra, see now Séguy-Duclot (1998), 32 ff.

137c4, a[llo ti (h[)] For this expression introducing definitions, cf., e.g, 151e7;
163c2, d2. This use of the expression was prepared above, at 129a1, 130d1. Plato
adopted, as he often does, a usual idiom to serve his terminological needs. For the equiv-
alence of a[llo ti and a[llo ti h[, cf., e.g., Meno 82c8 with d1.

Argument I opens, then, with a definition of what it is to be one (and, im-
plicitly, with a parallel assumption about what it is to be). The Parmenidean
concept of being is assumed: either it is, or it is not; nothing can be itself
and something else, and no restrictions to the Principle of Noncontradic-
tion are admitted. The dichotomy is complete. To be one is to be ‘something
other’ (a[llo ti) than many.

The force of this definition is that, in this Parmenidean Argument, as in
those related to it (viz. IV, VI, and VIII), being is univocal. There can be no
distinction between different modes of being, or being ‘somehow’ (pou), or
‘in some way but not in another’.

theorem i.1. the one has 
no parts and is not a whole

This Basic Theorem is set out in the full canonical form established by Par-
menides (fr. 8.5–21): first the enunciation (later to be called provtasiˇ by
Hellenistic mathematicians), followed by Aristoteles’ request for a demon-
stration (ajpovdeixiˇ), which is then developed, and finally the conclusion
(sumpevrasma), confirmed by Aristoteles’ response.

137c5–d3 —So, there must not be a part of it, nor must it be itself a whole.
—Why? —The part is somehow [pou] part of a whole. —Yes. —And
what about the whole? Would not a whole be that of which no part
is lacking? —Indeed. —So, in both ways the one would be madeof
parts, both in being a whole and in having parts. —It is necessary. 

d —So, in both ways the one would thus be many and not one. —
True. —And yet it must not be many but one. —It must. —And
so, it will neither be a whole nor have parts, if the one is to be one.
—Indeed not.
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137c9, jAnavgkh, ‘It is necessary.’] Here, as elsewhere throughout the dialogue, the
necessity is conditional, not absolute; the conclusion follows necessarily from the
premises. This does not imply that the conclusion is necessary per se.

The argument proceeds per impossibile. Suppose that somehow (pou, 137c6)
there could be parts of a whole. This would contradict our current Hy-
pothesis, since it would make the one both one and many.

But surreptitiously, Parmenides has already introduced the alternative:
there could somehow be parts and wholes. Here Plato uses pou as a technical
term indicating the restrictions to Parmenidean being corresponding to his
non-Parmenidean alternative conception of being. A survey of the term pou
in this dialogue shows its terminological value. It means, in this context, not
‘I think’ or the like, but ‘somehow’, ‘in a certain respect’, qualifying ‘is’. (Cf.,
e.g., 147e6–148a3, below.) Aristotle is very clear about the meaning of the
term in Topics II 11.115b13, where it is contrasted with aJplw̧ˇ. At 163c6–7
in our dialogue, aJplw¸ˇ, ‘simply’, ‘unrestrictedly’, is contrasted with pḩ/ (a
variant of pou).

Note that the formulation of the conclusion stresses in its final clause (eij
e}n e[stai to; e{n, 137d3) the conditional character of the demonstration: ‘if
the one is to be one’, as assumed, then it is not a whole and has no parts.
This conditionality is maintained throughout, with a few occasional ex-
ceptions: the whole exercise is conducted mostly in the subjunctive or in
the optative and occasionally, for stylistic reasons, in the future indicative
(as here) or in the present indicative (where it can be easily shown to be a
variation on a preceding or a following subjunctive or optative; cf., e.g.,
139b4–5, below).

theorem i.3. the one has 
neither extremities nor middle

On the order of the Theorems, see the Introduction, above, p. 29.

137d4–6 —Now, if it has no parts, it would have no beginning, nor an
end, nor a middle; for such things would at once be parts of it. 
—Right.

theorem i.2. the one has no limits

137d6–8 —Moreover, the end and the beginning of each thing are its
limit. —How else? —So, the one is unlimited, if it has neither be-
ginning nor end. —It is unlimited.

Turnbull (1998: 51) notes that this is “the sole affirmation” made of the Par-
menidean one. But a comparison with the parallel Theorems II.2.1 and II.2.2
shows that there is here no affirmation: all that is said here is that the one
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is undelimited (a[peiron, 137d7); that is, it is not a quantity of any sort, and
it is not susceptible to definition. The denial of any quantitative aspect makes
irrelevant Turnbull’s comparison to Aristotelean prime matter or the re-
ceptacle in the Timaeus.

theorem i.3, corollary. the one has no shape

137d8–138a1 —And thus also without shape, for it participates neither in the 
e round nor in the straight. —How so? —The round is somehow that

whose extremities are everywhere equidistant from the middle. —
Yes. —Further, the straight will be that whose middle is facing both
extremities. —So it is. —Therefore the one would have parts and
would be many, if it were to participate in either straight or cir-

138 cular shape. —Absolutely. —And so, it is neither straight nor circu-
lar, if indeed it has no parts at all. —Right.

137e1, strogguvlon, ‘round’] Circle or sphere. As in Euclidean geometry, all shapes
are derivable from the circle and the straight line, as required by the classical “compass
and straight-edge” restriction.

137d8–e1, ou[te . . . metevcei, ‘for it participates . . . straight’] Cf. 141e9.

On the relation between shape and extremities, see below, on Theorem II.3.

theorems i.4 and i.5. the one is not 
in itself and not in another; and it 
is not in contact with anything

138a2–b6 —Moreover, being such, at any rate, it would be nowhere; for
it would be neither in another nor in itself. —How so? —By be-
ing in another, it would somehow be encompassed round by that
in which it would be, and it would touch it in many places
[polloi¸ˇ]; but it is impossible that, being one and partless and not
participating in the circle, it should touch the circle in many
places. —It is impossible. —However, by being in itself, it would 

b also encompass no other but itself, if indeed it were in itself; for it
is impossible for anything to be in something without being en-
compassed by it. —Yes, it is impossible. —But, then, that which
encompasses would itself be one thing, and that which is encom-
passed, another; for the same thing will not as a whole do and suf-
fer both simultaneously; and thus the one would not be one any
longer, but two. —It would not. —And so, the one is not anywhere
[pou], being neither in itself nor in another. —It is not.

138a8, ei[per kai;] Cf. Denniston (1966), 305: kaiv “logically refers to the apodosis.”
138b3–4] Cf. Republic IV 436b8–c1, where the Principle of Noncontradiction is

weakened in order to account for the fact that the soul is affected contrarily in differ-
ent parts of it. But here, with no restrictions allowed to the Principle of Noncontradic-
tion, the like is impossible.

82 plato’s parmenides

I.3. corol.

I.4

I.5



138b5, pou] It is not ‘anywhere’, which is a particular case of not being ‘somehow’.
138b6, mhvte ejn auJtw̧/, ‘neither in itself’] Correcting Parmenides, fr. 8.29.

To be somewhere is to be in something, to be in a place (not “in space”);
compare Aristotle, Physics IV 4.212a2. Hence, place and contact are not two
different categories. To be in a place is to be in contact with the perievcon
(138a8, b1, b3; cf. a4), with what encompasses. ‘Being in another’ or ‘being
in itself’ is a presupposition of (sensible) place but is not identical with it.
See further on Theorem II.4, below.

It is impossible that the same thing should do or undergo opposites
(ejnantiva); if it does, (1) it must be two different things, unless (2) the Prin-
ciple of Noncontradiction can be restricted, and what is done or undergone
is done or undergone at different times or in different respects. (Cf. Repub-
lic IV 436b8–c1.) But, under the current hypothesis, the one must be taken
‘as a whole’ (138b3): that is, it has no parts or aspects, and, accordingly, in
this case the Principle of Noncontradiction cannot be restricted. Therefore,
keeping the time index constant (b4, a{ma, ‘simultaneously’), for the sake of
the argument, if the one encompasses and is encompassed ‘as a whole’, it
must be more than one—which contradicts the hypothesis.

theorem i.6. the one is 
neither in motion nor at rest

138b7–8 —See, now, if, being such, it can rest or move. —And why not?

138b7–8, kinei̧sqai, ‘move’] The voice is middle-passive. So too fevresqai, ‘be car-
ried’, and ajlloiou̧sqai, ‘be altered’. Plato may be here intentionally ambiguous between
the middle and the passive. See below on 156c1, p. 137.

On motion as change of any sort, see below, pp. 111–12.

theorem i.6.1. the one is not in motion

138b8–c1 —Because, at any rate, by moving, it would either be carried or
be altered; for these are the only motions. —Yes.

theorem i.6.1.1. the one is not altered

138c1–4 —But it is impossible that the one, being altered from itself,
should somehow still be one. —It is impossible. —So, it does not
move in respect of [kata;] alteration, at least. —It appears not.

theorem i.6.1.2. the one is not carried

138c4–6 —By being carried, then? —Perhaps. —But if the one were to
be carried, either it would be carried round in a circle in the same
place [ejn tw̧/ aujtw̧/] or else it would change place from one to
another. —It is necessary.

138c6, jAnavgkh] See above, on 137c9, p. 80.
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theorem i.6.1.2.1. the one does not revolve

138c6–d2 —Yet, being carried round in a circle, it is necessary that it
should stand at the middle and have what is carried around the 

d middle as other parts of itself. But that to which neither middle
nor parts are proper, how on earth can it ever be carried in a cir-
cle round a middle? —In no way.

theorem i.6.1.2.2. the one 
does not undergo translation

138d2–5 —But is it, then, by shifting places that it comes to be in dif-
ferent places at different times, and thus it moves? —If indeed it
does. —Yet, did it not appear impossible that it should somehow
[pou] be in anything? —Yes.

138d5–e7 —Is it, therefore, even more impossible that it should come to
be in anything? —I don’t see how. —If anything comes to be in
something, is it not necessary that it should not yet be in that thing
so long as it is coming to be in it and not yet completely outside 

e it, if indeed it is already coming to be in it? —It is necessary. —So,
if anything else will be thus affected, only that would be affected
of which there should be parts; for some of it would already be in
that thing, and some of it, simultaneously, outside it; but that which
does not have parts can in no way be somehow [pou] as a whole
simultaneously both inside something and outside it. —True.
—And as to that which neither has parts nor happens to be a whole,
is it not even much more impossible that it should come to be some-
where [pou], coming to be in it neither in parts [kata; mevrh] nor as
a whole [kata; o{lon]? —So it appears.

138e6, pou] In this context, pou seems to mean ‘somewhere’ (i.e., ‘somehow in a
place’, where ‘somehow’ means, as usual, ‘against Parmenidean standards’). The nega-
tion of the possibility of aspects is given by (e3) trovpw/ oujdeniv, ‘in no way’. If the one can-
not somehow be inside something or outside it, it is ‘even much more impossible’ that
it should come to be somewhere.

If it cannot be in anything (Theorem I.4), a fortiori it cannot come to be in
anything: that is, it cannot move from being in one place to being in another.
A process of translation (coming to be in a place) requires that the one have
parts that will sequentially (or continuously) enter that place. But since the
one, under the current hypothesis, has no parts, it cannot undergo a process
of coming to be in something.

On place as a presupposition of locomotion, see below, on Theorem II.5.

theorem i.6.1, conclusion. 
the one is not in motion

138e7–139a3 —So, it does not change places either by going anywhere and 
139 coming to be in anything, or by being carried round in the same
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place, or by being altered. —It seems not. —The one, then, is im-
mobile in respect of every motion? —It is immobile.

theorem i.6.2. the one is not at rest

It cannot rest either, since for it to rest would be to stay in the same place.
But it cannot be in a place at all (Theorem I.4).

139a3–b2 —We say, however, that it is impossible that it should be in some-
thing. —So we say. —Therefore, it is also never in the same [ejn tw̧/
aujtw̧/]. —How so? —Because it would at once be in the very same
it is. —Absolutely. —But it was incapable of being either in itself
or in another. —It was indeed. —So, the one is never in the same. 

b —It seems not. —But, further, what is never in the same does not
stay still, nor does it rest. —No, it could not.

theorem i.6, conclusion. the one 
is neither in motion nor at rest

139b2–3 —And so, as it seems, the one neither rests nor moves. —It cer-
tainly appears it does not.

theorem i.7. the one is neither the same as 
nor different from either itself or another

The basic category here is sameness. Likeness (Theorem I.8) is a specifica-
tion of it, as sameness in some respect, and equality (I.9) is a further speci-
fication, as sameness in respect of measure. Younger-older/of the same age
(I.10) is difference/sameness in respect of precedence (possibly, but not nec-
essarily, temporal; see below) as prior and posterior. Theorems 7–10 form
a separate series, directly dependent on Theorem 1.

139b4–5 —Moreover, it will be the same neither as something different
nor as itself, and again it would not be different from itself or from
something different.

139b4–5, e[stai . . . a]n ei[h, ‘will be . . . would . . . be’] Note the shift from the (fu-
ture) indicative to the (potential) optative in the same sentence. This clearly shows that
the use of the indicative is purely a stylistic variation. The hypothetical character of the
derivation is not compromised by its use.

theorems i.7.2.1 and i.7.1.2. the one is 
not the same as a different; nor is it 
different from itself

139b5–c3 —How so? —Being somehow different from itself, it would be
different from the one and would not be one. —True. —And, fur-
ther, being the same as something different, it would be that thing 

c and would not be itself; so that in this way it would not be even
what it is, namely one, but different from one. —It would not. 
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—So, it will not be the same as something different or different
from itself. —Indeed not.

This seems to be pretty straightforward and not really worth arguing for:
the one is neither different from itself nor the same as something different
from it. These statements, however, are needed for the sake of complete-
ness and to close off all possibility of attribution to the one in any of the cat-
egories. Further, they set up the contrast with the one of Argument II. But,
as it turns out immediately below, these self-evident affirmations do not im-
ply, as one could expect, that the one is the same as itself or different from
something different from it.

theorem i.7.2.2. the one is 
not different from anything

139c3–d1 —And, in any case, it will not be different from something dif-
ferent, so long as it should be one: for it is not proper [ouj . . .
proshvkei] to the one to be different from something; but only to
the different, and to nothing else, is it proper to be different from 

d a different. —Right. —So, it will not be different by being one. Or
do you think it will? —Certainly not. —But, further, if not by that,
then not by itself, and if not by itself, not itself; and not being 
itself in any way different, it will not be different from anything.
—Right.

The one, considered in itself, is not different from anything. As one sim-
pliciter, ‘it is not proper’ for it to be different from anything: to be differ-
ent from something is not part of what it is to be one. ‘So long as’ (or ‘inas-
much as’, kaq j o{son, as Plato also says) it is one, it cannot be different; ‘by
itself’, it can be only what it is. Only the different is by itself different from
something. It will not do to counter that ‘different’ is an external relation,
which anyway is not implied in being one. ‘By itself’, or ‘in itself ’, the one
cannot be in any relation to anything, and hence it cannot be different
from anything, for this would require that it be pro;ˇ a[llo, ‘in relation to
another’, in addition to being ‘itself’. And this is denied in the current 
hypothesis.3

theorem i.7.1.1. the one is neither different
from a different nor the same as itself

139d1–e4 —Moreover, neither will it be the same as itself. —How not? —
The nature of the one is surely not the same as that of the same.
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—Why? —Because when something comes to be the same as some-
thing, it does not come to be one. —But why? —It is necessary that
what comes to be the same as the many should come to be many,
not one. —True. —But if the one and the same are not distinct
[diafevrei] in anything, whenever something came to be the same,
it would always come to be one, and whenever it came to be one, 

e it would come to be the same. —Indeed. —So, if the one were the
same as itself, it would not be one with itself; and, thus, by being
one, it will not be one. This, however, is impossible; so, it is im-
possible also for the one to be different from a different or the
same as itself. —It is impossible.

A comparison a = b implies the possibility of a distinction, subsequently
negated, between a and b. Even a reflexive relation, of the type a = a, would
imply the distinction between the terms of the relation, in order later to iden-
tify the two terms previously separated. But any distinction of the sort (or of
any sort) is precluded by the hypothesis. If the one were the same as itself,
it would not be one with itself, since it would be at once both terms of the
relation.

Further, being the same is different from being one. Therefore, the one
cannot be the same as anything (not even the same as itself), for this would
necessitate a further attribution, namely ‘being the same as’. And this is denied
by the hypothesis, according to which the one is nothing else than not many.

theorem i.7, conclusion. the one 
is neither different from nor the same 
as itself or the different

139e4–6 —And so, the one would be neither different from nor the same
as itself or the different. —Certainly not.

theorem i.8. the one is 
neither like nor unlike anything

139e7–8 —Further, it will not be like or unlike anything, neither itself
nor a different.

theorem i.8.1. the one is not like anything

139e8–140a6 —Why? —For ‘like’ is being somehow affected by the same [tauj -
tovn pou peponqovˇ]. —Yes. —And the same appeared to be in its na-

140 ture apart from the one. —So it appeared. —But if the one were
affected by anything apart from being one, it would be affected as
being more than one, and this is impossible. —Yes. —So, in no
manner is the one affected as being the same either as another or
as itself. —It appears not. —And so, it is not possible for it to be
like either another or itself. —It seems not.
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Likeness is sameness in some respect, to be affected ‘somehow’ (pou)—that
is, not ‘simply’, aJplw¸ˇ—by sameness. But on our hypothesis, there are no
respects in which a thing can be. Likeness refers to ‘affects’, pavqh, not to the
thing as a whole. For the one ‘to be affected’ [peponqevnai] is for it to have
an attribute without ceasing to be itself. Under our current assumption, this
is of course impossible.4

theorem i.8.2. the one is not unlike anything

140a6–b5 —Moreover, the one is not affected as being different; for else
it would be affected as being more than one. —More, indeed. —
And what is affected in a different way either than itself or than 

b another would be unlike either itself or another, if indeed the like
is what is affected in the same way. —Right. —And yet, the one, as
it seems, being in no manner affected in a different way, is in no
manner unlike either itself or a different. —Indeed not. —So, the
one would not be like or unlike either a different or itself. —It ap-
pears not.

140b1, to; taujto;n peponqo;ˇ, ‘what is affected in the same way’] Pou, ‘somehow’,
is not used here, but it can be easily supplied from 139e8, to; taujtovn pou peponqo;̌  o{moion,
and understood from oujdamw̧ ,̌ ‘in no manner’, at 140b2 (twice: oujdamw̧ˇ e{teron pe -
ponqo;ˇ oujdamw̧ˇ ajnovmoiovn ejstin).

theorem i.9. the one is neither 
equal nor unequal to anything

140b6–7 —Moreover, being such, it will not be equal or unequal either
to itself or to another.

140b7–c4 —In what way? —Being equal, it will be of the same measures 
c as that to which it is equal. —Yes. —And being somehow larger or

smaller than those with which it would be commensurable, it will
have more measures than those of them that are smaller, and fewer
than those that are greater. —Yes. —And of those with which it
would not be commensurable, it will be of smaller measures than
some, and of greater than others. —How else?

Equality is a particular case of likeness: that is, of sameness in some respect—
in this case, in respect of measure.

There can be two cases of inequality: inequality of commensurable and
of incommensurable magnitudes. With commensurable magnitudes the mea-
sures will be the same, but there will be more or fewer measures. With in-
commensurable magnitudes, the measures themselves will be either greater
or smaller. (Cf. Euclid, Elements V 8.)
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140c4–8 —Therefore, is it not impossible that what does not participate
in the same should be of the same measures or the same anything
else whatever? —It is impossible. —So, it would not be equal ei-
ther to itself or to another, not being of the same measures. —It
certainly appears so.

140c8–d4 —However, being of more or of fewer measures, it would also 
d be of as many parts as measures; and thus it would be one no

more, but as many as its measures. —Right. —And if it were of
one measure, it would become equal to its measure; and that ap-
peared impossible, that it should be equal to anything. —So it
appeared.

It cannot have measure or measures, since these would be aspects of it. Hence,
it cannot be unequal to anything, either commensurably or incommensu-
rably. And it is not equal to anything, not even to itself, because so long as
it is considered simply in itself, it cannot be the same as anything in any re-
spect. And see further on 139d1–e4, above.

theorem i.9, conclusion. the one 
is not equal or unequal to anything

140d4–8 —So, participating neither in one measure nor in many nor in
few, and not participating at all in the same, it will never be equal
to itself, as it seems, or to another; and, again, it will not be greater
or smaller than either itself or something different. —It is so, by
all means.

theorem i.10. the one does not come to be, 
nor is it older or younger than or of the
same age as anything

140e1–141a4 —What, then? Does it seem possible that the one should be
older or younger than or of the same age as anything? —And why
not? —For, being somehow of the same age as itself or as another,
it will participate in equality and likeness of time, which we said
not to be present in the one, namely neither likeness nor equal-
ity. —So we said. —And we said, further, that it participates nei-

141 ther in unlikeness nor in inequality. —So we did. —How, then, be-
ing such, will it be able to be [oi|ovn te e[stai] older or younger than
anything, or of the same age as anything? —In no way. —So, the
one would not be younger or older than or of the same age as it-
self or as another. —It appears not.

Equality of age is considered here as a special case of equality, as equality
in respect of time. Again, it seems obvious that the one of Argument I can-
not be measured in respect of time. But Theorem I.10 is needed here in
order to set off the contrast with Argument II and to exclude, in the present
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Argument, all the possible cases. Being younger-older/of the same age is
so far primarily considered as a relation. ‘Being in time’ (i.e., occupying a
certain temporal position in relation to other things also in time) is intro-
duced in what follows immediately.

theorem i.10.1, lemma. older 
and younger are correlates

141a5–b3 Next, could [duvnaito] the one be in time at all, if it were of this
sort? Or is it not necessary that, if ever anything should be in time,
it would ever be coming to be older than itself ? —It is necessary. 

b —And is not the older ever older than a younger? —Of course. —
So, that which is coming to be older than itself is simultaneously
coming to be younger than itself, if indeed it is to have something
than which it is coming to be older.

Whatever is ‘in time’ changes in respect of its temporal parts. Being in time
implies, but it is not identical with, coming to be in time, as will be shown in
Argument II.

141b3–c4 —What do you mean? —This: there is no need for what is dif-
ferent from a different [e{teron eJtevrou] to come to be distinct [diav-
foron] from what is already distinct [diafovrou], but it already is dis-
tinct from what already is distinct, and what has come to be is
distinct from what has come to be, and what is going to be from
what is going to be; but what is coming to be has not come to be,
and is not going to be, and is not, distinct from something, but is 

c coming to be, and is in no other way. —It is indeed necessary. —
‘Older’, however, is a distinction [diaforovthˇ] from ‘younger’ and
from nothing else. —So it is. —So, it is necessary that what is com-
ing to be older than itself is also, simultaneously, coming to be
younger than itself. —It seems so.

Older and younger are strict correlatives and, as such, perfectly symmetri-
cal. If (per impossibile) the one had temporal parts, then its parts would re-
late to each other as younger and older. Seen as a whole, the one is (in some
of its temporal parts) older or younger than itself (in some other of its tem-
poral parts). But the distinction between being in some way (or in some part)
but not in another is not admissible by our hypothesis. Therefore, as the next
section spells out, the one cannot be younger or older than or the same age
as anything, not even as itself.

141c4–d6 —But, further, it comes to be in neither more nor less time than
itself, but it comes to be and is and has come to be and is going to
be in an equal time to itself. —This too is indeed necessary. —So, 

d it is necessary, as it seems, that all those that are in time and par-
ticipate in the like of it, each of them should have the same age
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and come to be simultaneously both older and younger than it-
self. —Very likely. —In the one, however, none of such affections
is present. —They are not present. —And so, they are not present
in it in time, nor is it in any time. —Indeed not, at least as this rea-
soning proves it.

141d4, paqhmavtwn] Cf. 139e8 ff., pevponqe, etc.
141d6, w{ˇ ge oJ lovgoˇ aiJrei̧] Cf., e.g., Hippias Minor 376c1.

theorem i.10, corollary. since the one 
has no coming to be, it is not tensed

141d6–e7 —What now? Are not ‘was’ and ‘has come to be’ and ‘was com-
ing to be’ taken to signify participation in time that has once come 

e to be? —Most certainly. —What, then? ‘Will be’ and ‘will come to
be’ and ‘will have come to be’: In time that is going to be after-
wards? —Yes. —And, finally, ‘is’ and ‘comes to be’ —in time that
is now present? —Absolutely. —So, if the one does not participate
in any way in any time, it has never come to be nor was it ever com-
ing to be nor was it once, nor has it come to be now nor is it com-
ing to be nor is it, nor will it be coming to be nor will it have come
to be nor will it be afterwards. —Most true.

141e2, ‘that is going to be’] Retaining tou̧ mevllontoˇ of the MSS, with Moreschini.

argument i, conclusion. 
the one is not anything

Theorems I.2–I.10 have explored the ways in which the one could (or,
rather, could not)be anything, the ways in which it could be pro;ˇ (or kata;)
something else. Since, by our hypothesis, all these are excluded, we must
conclude that the one in no way participates in being (i.e., in something
else).5

141e7–10 —Now, is there a way [o{pwˇ] in which anything could partici-
pate in being [oujsiva], other than according to one of these [kata;
touvtwn ti]? —There is not. —So, in no way does the one partici-
pate in being. —It seems not. —And so, the one in no way is. —It
appears not.

141e9, touvtwn, ‘these’] The demonstrative must refer to all that has preceded in
Argument I. It cannot refer only to tensed being, immediately above. If it did, it would
have to mean that the only way of participating in being is participating ‘according to
time’. But this cannot be true; we have seen, even in this Argument, nontemporal ways
of participation—although only hypothetically, for the one of this Argument cannot be
in any of these respects. Note also Aristoteles’ answer at 141e7, jAlhqevstata, ‘Most true’,
marking a very strong caesura, so as to round up the whole Argument.
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In the course of Argument I, we have gone through the ways according to
which anything can participate in oujsiva—that is, in which they can be some-
thing or other by participating in the appropriate entities. Plato now claims
that his list of categories is exhaustive.

Oujsiva, ‘being’, the abstract noun of ei\nai (‘be’), is shorthand for whatever
the one can be in this sense, whatever it can participate in. Oujsiva is, then,
the summary of all the preceding categories, not a category in itself.6 It func-
tions, in fact, as a placeholder, F. It should be noted that, if predication were
possible (as it will be in Argument II), the one would not be itself F (in a strong
sense) but would only participate in F (i.e., it would be F only qualifiedly). So,
the one of Argument I would only participate in being (oujsiva), if it were pos-
sible for it to be anything at all. To say that Helen is beautiful is to say no
more than that she participates in the beautiful, or in beauty (which is an
oujsiva). This point will be developed at great length in Argument V (162a ff.,
pp. 153–54, below).

Plato’s exact phrasing is important. {Opw ,̌ ‘How?’, is the question to which
oujdamw̧ˇ, ‘in no way’, is the answer. Oujdamw̧ˇ is the negation of pou, ‘somehow’,
Plato’s technical term for marking the weakening of the relation between two
terms, such as in a predication. (Cf. above, p. 81.) Metevcei, ‘participates’, is,
of course, Plato’s technical term for being pro;ˇ a[llo, ‘in relation to an-
other’, or katav ti, ‘according to something’ (or ‘in respect of something’).

The one oujdamw¸ˇ . . . oujsivaˇ metevcei (141e9)—it ‘in no way does . . .
participate in being (something)’, but there is no hint that it is ejpevkeina
th¸ˇ oujsivaˇ, ‘beyond being’ (Republic V 509b9). Proclus interpreted this pas-
sage as maintaining that the absolute one is beyond all predication.7 True
as this may be, this is not what is stated here. So far, it is only claimed that
nothing can be predicated of it. But no precedence is established as yet
between the one of Argument I and the one of Argument II. (But cf. also
Argument VIII.)

The one in no way is. Here ‘is’ is not exactly equivalent to the ‘is’ of the
Hypothesis. There (at 137c4), as became clear in the course of Argument I,
it is the simplest affirmation. Here it signifies ‘is (something)’, ‘is in a qual-
ified manner’, ‘is in some way but not in another’. But, of course, if the one
is not anything, it cannot be said to be in this sense. The conclusion does not,
then, strictly contradict the hypothesis. Rather, it calls for a careful distinc-
tion between two modes of being: being as implying the total exclusion of
not-being (137c), and being as participation (141e). This is the first step to-
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6. Existence is, of course, implied. But this is not the main force of oujsiva. (See above, 
p. 17.) Note, for example, that Plato does not find it necessary to argue separately for partici-
pation in oujsiva in Argument II, as he should if he were using a concept of existence distinct
from being this or that.

7. Proclus, In Parmenidem VII 1060, 1240 Cousin; Morrow and Dillon (1987), 578–79.



ward the dissolution of the Third Man aporia, further to be developed in
Argument II.

What we have had, then, is a list of ways in which anything can be, the sorts
of predicates anything could take, if only it could be ‘somehow’. But being
‘somehow’, or ‘in some way but not in another’, is precisely what is denied
of the one in this Argument. On Argument I, then, nothing can be attrib-
uted to the one. That the one does not participate in being is the negation
of Argument II, to follow. (Cf. below, 142b5.)

But could Plato not have saved himself the trouble and concluded im-
mediately from the Basic Theorem (I.1) that no attribution whatsoever is pos-
sible, hence no participation in oujsiva? Of course, the conclusion would fol-
low. But, as we have seen above (p. 32), the categories look back to, and could
actually have been derived from, the historical Parmenides’ poem. Argument
I corrects Parmenides at several points—where he claims, for example, that
his ejovn is limited and round, is at rest, and so forth. These and other cate-
gories will be shown to be applicable by way of affirmation and by way of ne-
gation, and not all trivially, to the one in Argument II and its derivates.

argument i, conclusion, 
note. the one is not one

141e10–142a1 —So, it is not even such as to be one; for otherwise it would at
once be [o]n] and participate in being [oujsiva]; but the one, as it 

142 seems, is not one and is not, if one must trust such an argument.
—Very likely.

141e12–142a1, eij dei̧ tw̧/ toiw̧/de lovgw/ pisteuvein] The Greek does not mean ‘if
one can trust such an argument’, but rather ‘if one must trust’ it. The argument is pre-
sented not as faulty, but as dependent on the hypothesis. Note that Aristoteles’ responses,
starting at 141e8 and down to 142a6, are all hypothetical. Plato is not presenting the ar-
gument as fallacious; rather, he is intimating that an alternative interpretation is possi-
ble to the Hypothesis ‘The one is’. Moreover, an alternative interpretation is necessary,
because the Parmenidean notion of being, if taken exclusively, is self-defeating (though
not strictly contradictory); see further below, 142a6–8.

Now Plato considers the special case of e{n itself as an oujsiva: that is, as an at-
tribute. Can the one be said to be one? (On the difference between e{n as a
subject and e{n as attribute, see below, on Argument II, 142b5–c7, pp. 95–
96.) It is immediately apparent that this too is excluded here, together with
every oujsiva: our one is not a ‘one that is’ this or that, such as the one of Argu-
ment II. Hence, the absolute one is not even one: it cannot have what it is;
it cannot be predicated of itself. Self-predicaton is a Parmenidean blunder:
it is based on a confusion between the strong ‘is’ of kaq j auJtov, Parmenidean
being in itself, and the qualified ‘is’ of participation. F is F but, not being a
‘one that is’ (as in Argument II), it does not participate in F. (Cf.128d2, 131c12
ff., and pp. 60–61, above.)
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argument i, corollary. the one has no
relation and no name, and there is about it no
discourse, knowledge, perception, or opinion

142a1–6 —And that which is not: Would anything be of or to what is not?
—How would it? —So, there is of it neither name nor account
[lovgoˇ], nor any knowledge or perception or opinion. —It appears
not. —And so, it is not named or spoken of [levgetai], nor is it an
object of opinion, nor is it known, nor does any of the things that
are [ti tw̧n o[ntwn] perceive it. —It seems not.

142a6, ti tw̧n o[ntwn] Cf. 166a6.

Therefore, it has no name, nor can any account be given of it, nor is it the
object of knowledge or perception or opinion, for any of these would pre-
suppose it as a possible member in a relation. Compare above at 134: if the
forms are kaq j auJtav, ‘in themselves’, we have no knowledge of them. But
neither have the gods, as we learn here—to the contrary of what was sup-
posed there. Now we have shown the full significance of being kaq j auJtov (or
pro;ˇ auJtov ) and have explicated the meaning of ‘being’ underlying the Par-
menidean conception. If being provˇ ti, ‘in relation to something’, or pou,
‘somehow’, ‘in certain respects but not in others’, is not allowed, then in-
deed no knowledge or cognition of any kind is possible. A one that has no
aspects (or parts) cannot be katav ti or provˇ ti, ‘in relation to something’.
A form, if it is one and in itself, cannot be an object of any sort of cognition.

aporia. can the one be like this?

142a6–8 —Now, is it possible that these things should be true of the one?
—I, for one, do not think so.

But ‘these things’ (142a7, tau̧ta, referring to a1–6, not to the whole of Ar-
gument I) cannot be true of the one, for we have been discussing it and giv-
ing it a name, and making it at least an object of opinion, if not of knowl-
edge. This will be the point of departure for the alternative Arguments. The
aporia is not logical but pragmatic. Note 142a7, e[moige, ‘I, for one’: Aristoteles
sees the problem because he has been talking about the one. The problem
arises only for someone who is already engaged in dialectical argumentation.
(Cf. above, 134e9 ff., and below, 155d7.)

ARGUMENT II. IF THE ONE IS: 
CONSEQUENCES FOR ITSELF: IN RELATION TO THE OTHERS

The Parmenidean hypothesis brought us to an aporia. If the one is in an ab-
solute sense, with no distinctions whatsoever within it, then nothing is true
of it, and it cannot be a member in any relation without ceasing to be what
it is. Knowledge of such a one is impossible.
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This consequence is unacceptable. The reason is not logical but pragmatic:
the very fact that dialogue about the one is being conducted shows us that
the one can be the object of opinion, perhaps also of knowledge. There is a
logos of it, and it can be spoken about; and sensible experience shows us
that there is perception of sensible objects, each of which is, at least in a weak
sense, one.

Because the consequences are unacceptable and we start from the fact of
knowledge (or, at least, of opinion), the hypothesis has to be changed. We
need an alternative concept of what it is to be one, or an interpretation of
being that will support the consequences we desire. This is the main thrust
of the hypothetical method: we are convinced of the conclusion, and we seek
to establish the premises that support it.

142b1–5 —Do you wish, then, that we go over our hypothesis again from
the beginning, to see whether, in so doing, something of another
sort should appear to us? —I certainly wish to. —Now, if the one
is, we say, the consequences that follow for it are to be agreed upon,
be they of whatever sort they happen to be: not so? —Yes.

142b5, e}n eij e[stin, ‘if the one is’] The word order does not seem to make any ap-
preciable difference as to the force of ‘one’ or of ‘is’. In fact, Plato switches quite casually
between (b3, 5) e}n eij e[stin and (c3) eij e[n e{stin; contra Séguy-Duclot (1998: 37), follow-
ing Diès (1923), ad locum. Cf. Argument I, 137c4, eij e{n ejstin; but Argument IV, 159b3,
e}n eij e[stin, both referring to the “absolute” one; and Argument III, 157b6, e}n eij e[stin, re-
ferring to the “complex” one. Contra, e.g., Migliori (1990: 225 n. 6), to the effect that the
formulation in Argument II puts in relevance the one as subject and avoids equivocations.
I cannot follow his explanation of Plato’s reversion to the original formulation at 160b7,
c11, that “la formula che serviva a mettere in risalto che l’Uno era solo Uno, va bene per
indicare che l’Uno qui non è Uno, ma non per questo va confuso con il Non Uno.”

argument ii, definition. the one 
that is participates in being: restricted
principle of noncontradiction

142b5–c7 —Then look into them from the beginning. If the one is, could
it be but not participate in being [oujsivaˇ]? —It could not. —Now,
the one’s being [oujsiva] would be too, not being the same as the 

c one; else that being would not be its being, nor would it, the one,
participate in that being, but saying that the one is would be like
saying that the one is one. However, the hypothesis now is not this,
what must follow if the one is one, but if the one is: not so? —Ab-
solutely. —Again, so that ‘is’ signifies something other than ‘one’?
—It is necessary. —Therefore, would anything be said other than
[a[llo h]] that the one participates in being, whenever one says in
short that the one is? —Not at all.

Let us suppose, then, that the one is (something). If so, we have already dis-
tinguished between the one itself and whatever it happens to be. In making
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this distinction, we deny that the one, in being something in the required
sense, is identical with what it is. (The point is sharper in Greek, where the
copula is not required.) Plato calls such a relation between the one and what-
ever it is, without being identical with it, ‘participation’ (mevqexiˇ), and that
which the one is he calls its ‘being’ (oujsiva). To say that the one is, under this
hypothesis, is not to say anything other than that the one participates in be-
ing. (Cf. 142c5–7, and contrast 137c4–5.)

‘Is’ is now interpreted as an incomplete predicate: ‘to be’, on our new hy-
pothesis, is ‘to be (something)’. To say that the one is, thus, is to say that the
one is something, that it participates in being (oujsiva): that is, it participates
in something or other,1 without being identical with it. Oujsiva as something
definite is always marked off from something else. (Cf. 129e, 130b, 135a,
147e, etc.) To have an oujsiva is to be a certain determinate thing, to the ex-
clusion of some other.

Argument II is, together with the related Arguments III, V, and VII, an
explication of mevqexiˇ, as opposed to Parmenidean being. ‘Participation’ is
‘being in some respect (but not in another)’, as will become clear presently.2

theorem ii.1. the one that is 
is a whole and has parts

142c7–d9 —Then let us say again, if the one is, what will follow. Consider,
now, whether it is not necessary that this hypothesis signifies that 

d the one is such as to have parts. —How? —In this way: if ‘is’ is said
of the one that is, and ‘one’ of the being [o[ntoˇ] that is one, and
being and one are not the same but are said of that same thing
that we hypothesized, namely the one that is, is it not necessary,
therefore, that the one that is should itself be the whole, and that
both the one and being should come to be parts of it? —It is nec-
essary. —Now, shall we refer to each of these parts as merely a part,
or is each of them to be referred to as a part of the whole? —Of
the whole. —So, the one that is to be, both is a whole and has parts
[movria]. —Indeed.

142d9, movria, ‘parts’] Heindorf’s emendation for the singular movrion of the
manuscripts.

We start, then, from a one that is (something). Note the holistic approach,
which will be prominent in this Argument: we do not start from the one
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1. For oujsiva as a placeholder, see above, p. 92. The current assumption is that the one is F,
G, etc., not that it is ‘being’, as Migliori (1990: 229 n. 19) has it.

2. Curd (1988: 312) is right in contraposing the Parmenidean one of Argument I, which
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and that which the one is. Rather, we start from an intuition opposed to
the Parmenidean. Parmenides attains the intuition of an utterly simple ob-
ject. Plato, on the contrary, begins from a (preanalytical) intuition of an
object (no mention is made at this stage whether ideal or sensible) that is
complex, and he proceeds to analyze it.3 We start from the as yet unana-
lyzed fact that the unities we deal with are complex. Such a one, which is
something (in a sense, other than itself ), can be analyzed. It is not simple,
but neither is it “put together” of parts; it is analyzable into parts. The im-
portant difference is that it is not the case that there are predefined, atom-
istic parts or aspects that make up the one; rather, the one is taken holisti-
cally as a complex, and parts are discerned in it. This is essential for the
next step.4

{Olon/mevrh, ‘whole’/‘parts’, is the basic distinction. The one both is a
whole and has parts. This is what Parmenides would not have accepted in
the aporetical Part I of the dialogue. Note 131a4, h[toi o{lou . . . h] mevrou ,̌
‘either in the whole . . . or in part’—a very strong disjunction. Whole and
parts were considered there as mutually exclusive. The historical Par-
menides himself may have thought of his being as partless; consider frag-
ment 8.4, oujlomelevˇ, ‘whole-limbed’.5 If the one can be considered as be-
ing a whole—and thus as having parts or aspects (i.e., if the weakened
Principle of Noncontradiction can be applied to it)—then it can receive
opposite attributes and still be ‘the same’. The attributes will then refer to
the one as a whole or to different parts (aspects) of it. That ei\nai, ‘be’, is to
be interpreted as oujsivaˇ metevcein, ‘participate in being’, is the uJpovqesiˇ
(142c9) that makes this possible.

Here mevrh, or movria, are clearly aspects, not merely parts. (Parts may be
thought to be “spatial aspects”; see below.) The one must have parts or as-
pects, without ceasing to be a whole, in order to make way for predication
or attribution (participation, communion).

The hypothetical character of the series of arguments now to come is clear.
(Note the optatives throughout Argument II: e.g., 143a2, Oujkou̧n a[peiron a]n
to; plḩqoˇ ou{tw to; e}n o]n ei[h; ‘Thus would the one that is be unlimited in plu-
rality?’; 144a7–9, Oujkou̧n eij pa̧ˇ ajriqmo;ˇ oujsivaˇ metevcei, kai; to; movrion e{kas-
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3. Cf. Liebrucks (1949), 195: “Das relazionelle Gefüge wird einen Augenblick auf seine
Teile hin betrachtet, ohne daß deshalb diese Teile aus den Relazionalität zu einem Für-sich-
sein gelöst würden.”

4. This is a theorem to be proved, not the hypothesis, as Allen (1983: ad loc.) seems to think.
So much is clear from the structure of the Arguments themselves. See further Brumbaugh
(1961), ad locum.

5. The reading is contested. Some interpreters now prefer mounogenev ,̌ ‘unique’. Cf., e.g.,
Mourelatos (1970); Schofield, in Kirk, Raven, and Schofield (1983); contra, Kranz, in Diels and
Kranz (1951). But the reading does not affect Parmenides’ “predicational monism” at least; cf.
Curd (1991).



ton tou̧ ajriqmou̧ metevcoi a]n aujtḩ ;̌ ‘Therefore, if every number participates
in being, would not also each part of number participate in it?’) The con-
clusions are not offered categorically, but only their possibility is established:
if the one is interpreted in this way, nothing prevents it from being this or that;
it is necessary that it could be so or so, not that it is so and so. At several points
throughout this Argument, Plato stresses that opposing characters can be
attributed to the one in different respects. Once the possibility of respects, or
aspects, has been accepted (and this is now our current hypothesis), the one
can have opposite attributes—according to the restricted Principle of Non-
contradiction.

theorem ii.2. the one that is is a plurality

142d9–e3 —What now? Each of these parts of the one that is, the ‘one’ 
e and ‘being’: Would ever either the ‘one’ be lacking the ‘being’ part,

or ‘being’ the ‘one’ part? —It would not.

Having distinguished two parts (aspects) in the complex one, let us now look
into each of them. Since we can tell the one apart from its oujsiva, the one
must have some character by which it is distinct from its oujsiva, whatever this
is. Hence, the one too has an oujsiva of its own, which marks it off from every-
thing else. Conversely, its oujsiva also cannot be simple; if it were, it would not
be (rationally) distinguishable from other oujsivai (which would then be, by
this hypothesis, simple too).

Simple entities can stand in external relations to each other. A point A
can be to the left or to the right of another point, B. External relations,
however, are not, as such, implied by the nature of the relata and are thus
purely accidental. (Contrast, e.g., the relation between parent and child:
being a parent implies that there is a child whose parent the parent is, and
vice versa.) But Plato is looking for the conditions of internal relations—
that is, relations that are not purely accidental—as a condition of diairesis
and of mevqexi .̌ Such internal relations require that the relata be entities
with inner differentiation and articulation.

The Parmenidean view, presented in the aporetic Part I of the dialogue
and in Argument I, is that relations are impossible, since all being is kaq j
auJtov, and ‘in itself’ no entity relates to any other entity. Thus, if one wants
to have the possibility of A being B without A and B being identified with
each other, one must differentiate in A an aspect according to which A is B,
as opposed to that aspect according to which A is itself (and also opposed
to other aspects, according to which A is C, D, etc.).

The interpretation of the second half of this passage, ‘or “being” the
“one” part’ (142e2), is more difficult. Brumbaugh rightly shows that the
first part (‘Would ever [ . . . ] the “one” be lacking the “being” part’) fol-
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lows from substitution in the definition of ‘one’ for Argument II (II.df.)
and in Theorem II.1. But he and Cornford (1939) are not very helpful with
the second half. Neither is Allen (1983); nor, for that matter, are other mod-
ern interpreters. {En is expressly supposed to be o[n, but nowhere is it said
or implied that the proposition e}n o[n (or ‘x is F ’) is convertible. In fact, if
‘is’ is taken to signify participation, then the relation is not symmetrical,
and the conversion is not unconditional.

The justification of Plato’s move here stems from the way in which he in-
terprets what it is for e{n (x) and o[n (F ) to stand in a relation to each other.
As he showed in Argument I, simples without aspects cannot stand in rela-
tion to anything. All relations considered by Plato in the context of partici-
pation are internal. If to be a member of an internal relation implies a dis-
tinction in aspects, then both members of the relation have to be complexes.
But then the interpretation of being as participation (142c5–7) requires that
not only the participating as such be necessarily complex, but also the par-
ticipated-in. Hence, in the one that is (something), it must be possible to
identify, within the one itself, that aspect of the one according to which it
participates in whatever it participates in (say, Socrates is white in respect of
his color only), and, likewise, within its being, that aspect in which being is
participated in (say, the white itself is participated in as being white, not as
being unique or atemporal).

theorem ii.2.1. the one 
that is is an unlimited plurality

142e3–143a3 —Then, again, each of the parts will have both ‘the one’ and
‘being’, and the smallest of the parts will again come to be of two
parts, and thus, always by the same reasoning, whatever part
should come into being will ever have these two parts; for ‘the one’
will ever have ‘being’, and ‘being’ ‘the one’; so that it is necessary 

143 that it should always come to be two and never be one. —By all
means. —Thus, would the one that is be unlimited in plurality? —
It seems so.

The same is true, of course, of each of the parts, which have now been found
to be, they too, complex. This means, among other things, that there is never
a bare (i.e., irrational)6 subject or a bare attribute, for each of these parts is,
in principle, divisible again. Thus, on the current hypothesis, there is no sub-
ject of predication x that is not also a determinate F. Implied here is the re-
jection of a concept of existence separate from essence: a bare subject of
predication can never be attained by the diaretical procedure. Every further
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6. “Irrational” because a bare entity, an entity with no attributes whatsoever (e.g., Locke’s
je ne sais quoi), could not have any account given of it. Cf. Theaetetus 201d.



distinction will always give us another one that is (something), a subject char-
acterized by a predicate, the Platonic equivalent of the Aristotelean tovde ti.
Such a one that is will be later described as a sumplokhv, a ‘weaving’.7

So far, the one is ‘unlimited in plurality’ (a[peiron to; plḩqo ,̌ 143a2), and
there is in it, as yet, no articulation. (Cf. Theorem II.2.2, Lemma).

Thus, Argument II develops the concept of a complex unity as an entity
that, impossible as it may be in Parmenidean terms, alone could stand in re-
lations that are not purely external. Moreover, this complex must be such
that its parts too are complex unities. An immediate consequence of this pos-
tulate is that there can be no intrinsically necessary end to the division of
parts or aspects into further parts or aspects. All true complex is a complex
of complexes (144a5–e7).8 This is the uJpovqesiˇ of the possibility of diaire-
sis. Diairesis presupposes the possibility of making distinctions within the
form—any form—and requires, in principle, that division can go on indef-
initely. In each particular case, though, it will come to an end at a certain
point, thus exhibiting the determinate character of each form under con-
sideration. But only with a particular example and for particular purposes
can we actually reach a “sufficient” division.9

The whole is thus prior to its parts. Its parts are parts because of their re-
lations to the whole. It is their relation to the whole that constitutes them as
parts. In this sense, the relation itself is prior to the relata. Only such inter-
nal relations can be rationally explained, shown to be necessary: under the
current hypothesis, the relata are not primarily in themselves but are consti-
tuted by the relations of part to whole and of part to part. To be a whole and
to be a part is ipso facto to be in a relational way.

Plato has now at hand all he needs in order to dismember the Third
Man. The form is one insofar as it is considered as a Parmenidean e{n, an ab-
solute one. However, as e}n o[n, as a one that is, that participates in this or that,
it is (in principle) a[peiron to; plh¸qoˇ, ‘indefinite in respect of quantity’. And
this is the case not only for the participant (be it another form or a sensi-
ble thing) but also for the participated-in. Now, according to the Third Man
Argument, if the form is one and participated in, it must also be indefinitely
many. Here Plato shows that this is indeed the case, but that absolute unity
and indefinite complexity follow from different ways of understanding the
Hypothesis ‘The one is’. The one (in this case, the form) is one in a strong,
Parmenidean sense; however, the one is this or that (if it is so) only in a
weak sense, as participating in something else. (Cf. on 141e10, p. 93, above.)
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7. Cf., e.g., Sophist 262b.
8. Cf. the Living Being comprising many living beings in Timaeus 30c–31b, and Scolnicov

(1992a).
9. Cf. Philebus 15, and Scolnicov (1975b). I would now see diairesis, with Trevaskis (1967),
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F is F, but in a manner unlike that in which anything else (form or sensible)
is F. To be itself is not the same as to be (qualifiedly) something else. Noth-
ing can be itself qualifiedly (as a proper part or aspect of itself), just as noth-
ing can be something else unqualifiedly. The self-predication of forms is un-
masked for what it is: a conflation of two modes of being. And this is what
Parmenides refused to accept in the aporetic Part I of the dialogue: that
there can be two modes of being.

Plato’s Parmenides does here precisely what Socrates thought an ad-
mirable wonder at 129a–b: he shows that forms too, and not only sensible
things, can be oppositely predicated, if only we are prepared to allow that
forms too are subject to some version of the restricted Principle of Non-
contradiction.

This antiatomistic line is pursued in the Theaetetus (202a ff.): a logos can-
not be based on a suvnqesiˇ, an aggregate, since no suvnqesiˇ can, as such, be
the proper object of rational thought. A suvnqesiˇ is ultimately composed (lit-
erally, ‘put together’) of irrational elements, which can be named but not
explained. The relation between such elements must likewise be irrational,
since one can do no more than enumerate them and state the fact of their
conjunction (like the stoicei̧a of Socrates’ dream, Theaetetus 201d8–202c6).

Here, Plato is opposing to the atomism of the Theaetetus a holistic ap-
proach, which has sometimes been called “Anaxagorean.”10 His point is the
refutation of the fundamental premise of all atomism, logical, epistemolog-
ical, and physical: that wholes are composed of simple parts as a matter of
necessity. Of course, this still may be the case, on factual grounds, and in-
deed Plato does offer his own version of physical atomism in the Timaeus (if
the label ‘atomism’ is still appropriate to what he does there, 53b–61c).

theorem ii.2.2. the one that is 
is a definite plurality: it is a number

theorem ii.2.2, lemma. difference 
as a condition of plurality and of diairesis

Indefinite plurality is prior to definite plurality. Indefinite plurality does not
require difference, for in it there is no need to distinguish between the terms,
to identify each term as distinct from the others. Only now does Plato pro-
ceed to definite plurality (number).

143a4–b8 —Let us proceed also in the following way. —Which? —Do we
say that the one participates in being, since it is? —Yes. —And it
was because of this that the one that is appeared many? —So it was.
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whole that already includes, implicit in itself, all further specifications.
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—What, then? The one itself, that which we say participates in be-
ing: If we grasp it in our mind alone by itself, without that in which
we say it participates, will it then appear one only, or will this same 

b thing also appear many? —One, or so I think. —Let us see, then.
It is necessary that its being should be one thing and itself should
be another, different thing, if indeed the one is not to be being
[oujsiva] but, rather, as one, it is to participate in being. —It is nec-
essary. —Therefore, if being is one thing and the one is another,
it is neither by being one that the one is different from being, nor
is it by being being that being is other than the one, but they are
different from each other by the different and other. —Absolutely.
—So that the different is not the same as either the one or being.
—Of course.

143a6, aujto; to; e{n, ‘the one itself’] I.e., the one considered without its participa-
tion in being. This is indeed ‘the one itself’ in its technical sense—i.e., the Platonic form.
But it is not simply ‘the one’ of Argument I, for it does participate in being, although,
for the moment, it is considered in itself. The Platonic form, then, which is capable of
communion with other forms and which can be participated in, is not identical with the
Parmenidean one. But, considered in itself, the one that is is one only. Cf. 143a8–9, e}n
movnon . . . h] kai; pollav, ‘one only, or . . . also . . . many’, referring back to Argument I,
Definition; and see further Argument VIII.

Grasping the one in itself is a necessary condition of making the required
distinction between the two aspects of the one that is. Moreover, the one it-
self is a condition of the one that is. Otherwise, we should be in the Anax-
agorean position—‘everything was together’ (fr. 59 B 1 DK—without the
possibility of making any distinctions. (Cf. Arguments III and VIII, below.)

About that one itself, then, it can be said only that it is different from be-
ing. Such a differentiation is possible precisely because this one itself is not
identical with the one of Argument I: that one itself, as we saw above (The-
orem I.7), cannot be different in virtue of itself. The different, then, arises
from making a distinction in the whole, as a condition of it. We start by hav-
ing not two distinct entities that enter into a relation, but one single entity
within which we make a distinction. Such a distinction requires, apart from
the aspects distinguished between, also the (implicit) concept of difference.
This concept is now spelled out.11 But to; e{teron is not yet a third, for we do
not have number as yet. (Cf. the next passage.)

Both interpretations of the one are necessary: the one itself and the one
that is. This is to say that the form must be considered both in itself and in
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contrary: to; e{teron makes discursive thinking possible. Not only must we be able to express that
a is different from b, but it must in fact be the case that it is possible that a be different from b.



communion with other forms. Already at this stage, it is becoming apparent
what will be explicit in Argument VIII, namely that we must have a double fo-
cus: we must be able to grasp the one in itself and the one as participant (and
ditto for being). If we were not able to grasp the one in itself, without its be-
ing, one and being would be the same, and we would be back to the Eleatic
collapse of all attributions onto one another and of subject and attribute like-
wise. One must mark off or distinguish the ei[dh from one another and yet con-
cede the possibility of participation. (Cf. Socrates’ demand at 129d6–e4.)

143c1–144a5 —What now? If we should choose from them, whichever you
wish, either being and the different, or being and the one, or the
one and the different, would we not in each of the choices have
chosen a pair [tine], which should rightly be called ‘both of them’
[ajmfotevrw]? —How? —Like this: Can one mention being? —One
can. —And, again, mention one? —This too. —Next, have we not
mentioned each of them both [eJkavteron aujtoi̧n]? —Yes. —What,
then? Whenever I mention being and one, do I not mention both
of them? —Indeed. —Now, whenever I mention being and dif-
ferent or different and one, and so in every case, do I not in each 

d case refer to both [a[mfw]? —Yes. —And those that should be rightly
called ‘both’: Could they be ‘both’ but not ‘two’ [duvo]? —They
could not. —And those that are two: Is there any way that each of
them would not be one? —There is no way. —So, if indeed, in each
case, they happen to be two together [suvnduo], each of them would
be one. —It appears so. —And if each of them is one, whenever
any one is added to any couple [suzugiva/], will they all not become
three? —Yes. —Are not three odd, and two even? —How else? 

e —What, then? If there are two, is it not necessary that there should
also be twice, and if there are three, thrice, if indeed two is twice
one and three is thrice one? —It is necessary. —And if there are
two and twice, is it not necessary that there should be twice two?
And if three and thrice, is it not necessary that there should also
be thrice three? —How else? —What, then? If there are three and
there is twice, and there are two and there is thrice, is it not nec-
essary that there should be twice three and thrice two? —Quite 

144 necessary. —So, there would be even times even and odd times
odd, and odd times even and even times odd. —So it is. —There-
fore, if this is so, do you think any number is left that must not nec-
essarily be? —Not at all. —And so, if the one is, it is necessary that
number also should be. —It is necessary.

143c6–7, eJkavteron . . . ajmfotevrw, ‘each of them both . . . both of them’] The lan-
guage here presupposes 143b5, tw̧/ eJtevrw/, ‘by the different’.

143d6, suzugiva/, a ‘couple’ (two put together), not ‘both’ (before separation)] Now
we can have addition, which follows immediately (143d6): ‘whenever any one is added
[sunteqevntoˇ] to any couple’. The possibility of addition is a necessary condition of num-
ber in the “counting sense”; see below.
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Numbers are not primarily sunqevseiˇ monavdwn, ‘aggregates of units’, or plhv-
qh monavdwn, ‘pluralities of units’, as Pythagoreans would have it.12 A putting
together of units would never make one number. Numbers are only secon-
darily suvmblhtoi, ‘additive’; they do not arise as cardinals, or “counters,” which
grow by addition of unit to unit.13 Numbers as unified pluralities that can
stand in mutual relations can come about only as a result of a distinction
(i.e., a diaivresiˇ) in a e{n within which all possible distinctions are already im-
plicit.14 Plḩqoˇ, ‘multitude’, is always given already within the e{n. Number
requires an indefinite progression, but any given number (as opposed to
plḩqoˇ, a sheer multitude) is always definite: any actual diairesis (of num-
bers or of forms) always stops at a certain point. Number is a plḩqoˇ pepe-
rasmevnon a ‘limited plurality’.15

We start from a complex unity, or a o{lon, a ‘whole’. It is of the nature of
such unity that we can distinguish in it aspects, taken as inherently related
to each other. But the very possibility of a distinction between its aspects
(namely between that of being one thing and that of being something) im-
mediately requires the difference16 between them as distinct from either.
Thus, the complexity of the one gives us first the triad as a configuration, or
structure. From the triad, the pair is derived. The pair cannot precede the
triad, for, as we shall see presently, the triad cannot be derived from it. More-
over, since the one that is, although it has aspects, still has to have these as-
pects differentiated from each other, difference is required before the pair
can arise. It is not enough that we have a and b; we must also have differ-
ence, so as to make possible diff(a,b), ‘a is different from b’.

From the pair (tine, 143c3; aujtoi̧n, c6, d3) as ‘both’ (ajmfotevrw, c4, 7; a[mfw,
c9, d1), the number ‘two’ (duvo, d2)17 is derived. In a pair taken as such (hence
the dual) we cannot speak of ‘each’ (eJkavteron, c6, d3) before we can distin-
guish between the members of the pair: for example, by naming each of them
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12. Cf. Raven (1948), 72; Burkert (1972), 286; Knorr (1975), 43; Scolnicov (1992c);
Pritchard (1995), 25–26.

13. Cf. Phaedo 96e–97a, 100d. And cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics Μ 6.1080b11, on the distinc-
tion, in Aristotelean terms, between maqhmatikoi; ajriqmoiv, ‘mathematical numbers’, and num-
ber having to; provteron kai; u{steron, ‘prior and posterior’, i.e., the forms.

14. Cf. the Pythagorean monad, which ‘breathes in’ (ajnapnevonti) the unlimited void and
splits into two (Aristotle, Physics IV 6.213b22–27). Only, in the Platonic conception, there is no
need—and no possibility—of introducing the unlimited from outside: the element of distinc-
tion must already be presupposed in the primordial unit. Cf. 143a4–b8, above.

15. Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics ∆ 13.1020a13. Eudoxus’s definition of number as plḩqoˇ
oJrismevnon, ‘definite plurality’, is given by Iamblichus, In Nicomachi Arithmenticam Introductio 10.18.
Cf. also Philebus 16c5–17a5.

16. Not only the concept of difference, but difference itself. The argument is ontological no
less than epistemological.

17. ‘Number’ (ajriqmovˇ), that is, in the ordinary Greek sense of the word, as ‘denumerable
quantity’. The concept is formally introduced only at 144a2.



(cf. 143c4–6), thus considering each as a different member of the pair (c6,
eJkavteron aujtoi̧n). Only now (d3–5) is the number ‘one’18—not the one that is,
which is not a number or a quantity19—derived from the couple (suzugiva/, d6)
as ‘two together’ (suvnduo, d4).

‘Three’ (as a number, not the triad as a structure) is derived from the pair
in order to establish it as odd—the odd being that which differs from the
even by one. And, indeed, from ‘two’ and ‘three’ Plato proceeds immedi-
ately to establish the odd and the even. But note that ‘three’ could not have
been so derived if it were not already given in the triad: it is only the number
that can be thus produced, not the structure itself. The structure, as we saw,
is prior to its number and has to be established independently of it.

At 143d1 Plato makes the transition from structure to ajriqmovˇ properly
speaking, from ‘couple’ to ‘two’, and from ‘two’ to ‘one’ (d3, e{n) as number.
The e{n of the hypothesis is not a number. ‘One’ as a number has to be de-
rived from ‘two’, which is the first ajriqmovˇ. A unique object is not one in this
sense. But each of ‘both’ is. Similarly, ‘two’ has to be derived from ‘both’.
Number as structure is prior to number as quantity.

Once we have ‘two’ and ‘three’, we can derive numbers according to a
proportional procedure: twice three, thrice two, and so forth. Here, multi-
plication is conceived of not as iterated addition (which would presuppose
an impossible suvnqesiˇ), but “geometrically,” as a structure.20 The product 
m × n can be represented as the pattern

m
. . .

n
. . .

Of course, the abstract structure itself does not imply the spatial configuration.
The operation m × n gives us the structure before it gives us its quantity.

It can be performed without asking How many? Hence, triva divˇ, ‘thrice two’,
and duvo triv̌ , ‘twice three’, and in general a[rtia perittavkiˇ, ‘even times odd’,
and peritta; ajrtiavkiˇ, ‘odd times even’, are established independently of each
other (143e7–144a2), since they are different structures, although their
number is the same. We do not yet have commutativity (m × n = n × m).

Primes greater than three cannot be derived by the addition of a unit to
a previously derived collection, for this would make them sunqevseiˇ monavdwn,
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18. ‘One’ was not normally considered a number in Greek. But here it obviously denotes
a definite quantity; hence it is treated as if it were a number. But note that it is not the first num-
ber. It is derived from the first number, ‘two’.

19. But which now can be said to have number or quantity, i.e., to be one.
20. For the Pythagorean “theory of figured numbers,” see Knorr (1975), chap. 5, §4. I fail

to understand what Turnbull (1998: 84) means by “circular and even spherical numbers.”



‘aggregates of units’, and qualitatively different from the other numbers.21

But they could be obtained by subtraction. Subtraction is, in this context, es-
sentially different from addition, because it is performed within an already
established structure, whose members have already been differentiated. The
pentad, for example, could be derived from the hexad in the same way that
the couple is derived from the triad: by leaving out any single member among
the members of the hexad, already distinct from one another (say, by
name—as done, for example, when aspects of the one that is were distin-
guished as ‘one’ and ‘being’, or the members of the triad as ‘one’, ‘being’,
and ‘difference’, but not yet numbered). This procedure would require not
counting (i.e., putting units together, thus regarding them as suvmblhtoi), but
only a change of structure or configuration—say, from [aa ab ac ba bb bc] to
[ab ac ba bb bc]: that is, from the hexad as twice three to the pentad as a hexad
minus any one of its members, identified by its name (in this case aa).

Numbers are thus considered primarily as proportions and as structures,
and only secondarily as (denumerable) collections. It is in this way that Plato
reinterprets the Pythagorean dictum that things (or forms) are numbers:
numbers are the prototypes of structured pluralities.22

theorem ii.2.2, note 1. 
being is unlimited in plurality

144a5–c2 —However, if number is, the many should be, and an unlimited
plurality of beings [tw̧n o[ntwn] too; or is not number unlimited in
plurality, and does it not come to be by participating in being [ouj-
sivaˇ]? —Indeed so. —Therefore, if every number participates in
being, would not also each part of number participate in it? —Yes. 

b —Will being, then, be distributed over all the many beings [o[nta]
and be not lacking from any of them, neither from the smallest
nor from the largest? Or is it nonsense even to ask this? For how,
indeed, could being [oujsiva] be lacking from any of the things that
are [tw̧n o[ntwn tou]? —In no way. —So, it is chopped up as small
as possible, and as large, in every way, and of all things it is the most 

c divided, and the parts of being are endless. —So it is. —And so, its
parts are of the greatest plurality. —Of the greatest plurality indeed.

144c1, ‘endless’, ajpevranta] Cf. Statesman, crovnoˇ ajpevranto ,̌ ‘endless times’; Theae-
tetus 147c, oJdo;ˇ ajpevranto ,̌ ‘endless way’: not ‘indefinite’(a[peiroˇ). In contrast to
Theorem II.1, here it is the parts that are of the greatest plurality. There, the one was
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21. Thus, five cannot be derived from a “two-machine” and a “three-machine,” as Turnbull
(1998: 79) proposed.

22. Cf. Scolnicov (1971). The distinction is between (ideal) numbers as structures and num-
bers as collections. There is no need to introduce ‘intermediates’ or ‘mathematical entities’,
as Aristotle (cf., e.g., Metaphysics Α 6.987b15, Ζ 2.1028b20) and many modern interpreters
have it.



shown to be indefinitely undifferentiated; here, its parts are shown to be endless in num-
ber, being distinct from one another. They can be a denumerable endless group.

Every number participates in being (oujsiva: i.e., a determinate being, some-
thing or other), because number is a certain number, apart from being one
number (i.e., a unified plurality). Each number is distinct from all other num-
bers. We can now speak of a plurality of (different) beings (o]nta) Each num-
ber has a different oujsiva: that is, it is a different number. But then, by Theo-
rem II.2.1, each part of any number will also be different from any other part:
that is, it will have an oujsiva of its own.

Oujsiva will, then, be distributed over all the o]nta, because each of the be-
ings (o[nta), as a unity, participates in being (oujsiva), which is just another way
of saying that it is something. [Onta are things that are. They are because they
have an oujsiva, because they are so-and-so. (And, of course, they exist by be-
ing so-and-so and not otherwise.) Oujsiva is thus divided up into as many parts
as we care to divide up number into. Therefore, units can be as small as we
care to take them and also as large, and they will still be something. Any-
thing, small as it may be, is something.

Compare Republic VII 525d5–526a5, where the mathematicians will not
allow the one to be ‘chopped up’ (eja;n su; kermativzh/ˇ aujtov, 525e2).23 Here
Plato corrects them. But, as will emerge from Argument VIII, he does not
totally do away with a real, absolute unit.

theorem ii.2.2, note 2. 
the one is an unlimited plurality

The converse: anything that is something must be one thing. There are many
things, then, that can be one.

144c2–d4 —What now? Is there any of them that is a part of being and
yet no part? —How could this ever [kai;] come to be? —But, I think,
if indeed it is, it is necessary that, so long as it is, it should ever be
some one thing, and it is impossible that it should be nothing. —
It is necessary. —So, the one is present to every part of being, lack-
ing from neither the smallest nor the largest part, nor from any 

d other. —So it is. —Therefore, being one, is it simultaneously in
many places as a whole? Look into it. —I am looking into it, and
I see that it is impossible. —If indeed not whole, then divided; for,
unless divided, in no way will it somehow be present simultaneously
to all the parts of being. —Yes.

A part of something is also one part. This establishes e{n as anything taken as
one thing, regardless of whether it is a part of another one or has parts itself.
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Thus, it must be possible for the one to be in many places simultaneously.
This answers the aporiae of 131, above.

144d4–e7 —Moreover, it is most necessary that what is divisible should be
as many as its parts. —It is necessary. —So, we did not speak truly
just now, when we said that being would have been distributed in
parts of the greatest plurality. For it is distributed not more than 

e the one, but, as it seems, equally with the one; for being is not lack-
ing from the one nor the one from being, but the two are ever
equally distributed throughout. —It appears so, by all means.

—So, the one has been itself cut up by being and is many and
unlimited in plurality. —It appears so. —And so, not only the one
that is is many, but it is also most necessary that the one itself should
be distributed by being. —By all means.

Any one thing must be one thing.24 And it must be possible to distinguish be-
tween the thing’s being one and its being what it is. This will later allow it to
be one thing participating in many oujsivai.

Cornford says of this passage that it is “[a] brilliant refutation of the Eleatic
thesis.”25 But it is based on a petitio principii, albeit a legitimate one in Plato’s
eyes. The refutation is achieved by refusing to play the Eleatic game.

theorem ii.2.2, conclusion. the one that is 
is, as a whole, limited (i.e., it is a number)

144e8–145a4 —Moreover, inasmuch as [o{ti] the parts are parts of a whole,
the one would be limited in respect of the whole; or are not the  

145 parts encompassed by the whole? —It is necessary. —The encom-
passing, however, would be a limit. —How not? —So, the one that
is is somehow both one and many, and whole and parts, and lim-
ited and unlimited in plurality. —It appears so.

Insofar as it is a whole, it is limited. But insofar as the division is, in princi-
ple, endless, it is unlimited.26 In abstracto, to; e{n is indefinitely many. But any
given thing (sensible or ideal), being a o{lon, a ‘whole’, is definite. Diairesis
requires the possibility of infinite extension, but any particular diairetical
picture is finite. The one is limited and unlimited, but in two different re-
spects: it is in principle indefinite, but, in any given case, it is definite.
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24. Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics Γ 3.1006a21, b10.
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theorem ii.3. the one that is has, 
as a whole, extremities and middle

145a4–b1 —Next, does it not, if indeed it is limited, also have extremi-
ties? —It is necessary. —What, then? If it is a whole, would it not
have also a beginning and a middle and an end? Or could any-
thing be a whole without those three? And if ever any one of them
be lacking, will it still consent to be a whole? —It will not consent. 

b —So, the one, as it seems, would have a beginning and an end and
a middle. —It would have.

The argument is conducted throughout (here as elsewhere) in hypotheti-
cals and in the optative mood (e.g., 145a5, ouj kai; ajrch;n a]n e[coi [ . . . ]… ‘would
it not also have a beginning [ . . . ]?’), with occasional stylistic variations. The
whole argument is hypothetical and refers to the possibility of the one’s be-
ing such-and-such, not to its actually being such-and-such.

Thus far, the one is not necessarily considered as spatial. It is enough that
it have an “inside” and an “outside,” so as to allow (e.g.) logical inclusion.
(Cf. Phaedrus 264c.) For 145a7, ejqelhvsei, ‘will consent’, used to refer to non-
sensible entities, see (e.g.) 146d6, 149a2, below; Phaedo 61c8; Republic IV
436b9.

theorem ii.3, corollary. 
the one that is has (can have) shape

145b1–5 —But, moreover, the middle is equally distanced from the ex-
tremes; else it would not be a middle. —Indeed not. —So, the one
that is such would participate, as it seems, also in some shape, ei-
ther straight or round or some mixture of both. —Yes, it would
participate.

As a corollary of the preceding, the one is said to be able to have sensible
shape (145b3, schvmatoˇ). The one can have a sensible shape, as a corollary
of having beginning, middle, and end. This is only a note en passant, and is
not strictly relevant here.

theorem ii.4. the one that 
is is in itself and in another

145b6–7 —Next, this being the case, will it not, therefore, be both in it-
self and in another?

This being the case (i.e., if the one is limited), it is possible for it to stand in
relations of inclusion. Again, this inclusion is not necessarily spatial (but it
can also be spatial, of course); see below, p. 111. This will be important, for
example, for the discussion of difference at 146c4–d1.
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theorem ii.4.1. the one that is is in itself

The whole is coextensive with all its parts. The one qua all its parts (collec-
tively) is in itself qua whole.

145b7–c7 —How? —Each of the parts is somehow in the whole and none
is outside the whole. —So it is. —And are all the parts encompassed 

c by the whole? —Yes. —Moreover, is the one all its own parts, and
nothing more nor less than all? —Of course. —Now, is not the one
also the whole? —How else? —So, if all the parts are in the whole,
and the one is all and the whole itself, and all is encompassed by
the whole, the one would be encompassed by the one and thus
the one would at once be in itself. —It appears so.

Note that the argument depends on limit, not on shape. This confirms that
shape (at 145b1–5, above) is a corollary, not part of the main argument.27

Note again the optative mood in the conclusion of the argument. The
conclusion depends on the premises that have been established: if the one
as a whole is all its parts, and if all are encompassed by the whole (by Theo-
rem II.2.2), then the one would (or could ) be in itself.

theorem ii.4.2. the one that is is in another

theorem ii.4.2.1. the one 
that is is not in all its parts

The one qua whole is not in all its parts (severally). For if it is not in each or
any part, then it could not be in all (severally).

145c7–d4 —However, the whole is, again, not in the parts, neither in all 
d nor in any of them. For if in all, necessarily also in one; for if it

were not in any one it could no longer be somehow in all; and if
that one part is one among all, but the whole is not in it, how could
the one still be in all? —In no way.

theorem ii.4.2.2. the one 
that is is not in some of its parts

145d5–7 —Nor is it in some of the parts: for if the whole were in some
of them, the more would be in the less, which is impossible. —It
is impossible.

145d7–e3 —But, being not in several of the parts nor in one of them nor
in all, is it not necessary that the whole should be in something 

e different or no longer be anywhere [mhdamou̧ e[ti]? —It is neces-
sary. —Now, not being anywhere, it would be nothing; whereas be-
ing a whole, since it is not in itself, is it not necessary that it be in
another? —Indeed.
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145d8, e1, mhdamou̧, ‘no[t] . . . anywhere’] Also ‘no[t] in any way’. Cf. above, 138a2.

To be in is to be encompassed by. Insofar as the whole is limited, it must be
limited (encompassed) by something. If it is not encompassed by anything,
it is nothing. But, again, the passage does not have to be understood exclu-
sively in spatial terms. (Cf. below.)

145e3–6 —Insofar [ |Hi], then, as the one is a whole, it is in another; but
insofar [h|/] as it is all its parts, it is in itself. And so, it is necessary
that the one be both in itself and in a different. —It is necessary.

Note 145e3, 4, ‘insofar’, stressing different aspects. For the use of h|/ to dis-
tinguish between aspects, compare, for example, Meno 72b7. The logical jus-
tification for this is given here, on the basis of the weakened Principle of
Noncontradiction of Republic IV 436b8–c1. (See above, pp. 13–14.)

‘In another’ (ejn a[llw/, 145e2) need not necessarily imply spatial inclu-
sion. Position (e{dra) and place (cwvra), which do imply space, will not be
introduced until later (148e6, e9; p.119, below). The phrase, here, could as
well refer to any kind of inclusion—such as, say, species within genus28—
or rather any form to its superordinated form: in this sense, acquisitive art
is “in” art and animal is “in” living being. This interpretation and the spa-
tial interpretation are two special cases of the more general structure de-
veloped by Plato. (See also on 145b6–7, above.) 

Space is introduced probably only below (at 148e6 ff.; but see shape,
145b1–5). The opposition ‘in itself’/‘in another’ is a necessary condition
of spatiality, but is not spatiality itself. The operative spatial concept is con-
tact. (Cf. on 138a2–b6, above.)

theorem ii.6. the one 
that is is in motion and at rest

145e7–8 —Thus, is it not necessary that the one, being of such a nature,
should move as well as rest?

‘Motion’ (kivnhsi )̌, as usual, is the general term for change, as specified in
what follows.
145e8–146a3 —How? —It will somehow be at rest, if indeed it is in itself; for  
146 being in one situation [ejn eJni;] and not changing out of it, it would

be in the same situation, in itself. —So it is. —But what is ever in
the same: doubtless it is necessary that it should be ever at rest.
—Indeed.

146a3–6 —What, then? What is ever in a different: Is it not necessary,
on the contrary, that it should never be in the same, and, never
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being in the same, it should never rest, and not resting it should
move? —It is so.

146a6–8 —So, it is necessary that the one, being ever both in itself and
in a different, should ever move and rest. —It appears so.

146a3, ajei;, ‘ever’] Not ‘always’, but ‘at any given time’.

What follows from the hypothesis is the possibility of motion, not the neces-
sity of actual motion. It can move.29 If the one is considered in a certain re-
spect—that is, as being in another (or in others)—it can be looked at, even
at the same time, as if it moved and were at rest. It moves ‘and’ rests (te kai;,
146a7), in different respects (as in Theorem II.3), by the same argument by
which it is ‘in itself and in a different’(ejn eJautw¸/ [. . .] kai; ejn eJtevrw/, 145e5,
146a6–7). This is important not only for physical motion and change, but
also for the discussion of gignwvskesqai, ‘being known’(134b6, b11; and cf.
142a4 with 155e6, 160c7): in one respect the form is kaq j auJtov, ‘in itself’,
and as such it is at rest; in another, it is ejn yucai̧ˇ, ‘in souls’(132b5), and as
such it moves.30 This answers the aporia at 134a3–c3.

theorem ii.7. the one that is 
is the same and is different

146a9–b2 —Moreover, it must be the same as itself and different from it-
b self, and, similarly, both the same as and different from the oth-

ers, if indeed it is affected by the foregoing.

The concepts of identity and difference have been used (and difference ex-
plicitly introduced) from 142c5 on as a (necessary) part of the characteri-
zation of the one that is.

theorem ii.7.1.1. the one 
that is is the same as itself

146b2–5 —How? —Everything is somehow related to everything, as fol-
lows: either it is the same or it is different; or, if it should be nei-
ther the same nor different, it would be a part of that to which it
is thus related, or it would be as whole to part. —It appears so.

146b2, ‘somehow’, pou] For it depends, of course, on the very possibility of being
related.

Plato starts by establishing the general scheme for things that are or are not
the same as, or different from, each other. He is considering here only total
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sameness and total difference. Partial difference (i.e., unlikeness) and par-
tial sameness (i.e., likeness) are considered in Theorem II.8, below. But apart
from the two “pure” cases, our hypothesis allows also for two things to be dif-
ferent and yet to be in some sort of relation (as opposed to Parmenides’ in-
terpretation of cwriv ,̌ ‘apart’, at 133d6 and in Argument I). One could be a
‘part’ (mevroˇ)—an aspect or a predicate31—of the other. A man and a hand
are two different things, yet the hand is part of the man; likewise, Socrates
is different from wisdom, yet wisdom is a ‘part’, an attribute, of Socrates.32

146b5–c4 —Next, is the one a part of itself ? —In no way. —So, it would
also not be related to itself as whole to part, thus being a part in 

c relation to itself. —It could not be. —But is the one different from
the one? —Certainly not. —So, it would not be different from it-
self. —Indeed not. —So, if it is not related to itself either as dif-
ferent or as whole or as part, is it not at once necessary that it should
be the same as itself ? —It is necessary.

The one is taken univocally. Note especially 146c1: the one is not different
from itself. If the relations are considered as excluding each other (either the
same or different, or part to whole, or whole to part), the one is the same as
itself. For a different way of considering the one, see the next section.

theorem ii.7.2.1. the one 
that is is different from itself

146c4–d1 —What, then? That which is in something different from itself
while being in the same as itself: Is it not necessary that it should
be different from itself, if indeed it should be also in something
different? —So it seems to me. —And such appears to be the case
with the one, being both in the same and simultaneously also in 

d another. —So it appeared. —Therefore, as it seems, the one would
be, in this way, different from itself. —So it seems.

The one is considered as being in a different (situation) in one respect while
being in the same (situation) in another respect. The relations are now taken
as not exclusive of each other.

The whole passage is explicitly dependent on Theorem II.4. (Cf. esp.
II.4.2.2, 145d5.) The hypothetical character of the argument is well stressed.
Note the optative (146d1, ei[h . . . a]n, ‘would be’); 146c6, ei[per, ‘if indeed’;
and d1, tauvth/, ‘in this way’. (Cf. ph/, ‘in some way’, 147a4.)
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theorem ii.7.2.2. the one 
that is is different from the others

146d1–5 —What now? If anything is different from anything, will it not
be different from something that is different? —It is necessary. —
Therefore, will not as many things as are not one be all different
from the one, and the one from those that are not-one? —How
else? —The one would, then, be different from the others. —It
would be different.

146d4, ‘those that are not-one’, tw̧n mh; e{n] On the distinction between ‘not one’
and ‘not-one’, see below, Argument V, 161e3–162a4, pp. 152–53.

theorem ii.7.1.2. the one 
that is is the same as the others

146d5–147a3 —Now look at this: Are not the same itself and the different op-
posites to one another? —How else? —Now, then, will the same
ever consent to be in the different, or the different in the same?
—They will not consent. —So, if the different will never be in the
same, there is none of the things that are [tw̧n o[ntwn] in which the 

e different is for any time; for if it were in anything for whatever time,
the different, at any rate, would be in the same for that time. Is it
not so? —It is so. —And since the different is never in the same,
it would never be in any of the things that are. —True. —So, the
different would be neither in the not-ones nor in the one. —In-
deed, it would not. —And so, not by the different would the one
be different from the not-ones or the not-ones from the one. —
Indeed not. —Moreover, not participating in the different, neither 

147 would they be different from each other by themselves. —How
would they? —But if they are not different by themselves or by the
different, would not at once their being different from each other
completely evade us? —It would evade us.

Insofar as anything is what it is (i.e., insofar as it is one of the things that are),
the different would not be in it (i.e., it would not, in itself, be different). So,
insofar as the not-ones are what they are, they do not participate in the dif-
ferent. And, of course, they do not differ by virtue of being what they are. If
each thing is considered solely as being what it is, things are incommensu-
rable: they are not different insofar as they are not comparable. In this re-
spect, we cannot see them as different from each other. Their being differ-
ent ‘would evade us’.

This passage is again dependent on Theorem II.4.

147a3–6 —However, neither do the not-ones participate in the one; for
then they would not be not-one, but would, in some way, be one.
—True. —So, neither would the not-ones be numbered [ajriqmovˇ];
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for if they had number, at any rate [ge], they would not be entirely
not-one. —Indeed not.

Being numbered is to be a unified plurality. But the others are here con-
sidered as ‘entirely not one’. And insofar as the not-ones do not participate
in the one, they cannot be such as to be an ajriqmovˇ, a ‘thing numbered’—
that is, they cannot be a denumerable plurality. (Cf. 147a6, ajriqmovn ge e[conta;
and cf. further Argument IV.)

147a6–b3 —What, then? Are the not-ones parts of the one? Or would thus
the not-ones participate in the one? —They would participate. 

b —So, if in every way [pavnth/] the one is and the not-ones are, nei-
ther would the one be part of the not-ones nor would it be a whole
as if of parts; and, again, neither would the not-ones be parts of
the one, nor would they be wholes with the one as their part. 
—Indeed not.

If the one and the not-ones are considered only as they are, they cannot be
related as parts and wholes. The not-ones cannot be part of the one. If they
were, they would participate in it. Nor can they be wholes in relation to the
one as part, by a parallel reasoning. But we are now considering the one and
the not-ones, each in itself, or in themselves, as they are, not as participat-
ing in something else.

147b3–6 —But we have said, further, that what are neither parts nor
wholes nor different from each other will be the same as each other.
—We have said so. —Are we to say, then, that the one too should
stand in such a relation to the not-ones, namely being the same as
they? —Let us say so.

Considered only as being what they are—that is, without further specifica-
tion—the one and the others are homogeneous with each other, and, to that
extent, they are the same: insofar as they are homogeneous, there is no dif-
ference between them that could be expressed. We are disregarding any spe-
cific character they might have, and considering them only as having some
(unspecified) character. Thus considered, the not-ones could also be ones,
and the one not-ones. (Cf. above, on 142d9 ff.)

147b6–8 —So, the one, as it seems, is both different from the others and
from itself and the same both as they and as itself. —At any rate,
so it appears from this reasoning.

147b6, b8, ‘as it seems’, ‘so it appears’] Not implying that the reasoning is false or
fallacious, but that there could be (and in fact there is) another argument that will yield
different results (but will be based on different considerations).
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theorem ii.8. the one that is is like and unlike

147c1–2 —Next, will it be both like and unlike itself and the others? —
Perhaps.

theorem ii.8.1. the one that is 
is like and unlike the others

147c2–8 —In any case, since it appeared different from the others, the
others too would somehow be different from it. —Why? —Would
it not be as different from the others as the others are from it, nei-
ther more nor less? —Of course. —If neither more nor less, then
likewise? —Yes. —So, insofar as it would be affected [pevponqen] by
the different from the others and the others, similarly, by the dif-
ferent from it, so far would the one be affected by the same as the
others, and the others by the same as the one.

To be like is to be the same in a certain respect, to be affected by the same
pavqo .̌ (Cf. Theorem I.8, 139e8; and below, 148a3.)

The one is a different thing from its opposite, and so are the others from
theirs. In this respect they are like each other. The others are somehow (i.e.,
in a certain respect) different from the one, but not absolutely different from
it. If they were absolutely different from it, they could not be compared to
it in any respect (as stated in Argument I). Accordingly, the one is different
from the others in that same respect, neither more nor less.

The attribution of difference brings about a homogenization of the re-
lata, insofar (and only insofar) as they are different from each other and in
that respect according to which they are different from each other. In that
much they are like each other. If they were absolutely different—‘something
other’ (a[llo ti), in Plato’s technical terminology—they could not even be
comparable so as to be different.

147d1–6 —What do you mean? —This: Do you not refer each word to
something [ejpiv tini]? —I do. —What now? Can you say the same
word [o[noma] many times or once? —I can. —And is it the case that
if you say it once you refer to that of which it is a name [o[vnoma],
and if many times not to it? Or is it rather the case that whether
you should utter the same name once or many times, it is most nec-
essary that you say always the same thing? —Of course.

147d7–148a6 —Now, is not also the word ‘different’ about [ejpi;] something? 
e —Indeed. —So, whenever you utter it, whether once or many

times, you are not uttering anything else or naming anything other
than that of which it is a name. —It is necessary. —Thus, when we
say that the others are a different thing [e{teron] from the one and
the one is a different thing from the others, we are using the word
‘different’ [e{teron] twice, although, for all that, not referring to
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another nature, but rather always to that nature whose name it is. 
—Absolutely. —So, insofar as [ |Hi a[ra] the one is a different thing 

148 from the others, and the others from the one, in the very respect
of being affected by the different [kat j aujto; to; e{teron peponqevnai],
the one would not be affected otherwise than by the same as the
others; and what is somehow [pou] affected by the same is like: Is
this not so? —Yes. —Insofar, then [ |Hi dh;], as the one is affected by
the different from the others, in that very respect it would be en-
tirely like them all; for it is entirely different from them all. —It
seems so.

When we say that the others are a different thing from the one and that the
one is a different thing from the others, we are referring not to the one’s be-
ing such-and-such and the others’ being otherwise, but only to the fact that
they are different from each other, whatever their own characteristics may be.
So, the one and the others are like each other in the very respect of being
different (from something). That ‘different’ is a dyadic relation does not af-
fect the argument: a and b (in this case, ‘the one’ and ‘the others’) are alike
in being members in the difference relation, and only insofar as they are such.

Note the equivalence of h|/ (147c6, 148a4), katav (148a1), and pou (148a3),
‘insofar’, ‘in respect of’, ‘somehow’ (= ‘in some respect’).

148a6–c1 —However, the like is opposite to the unlike. —Yes. —So also
the different to the same? —This too. —But, further, this too ap-

b peared, that the one is the same as the others. —So it appeared.
—And being the same as the others is the opposite affection to be-
ing different from the others. —Certainly. —Yet, insofar as it is dif-
ferent, it appeared like. —Yes. —So, insofar as it is the same, it will
be unlike in respect of the affection opposite to that which made
it like. But the different made it somehow like? —Yes. —And so,
the same will make it unlike, or it will not be opposite to the dif-

c ferent. —It seems so.

We have just seen that the one is like the others insofar as both are different
from something. (The one is different from the others; the others are differ-
ent from the one.) But at Theorem II.7.2.2 we saw that the one is the same
as the others (i.e., not different from them). Hence, if it is like the others in-
sofar as it too is different (from something), then insofar as it is not different
(while the others are, for the moment, still supposed to be different), the
one is unlike them (i.e., it is different from them in a certain respect; in
other respects, of course, it would not be such).

148c1–3 —So, the one will be like and unlike the others; insofar as it is
different it will be like, but insofar as it is the same it will be un-
like. —Some such reasoning certainly seems to hold good too.
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theorems ii.8.1–8.2.2 (bis). the one 
that is is like and unlike: another argument

Direct deduction of like and unlike as sameness and difference in a given
respect (‘insofar’).

148c3–7 —And also the following. —What? —Insofar as [ |Hi me;n] it is
affected by the same, it will not be affected by another sort [ajl-
loi̧on]; not being affected by another sort, it will not be unlike; and
not being unlike, it will be like. But insofar as [h|/ de;] it is affected
by another sort, it will be of another sort, and in being of another
sort it will be unlike. —You speak the truth.

Note the careful distinctions between the respects in which (‘Insofar as. . . .
But insofar as . . . ’) it would be like or unlike, as may be the case.

148c7–d1 —And so, the one, on both grounds together and on either
singly, on the one hand being the same as the others and on the 

d other hand since it is different from them, would be like and un-
like the others. —Indeed.

148c7–8, ‘on the one hand . . . on the other’, te . . . kai;] Cf. LSJ s.v. te, A II: “sts.
the elements joined by te . . . kai; . . . are joined in order to be compared as contrasted
rather than simply joined . . . ; sts. . . . even used of alternatives.”

‘On both grounds together and on either singly’ (literally: ‘according to
[kata;] both and according to each’) because, like the others, it is both the
same and different, and, like the others, it is the same and it is different, but
in carefully specified respects.

theorems ii.8.1–8.2.1. the one 
that is is like and unlike itself
148d1–4 —Therefore, will it not likewise appear, on both grounds to-

gether and on either singly, both like and unlike itself, if indeed
it appeared both different from itself and the same as itself ? —It
is necessary.

148d1, ‘on both grounds . . . ’] See on Theorem II.8.1–8.2.2.concl., immediately
above.

theorem ii.5. the one that is is in contact

148d5–7 —And what now? Consider what is the case concerning the one
touching and not touching itself and the others. —I am considering.

theorem ii.5.1. the one that is is in contact
with itself and with others: inclusion

148d7–e4 —The one appeared to be somehow in itself as a whole. —Right.
—Now, is not the one also in the others? —Yes. —So, insofar as it 
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e is in the others, it would touch the others; but insofar as it is in it-
self, it would be prevented from touching the others but, being in
itself, it would touch itself. —It appears so. —And thus the one
would touch both itself and the others. —It would.

The one (as all its parts) touches itself (as a whole); that is, it is contained
or encompassed by itself. As a whole, ‘it would touch the others’ as one among
the others: a direct derivation, by substitution, from Theorem II.3.

theorem ii.5.2. the one 
that is is not in contact

theorem ii.5.2.1. the one that 
is is not in contact with itself

Contact is here conceived of as immediate succession in place. The restitu-
tion of the nonmetaphorical sense of cwrivˇ makes it possible that two things
that are apart may, nevertheless, be in relation to each other: in this sense,
the exclusion is not total and unrestricted, but in respect of place only.

The short argument on motion (Theorem II.6, 145e7–146a8) referred
to all motions, not only spatial. Therefore, it did not require the concept of
place.

148e4–149a3 —And what about the following? Must not everything that is to
touch something lie next to what it is to touch, occupying that po-
sition [e{dran] which would be after the position in which lies that
which it is to touch? —It is necessary. —So, the one too, if it is to
touch itself, must lie immediately next after itself, occupying a place
[cwvran] after that in which it is. —It must indeed. —But then the 

149 one would do it by being two, and would come to be in two places
at once; and so long as it is one, it will not consent to this? —It will
not. —So, it is equally necessary for the one not to be two and for
it not to touch itself. —It is equally necessary.

148e6, e{dran, and e9, cwvran] Place is here first introduced in this Argument. (Cf.
also Argument I, 138c–139a.) It was delayed up to this point presumably because from
here onward the argument concerns the possibility of a material world, including place,
extension, and time. Shape, at 145b1–5, was an aside.

148e6–7, ‘which would be . . . in’] Reading h} . . . e{dra <ejn>, after Moreschini.

But the argument works also without place, and does not necessarily refer to
the sensible world. ‘Contact’ (‘touch’) is understood as ‘be next to’, as (e.g.)
the natural numbers 1 and 2 are immediately “next to” each other.

theorem ii.5.2.2. the one that is 
is not in contact with the others

149a3–c3 —But, further, neither does it touch the others. —Why? —Be-
cause, we say, that which is to touch must be next to and apart
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from that which it is to touch, and there must be no third between
them. —True. —So, two must be the minimum, if there is to be
contact. —It must. —And whenever to the two terms [toi¸n duoi¸n 

b o{roin] a third is added next to them, they will themselves be three
but the contacts will be two. —Yes. —And thus, by adding one
term, always one more contact will be added, and it follows that
the contacts will always be fewer by one than the amount of things
numbered. For by as much as the first two exceed the contacts,
the things numbered being more than the contacts, by that much 

c will all subsequent terms numbered exceed the contacts; for as
soon as the remaining one is added to the things numbered, at
once also one contact is added to the contacts. —Right. —So, as
many as are the things numbered [ta; o[nta to;n ajriqmovn], the con-
tacts will always be fewer than they by one. —True.

149a5, cwri;ˇ . . . ejfexh¸ ,̌ ‘next to and apart from’] Cf. Aristotle, Physics V 3.

149c4–d5 —But if there is one term only, and there is no pair [duav̌ ], there
would be no contact. —How else? —Now, we say, the others than
the one neither are one, nor do they participate in it, if indeed
they are other. —No, indeed. —So, there is in the others no num-
ber, as there is in them no one. —How else? —So, the others are 

d not one or two, nor do they bear the name of any other number.
—No. —So, the one is one only, and it would not be a pair [duavˇ].
—It appears not. —So, there is no contact, as there is no pair
[duoi¸n]. —There is not. —And so, neither does the one touch the
others, nor do the others the one, if indeed there is no contact.
—Indeed not.

149c5, ‘we say’] Cf. 147a3–6.

There is contact only between denumerable things. Insofar as the others are
not denumerable, they cannot be terms in contact. At 148d8, above, the one
was in the others as one term among other denumerable terms. Here, it is
one only.

149d5–7 —Thus, in all these respects, the one both touches and does
not touch the others and itself. —It seems so.

149d5, kata; pavnta tau̧ta, ‘in all these respects’] When taken together. But when
taken singly, the case is different for each aspect.

149d6, ‘both touches and does not touch’] Cf. the note on 148c7–8, above.

The one, considered as a whole (Theorem II.5.1), touches itself and the oth-
ers; but considered as one only (and not as whole and parts), it would not
touch itself (II.5.2.1), since it is not part of the others and would not be
counted among them.
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theorem ii.9. the one that is is equal 
and (larger and smaller, i.e.) unequal

Equality is likeness in respect of quantity. (Cf. above, Theorem I.9.) On equal-
ity of number see below (151b7 ff.).

149d8–9 —Next, is it equal and unequal both to itself and to the others?

theorem ii.9, lemma. largeness 
and smallness are correlates

149d9–e8 —How? —If the one were larger or smaller than the others, or, 
e again, the others larger or smaller than the one, surely the one

would not, by being one, nor would the others, by being other than
the one, be any larger or any smaller than each other, at least not
by their own being? But, if, in addition to being such, each would
possess equality, they would be equal to each other; and if they
should possess largeness and it smallness, or the one largeness and
the others smallness, whichever form [tw̧/ ei[dei] largeness would
be added to would be larger, and that to which smallness, smaller.
—It is necessary.

149d9, mei¸zon . . . h] e[latton, ‘larger or smaller’] The phrase can also mean ‘more
or less’.

Continued from Theorem II.9, above: In order for the one to be larger or
smaller than the others (and conversely for the others), it must ‘possess’ large-
ness or smallness. By being strictly what it is, the one could not be smaller or
larger than anything, and similarly with the others. (Cf. above, 139d1–e4.)

149e8–150a5 —Now, are these, largeness and smallness, two forms? For, at
any rate, if somehow they were not, they would not be opposites 

150 to each other, nor would they come to be in things. —How would
they? —So, if smallness came to be in the one, it would be either
in the whole or in part of it. —It is necessary. —What if it came to
be in the whole? Would it not be extended through the whole of
the one equally with it or else encompass it? —Clearly.

149e9, ei[dh, ‘forms’] Almost technical usage, in the Parmenidean sense: each is
what it is and ‘apart’ from the other. Cf. Parmenides, fr. 8.56 ff.

Being ‘two opposites’ (ejnantivw, 149e10) and ‘com[ing] to be in’ things are
characteristic of opposites in themselves. (Cf. Phaedo 102e, 104b.)

150a5–b2 —Next, being equally with the one, would not smallness be
equal to it? Or encompassing it, larger? —How else? —Is it possi-
ble, then, for smallness to be equal to something or greater than
something, and discharge the function of largeness and equality 
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b but not its own? —It is impossible. —So, smallness would not be
in the one as a whole, but, if at all, in a part. —Yes.

Either the one as a whole would be small, or part of it would. If the whole,
then the whole of it is small. But compared to itself, the whole is equal to it-
self; hence, from this point of view, smallness cannot be present in it.

150b2–7 —But, again, not in all that part, else it will act in the same way
as in relation to the whole: it will be equal to or greater than the
part in which it is in each case. —It is necessary. —So, smallness
will never be in any of the things, not coming to be in either a
part or the whole; nor will anything be small except smallness
itself. —It seems not.

150b5, smikrovth ,̌ ‘smallness’] The term appears to be a Platonic coinage ad hoc,
to drive home the anti-Parmenidean point.

Only smallness itself can be small. Strictly speaking, other things can be smaller;
they cannot be small, at least not in the same sense in which smallness is small:
an unrepentant reaffirmation of Phaedo 100c4–5, in the face of Parmenides’
accusations of self-predication at 131e and 133c, above.

In one sense, nothing is small or large but smallness itself or largeness it-
self (150b1–d4). But in another sense, the one can be large and small (or,
rather, larger and smaller) and equal. (Cf. 150e5 ff.) Smallness is small in a
different sense from that in which the one is small. This is not self-predica-
tion. Plato makes it quite clear that smallness does not ‘possess’ itself and
does not ‘come to be’ in itself; it does not participate in itself.

150b7–c4 —So, neither would largeness be in it; for something else would 
c be larger besides largeness itself, namely that in which largeness

is—and that without the small being with it, which is necessary for
it to exceed, if indeed it is to be large; but this is impossible, since
smallness is in nothing whatever. —True.

‘Larger’ is relational: ‘larger (than)’. Only the large itself (or largeness) is
large in a nonrelational way. Other things are not large; they can only be
larger than other things. (I.e., they can be large only in a qualified way.) Thus,
whatever participates in largeness cannot be large in the same way that large-
ness, or the large itself, is large. And, conversely, largeness does not partici-
pate in (nor is it predicated of) itself; it simply is itself.

It follows that largeness is not extended. To be extended is to be in spa-
tial relations with other things, which is not the case with largeness itself:
largeness itself, precisely by being itself (or ‘in itself ’, kaq j auJtov ), is not con-
sidered in any relation (spatial or otherwise) to anything else; thus it is not
larger or smaller than anything else.33
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150c4–d4 —But, further, largeness itself is not larger than anything other
than smallness itself, nor is smallness smaller than anything other
than largeness itself. —Indeed not. —So, the others are neither
larger nor smaller than the one, having neither largeness nor small-

d ness; nor have these two the power of exceeding or being exceeded
in relation to the one, but only in relation to each other; nor, again,
would the one be larger or smaller than either these two or the
others, having neither largeness nor smallness. —It certainly does
not appear so.

As at 133d7, things in themselves are relative, if at all, only to their corre-
lates. But considered provˇ ti, things can be relative to (provˇ) things other
than their correlates. Mastership itself is of slavery itself. But (Aristophanes’)
Dionysus is not, in himself, the correlate of Xanthias, and yet he can be his
master.

theorem ii.9.1. the one that is is equal

theorem ii.9.1.2. the one 
that is is equal to the others

150d4–8 —Next, if the one is neither larger nor smaller than the oth-
ers, is it necessary that it neither exceed them nor be exceeded by
them? —It is necessary. —Now, what neither exceeds nor is ex-
ceeded, it is most necessary that it should be of equal extent [ejx
i[sou], and, being of equal extent, that it should be equal. —How
else?

150d5, mhvte mei̧zon mhvte e[latton, ‘neither larger nor smaller’] Cf. 149d9 ff.
150d8, ejx i[sou] Also: ‘of equal standing’, ‘equally’. ‘Extent’ is not in the Greek.

theorem ii.9.1.1. the one 
that is is equal to itself

150e1–5 —Furthermore, this would be true also of the one in relation
to itself: having in itself neither largeness nor smallness, it would
neither exceed itself nor be exceeded by itself; but being of equal
extent [ejx i[sou], it would be equal to itself. —Certainly. —And so,
the one would be equal to itself and to the others. —It appears so.

Considered in relation to the others, the one would (or could) be equal to
them; in relation to itself, it would be equal to itself only.
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theorem ii.9.2.1. the one that is 
is larger and smaller than itself

150e5–151a2 —Moreover, being in itself, it would also be around [peri;] itself
from without and, encompassing itself, it would be larger than it-

151 self, but being encompassed, it would be smaller; and thus the one
would be larger and smaller than itself. —It would.

By Theorem II.4. In a general, nonspatial sense, this is a necessary condi-
tion of the argument on time, where the one will be shown to be older and
younger than itself.

theorem ii.9.2.2. the one that is 
is larger and smaller than the others

Smallness, greatness, and equality are here relations between things. Note
that there is no talk of smallness in itself or the like.

151a2–b5 —Now, is not this too necessary, that nothing should be beside
the one and the others? —How else? —However, whatever is in
each case must be somewhere [pou]. —Yes. —Now, will not that
which is in something be in it as a smaller in a larger? For else it
could not be in it as a different in a different. —Indeed not. —
And since nothing else [e{teron] is, apart from the others and the
one, and these must be in something, is it not at once necessary
that they should be in each other—namely the others in the one 

b and the one in the others—or not be anywhere? —It appears so.
—So, inasmuch as [o{ti me;n] the one is in the others, the others
would be larger than the one, encompassing it, and the one, be-
ing encompassed, would be smaller than the others; but inasmuch
as [o{ti de;] the others are in the one, the one would be larger than
the others, by the same reasoning, and the others smaller than the
one. —It seems so.

151a4–5, tov ge o]n ajeiv] Allen’s translation, ‘what always is’ (1983, ad loc.), is in-
correct (the Greek would be to; ajei; o[n) and does not make sense. What always is is not
‘in some way’, and much less is it ‘somewhere’. What is needed is the very opposite: ‘what-
ever is in each case’ has to be ‘somehow’ different in each case.

151a4, pou] Also ‘somehow’, i.e., in a certain way, pro;ˇ a[lla, ‘in relation to others’.
Here presumably ‘somewhere’, but not necessarily in a spatial interpretation. What is
needed at this stage is (logical) inclusion, of which spatial inclusion may be seen as a
subordinated case. So, 151a8–b1 is not to be read necessarily in a spatial sense; it could
also refer, e.g., to the diairetical scheme. The discussion is conducted in terms of ‘ex-
ceeding’ or ‘encompassing’ (= ‘including’). Only from 151b7 ff. will it concern numeri-
cal equality/inequality (and extension).

151b1, o{ti me;n . . . o{ti de; . . . , ‘inasmuch as . . . but inasmuch as . . . ] Cf. LSJ s.v. o{ti,
IV: “with regard to the fact that,” Cratylus 384c3; cf. Protagoras 330e, etc.

151b5–7 —So, the one is equal to, and larger and smaller than, both it-
self and the others. —It appears so.
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The different respects in which the one has opposite attributes have just been
specified above.

theorem ii.9, corollaries. equality of number

151b7–c7 —Further, if indeed it is larger and smaller and equal, it would 
c be of equal and more and fewer measures than itself and the oth-

ers; and since of measures, also of parts. —How else? —So, being of
equal and more and fewer measures, it would also be less and more
in number than itself and the others and, by the same reasons, also
equal to itself and to the others. —How? —Those than which it is
larger would somehow be also of more measures than it, and also of
as many parts as measures; and similarly those than which it is smaller;
and, by the same reasons, those to which it is equal. —So it is.

Number is here considered as any measurable quantity. This corollary is to be
completed by following the explicit argument of Theorem II.9. As in the case
of contact, Plato deals first with the opposition encompassing/encompassed
(or: in another/in itself) and later with the case of discrete and (spatially)
separate magnitudes.

theorem ii.9, corollary 1. the one that is 
is numerically equal and unequal to itself

151c8–d4 —Now, being larger and smaller than itself and equal to itself, 
d would it not be of equal measures as and of more and fewer mea-

sures than itself, and since of measures, also of parts? —How else?
—So, being of equal parts as itself, it will be equal in plurality to
itself, and being of more parts more in number than itself and of
fewer less? —It appears so.

theorem ii.9, corollary 2. the one that is is
numerically equal and unequal to the others

151d4–e2 —Now, will the one be similarly related to the others? Inasmuch
as it appears larger than they, it is necessary that it should also be
more in number than they; but inasmuch as it appears smaller, less;
and inasmuch as it appears equal in magnitude, it should also be
equal in plurality to the others. —It is necessary. —And thus, again, 

e as it seems, the one will be equal in number to and more and less
than itself and the others. —It will be.

theorem ii.10. the one that is is and comes 
to be (i.e., can be and can come to be) in time

This is a further specification of the opposition equality/inequality in re-
spect of measure: in particular, of measure of time.

151e3–6 —Next, does the one participate in time too? And is it and does
it come to be younger and older than itself and the others, and
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neither younger nor older than either itself or the others, partic-
ipating in time?

151e6, crovnou metevcon, ‘participating in time’] Or: ‘if it participates in time’.

If the one has parts and can be greater and smaller, and can be measured,
and so forth, then it can participate in time—that is, it can be younger and
older, and so on, than itself or the others. These are necessary conditions
(i.e., the uJpoqevseiˇ) of participation in time.

theorem ii.10, definition. 
being as being in time

151e6–152a3 —How? —Being belongs [ei\nai uJpavrcei] to it somehow [pou], if
indeed the one is. —Yes. —And is ‘being’ [ei\nai] anything else than
[a[llo ti h]] participation in being [oujsiva], together with [meta;] time  

152 present, just as ‘was’ is communion with being together with time
past, and, again, ‘will be’ together with time future? —So it is. —
And so, it participates in time, if indeed it participates also in be-
ing [ei\nai]. —Indeed.

At 151e7–152a2 a new definition of ei\nai is given, for the purposes of this
passage. Here ei\nai is again a restricted sort of participation in oujsiva, as de-
fined immediately above: being such-and-such (i.e., participating in an
oujsiva; cf. 142b5–c7) together with time present, past, or future. This is a re-
striction on metevcei oujsivaˇ, ‘participate in being’, of 142b6. Note the ter-
minological use of pou, ‘somehow’, at 151e6, and of a[llo ti . . . h], at 151e7–
8, introducing a definition. (Cf. 137c4.)

Argument II has dealt so far with one type of restriction to the Principle
of Noncontradiction, that subsumed under katav (or provˇ: for the equiva-
lence, see above, p. 77n.27). Now Plato deals with the temporal restriction
to the Principle, denoted by a{ma, ‘simultaneously’.

theorem ii.10, definition: excursus.
distinction between being (state) 
and coming to be (process)

In Argument I, being and coming to be younger or older were treated purely
as correlatives. In what follows, the distinction between being and coming
to be is established in substantive terms as state and process. This distinction
can be made only after being is interpreted as being in time, as immediately
above.

152a3–b2 —Now, in time as it passes? —Yes. —So, it comes to be ever older
than itself, if indeed it advances in respect of [kata;] time. —It is
necessary. —And do we remember that the older comes to be older 

152a6, ‘do we remember . . .?’] Cf. 141b1.
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than what comes to be younger? —We do. —Now, since the one
comes to be older than itself, would it not come to be older by com-

b ing to be younger than itself? —It is necessary. —And thus it comes
to be both younger and older than itself. —Yes.

‘Older’ and ‘younger’ are correlates (like ‘larger’ and ‘smaller’). The one,
in respect of some of its (temporal) parts, comes to be both younger and
older than itself in respect of some of its other parts.

152b2–d4 —But is it not older when, in coming to be, it would be in re-
spect of time now, which is between the ‘was’ and the ‘will be’? For,
at any rate, in passing somehow from the ‘before’ to the ‘after’ it
will not overstep the ‘now’. —It will not. —Next, will it not thus 

c stop then coming to be older, once it reaches the ‘now’, and then
it does not come to be but is already older? For, if it were advanc-
ing, it would never be caught by the ‘now’; for what is advancing
is such that it touches both, the ‘now’ and the ‘after’, the ‘now’ in
leaving it and the ‘after’ in reaching for it, and it comes to be be-
tween these two, the ‘after’ and the ‘now’. —True. —And if, at any
rate, it is necessary that all that is coming to be should not side-

d step the ‘now’, since it should be in respect of [kata;] it, it will ever
cease to be coming into being and will then be whatever it happens
to be coming to be. —It appears so. —And so, the one too, when-
ever in coming to be older it coincides with the ‘now’, ceases to
come to be and is then older. —Absolutely.

A process is not a succession of states: that is, it is not a sum of states (as in
Zeno’s “arrow” paradox). Rather a state is the limit of a process. (Or the
present [‘now’] is the limit of the past and the future.) See further Theo-
rem II.10, Appendix, 156c1–e7, on the instant. Nevertheless, whatever is in
process passes through a succession of states: at any stage of the process it
can be said to be in a certain state. Analogously, a line is not a succession of
points; but anything in movement along a line passes through (all) the points
of the line.

theorems ii.10.1.1.1–10.2.1.1. the one that is is
and comes to be older and younger than
itself

152d4–e3 —Now, that than which it was coming to be older: Is it also older
than that, and was it coming to be older than itself ? —Yes. —And
is the older older than a younger? —It is. —So, the one is also
younger than itself whenever in coming to be older it coincides 

e with the ‘now’. —It is necessary. —But the ‘now’ is ever present to
the one throughout all its being [ei\nai]; for, whenever it should be,
it will ever be now. —How else? —So, the one ever is, and is com-
ing to be, older and younger than itself. —It seems so.
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The one, in respect of any one of its temporal parts, ever is, and is coming
to be, older and younger than itself in respect of some of its other temporal
parts. At any given time, the (temporal) one is both in a state of being older
and younger than (other temporal parts of) itself, and in the process of com-
ing to be older and younger than itself.

theorems ii.10.1.2.1–10.2.2.1. the one that is 
comes to be and is the same age as (neither
older nor younger than) itself

152e3–10 —And is it or does it come to be for more time than itself, or
for an equal time? —For an equal time. —But, further, what ei-
ther comes to be or is for the same time has the same age. —How
else? —And what has the same age is neither older nor younger.
—Indeed not. —So, the one, coming to be and being for an equal
time as itself, is not, and does not come to be, either younger or
older than itself. —I don’t think it does.

On the other hand, considered as the whole, the (temporal) one is of the
same age as itself throughout any given temporal span.

theorem ii.10.1.1.2. the one 
that is is older than the others

152e10–153a5 —What, then? Younger or older than the others? —I cannot  
153 say. —But, surely, you can say this: that the others than the one, if

indeed they are different things and not a different thing, are more
than one; for if they were a different thing, they would be one, but
being different things they are more than one and would have plu-
rality. —They would. —And being a plurality they would partici-
pate in a number greater than one. —How else?

153a5–b7 —What now? Shall we say that the greater part of number comes
to be and has come to be earlier, or the lesser? —The lesser. —So, 

b the least is first, and this is the one: not so? —Yes. —So, of all things
having number, the one came to be first; and all the others too
have number, if indeed they are others and not another. —So they
have. —And having come to be first, I think, it came to be earlier,
and the others later; and those that came to be later are younger
than that which came to be earlier; and thus the others would be
younger than the one, and the one older than the others. —They
would.

Temporal order is a succession, not of states (cf. above, 152b2–d4), but of
temporal spans. The first temporal span, taken as a unit of measurement,
comes before the others, and thus it is older than the others.

The one is considered as one among many. The parts of the one are also
ones. (Cf. 142e3–143a3.)
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theorem ii.10.1.1.2. (cont.). the one 
that is is younger than the others

153b8–d5 —What about this: Would the one come to be contrary to its 
c own nature, or is this impossible? —It is impossible. —But, further,

the one appeared to have parts, and if parts, then also a beginning
and an end and a middle. —Yes. —Now, does not the beginning
come to be first of all, also before the one itself and before each of
the others? And after the beginning, all the others up to the end?
—Of course. —And shall we say, further, that all these others are
parts of the whole and of the one, and this itself comes to be one
and whole together with the end? —We shall indeed. —And the 

d end, I think, comes to be last, and the one by its nature comes to
be together with it; so that, if indeed it is necessary that the one
should not come to be contrary to its nature, in coming to be last
of all the others it would by its nature come to be together with
the end. —It appears so. —So, the one is younger than the oth-
ers, and the others are older than the one. —Again, so it appears
to me.

Considered as a whole, the one is younger than any of the others, consid-
ered as its parts.

theorems ii.10.1.2.2–10.2.2.2. the one that is 
is and comes to be the same age as the others

153d5–e7 —And what, then? The beginning, or any other part of the one
or of anything else: If indeed it should be a part and not parts, is it
not necessary for it to be one, being a part? —It is necessary. —
Now, the one would come to be together [a{ma] with what comes

e to be first and together with the second, and is not lacking from
any of the others that come to be, whichever is added to them, un-
til, going through to the end, a whole one has come to be, lacking
in its coming to be neither the middle nor the first nor the last nor
anything else. —True. —So, the one has the same age as all the
others; so that, unless the one itself were by nature contrary to its
nature, it would have come to be neither earlier nor later than the
others, but together with them.

Considered as all its parts severally, the one would come to be cotemporally
with any one of its parts.

154a1–5 And, by this reasoning, the one would be neither older nor
younger than the others, nor the others than the one; whereas, by
the previous reasoning, it will be both older and younger, and, sim-
ilarly, the others will be older and younger than it. —Certainly. 
—And so, this is how it is and has come to be.
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Note the careful distinction at 154a1–3 between the different points of view:
‘by this reasoning [kata; tou̧ton to;n lovgon] . . . whereas, by the previous [kata;
de; to;n provsqen]’.

theorem ii.10.2. the one that is 
comes to be older and younger than 
and the same age as the others

154a5–7 But, again, what about its coming to be older and younger than
the others, and the others’ than the one, and their coming to be
neither younger nor older?

At 154a7 one would expect Aristoteles’ reply, to mark the passage from the
enunciation to the demonstration. But there is no need to suppose a missed
line here. It could just as well be a stylistic variation.

theorem ii.10.2.2.2. the one that is does not 
come to be older or younger than the others

‘Older’ and ‘younger’ are now considered as difference in age.

154a7–c5 As with being, so is it also with coming to be, or differently?
b —I cannot say. —But I can say at least this much: if one thing is,

in fact, older than another, at any rate it could not come to be
still older by more than the difference there was in age when it
just first came to be, nor could the younger come to be still
younger; for equals, being added to unequals, be it to time or to
anything else, will always make them distinct by an amount equal
to whatever it was by which they were first distinct. —How else? 

c —So, what is would never be coming to be older or younger than
what is, if indeed it is always distinct from it in age by an equal
amount; but it is and has come to be older, and the other younger,
but it is not coming to be so. —True. —So, also the one that is is
not coming to be either older or younger than the others that are.
—It is not.

The difference in age does not change throughout the process. Hence, at
any stage of the process, the one is in the same state. ‘It is and has come to
be’ since the state is the end of the process. But the temporal process does
not change the difference in age. Thus, the same (relative) state is kept
throughout the entire process.

theorem ii.10.2.1.2. the one that is comes 
to be older and younger than the others

‘Older’ and ‘younger’ are considered as proportion of ages.

154c5–155a2 —See, then, whether they come to be older and younger in this
way. —In what way? —Insofar as both the one appeared older than
the others, and the others than the one. —How so? —Whenever
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the one should be older than the others, it has somehow come to 
d be for a greater time than the others. —Yes. —Again, consider: If

we add the same time to a greater or a lesser time, will the greater
time be distinct from the lesser by an equal part, or by a smaller?
—By a smaller. —So, it will not be the case that, whatever was at
first the distinction in age of the one toward the others, that dis-
tinction will also be in the ‘after’, but, in receiving an equal time
with the others, it will ever exceed them in age by a lesser time than
earlier: not so? —Yes. —Now, that which is differing [diafevron] in 

e age in relation to something less than before: Would it not be com-
ing to be younger than it was before, relatively to those in relation
to which it was previously older? —It would. —And if that is com-
ing to be younger, will those others, in their turn, be coming to be
older in relation to the one, or younger? —Older, indeed. —What
has come to be younger is coming to be older in relation to what
both has earlier come to be and is older; however, it never is older
but is ever coming to be older than the other; for the other is ad-

155 vancing toward the younger, and this toward the older. And, like-
wise, the older is, in its turn, coming to be younger than the
younger.

If, on the other hand, we consider the process as a proportional incrementa-
tion, we find that the difference is never stable but ever increasing or de-
creasing. Thus, during any given span of time, the one, under such consid-
erations, is never in a state but always in a process.

Note the stress on different aspects, expressed by the repeated use of ‘in
this way’ (tḩ/de, 154c5), ‘insofar’ (h|/, c6), ‘somehow’ (pou, c8).

theorem ii.10.2.1.2a. the one that is 
comes to be younger than the others

155a2–b2 For, as the two are going in opposite directions, they are com-
ing to be each other’s opposite, the younger coming to be older
than the older and the older coming to be younger than the
younger; but they could never have come to be so. For, if they had
come to be, they would no longer be coming to be, but would be.
But, as it is, they are coming to be both older and younger than
each other: the one is coming to be younger than the others, inas-

b much as [o{ti] it appeared to be older and to have come to be ear-
lier; and the others, older than the one, inasmuch as [o{ti] they
came to be later.

In the course of the process of coming to be older and younger, the pro-
portional age changes so that the younger becomes proportionally less young
than the older, and the older less old than the younger. But there is no state
as part of the process in which the younger is older than the older. States are
not constitutive parts of processes. (Cf. 152b2–d4, above.)
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Note 155b1, b2, o{ti, ‘inasmuch as’, again stressing different aspects.

theorem ii.10.2.1.2b. the others 
come to be older than the one that is

155b2–4 And, by the same reasoning, also the others will be thus related
to the one, precisely since they appeared to be older than it and
to have come to be earlier. —It certainly appears so.

theorem ii.10, conclusion. 
the one that is is and comes to be in time

155b4–c8 —Now, insofar as [h|/ me;n] nothing is coming to be older or
younger than another, ever differing [diafevrein] from each other
by the same number, would not the one come to be neither older
nor younger than the others, nor either the others than the one? 

c And insofar as [h|/ de;] it is necessary that what has come to be ear-
lier should be distinct from what has come to be later, and the later
from the earlier, by an ever differing part, in the same way is it
not necessary both that the others should come to be both older
and younger than the one, and that the one than the others? 
—Absolutely. —Thus, according to all this, the one both is and is
coming to be older and younger than itself and the others, and
neither is nor is coming to be either older or younger than itself
or the others. —Entirely so.

Note again the careful distinction of respects.

theorem ii.10, corollary. 
the one that is has tensed being

155c8–d4 —And since the one participates in time and in coming to be 
d older and younger, is it not necessary that it should participate also

in the ‘before’ and the ‘after’ and the ‘now’, if indeed it partici-
pates in time? —It is necessary. —And so, the one was and is and
will be, and has come to be and is coming to be and will come to
be. —Of course.

This corollary of Theorem II.10 establishes a link to the following two im-
portant corollaries of Argument II entire. The possibility of relations in time
is a necessary presupposition of knowledge and opinion (ours, not the
gods’; cf. 134a3–c12). And that there is knowledge has been accepted as
the motivation for this alternative interpretation of the Hypothesis. (Cf.
above, p. 94.)

Moreover, and more generally, tensed being is a necessary condition of
processes of change, without which the sensible world would be impossible.
Such processes are analyzed in the Appendix to Theorem II.10 (below,
155e3–157b5, pp. 134–36.)
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argument ii, corollaries 1 and 2. 
the one that is is a member of relations;
there is of it knowledge, opinion, 
and perception, and it can be named

155d4–e3 —And there would be something to it and of it, and was and is
and will be. —Indeed. —And there would be of it knowledge and
opinion and perception, if indeed we are even now exercising
[pravttomen] all these concerning [peri;] it. —You are right. —And 

e it has name and account [lovgoˇ], and it is named and spoken of
[levgetai]; and as many of this sort as happen to be true of the many
are true also of the one. —This is absolutely true.

Corollary 1 summarizes the answer to the aporia of the master and the slave
(above, 133d6 ff.). On the current understanding of the Hypothesis, the sep-
aration between two distinct entities is not total, not even if they are of two
different types: it is enough that each of them can be said to be one. Being
one does not exclude being a member of a relation.

Corollary 2 responds to the argument about unknowability (134a3 ff.).
Being one does not prevent being an object of knowledge, of opinion, and
of perception. This does not mean that everything that is one is necessarily
an object of all these. (This hypothesis, we should keep in mind, establishes
only possibility, not fact or necessity.) Forms, although each of them is one,
can be known, not only by the gods but also by us; and sensible things are
objects of perception without ceasing to be, each of them, one.

Note 155d7, ‘if indeed we are even now exercising all these’, stressing the
pragmatic motivation of Argument II.

A plurality of ones is a necessary condition of cognition in all its forms
(‘knowledge and opinion and perception’, ejpisthvmh . . . kai; dovxa kai; ai[sqhsi ,̌
155d6). This is the assumption on which the whole of Argument II depends.
Moreover, these ones have to be complex ones, as postulated in this Argu-
ment. The one of Argument II was found to be not completely apart from
the many; in fact, it is one of them.34 This is the final collapse of the cwrismov̌ ,
the ‘separation’, of forms and sensibles in this Argument.

Argument II has shown that, in order to make possible participation, and con-
sequently also cognition and perception, one has to presuppose a conception
of being (and, accordingly, also a concept of one) different from the Parmeni-
dean. The assumption has to be made that there is a possibility of being not
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absolutely, that restricted contradictions are acceptable. Thus, the one can have
opposite (and even contradictory) attributes, in carefully delimited ways.

This amounts to accepting a restricted, or weakened, Principle of Non-
contradiction and the corresponding concept ‘being in some way [pou] but
not in another’. Such a conception of being implies that the one that is the
subject of Argument II is a ‘one that is’ (e}n o[n): that is, a whole or a complex
(o{lon). The Argument gave us an analysis of such a one and established the
uJpovqesiˇ under which it is possible.

Argument II opened the way to a much more flexible use of e{n. It also
leads to the nominalism of Argument VII and beyond it to the postulate of
Argument VIII, that the Parmenidean one is necessary precisely in order to
escape that nominalism.

theorem ii.10, appendix. on coming 
to be and passing away: physical processes

That coming to be in time is possible has been established in Theorem II.10.
It now remains to explain how this can occur by means of physical processes.
Coming to be in time is the presupposition of all physical processes.

155e3–156a1 —Let us say, again, for the third time: If the one is such as we
have described it, is it not necessary that, being both one and many
and neither one nor many and participating in time, inasmuch as
[o{ti me;n] the one is, it should at some time participate in being [ouj-
sivaˇ], but inasmuch as [o{ti de;] it is not, it should, again, at some
time not participate in being? —It is necessary. —Now, will it be
able not to participate when it participates or to participate when
it does not participate? —It will not. —So, at one time it partici-
pates, and at another it does not participate; for only thus could 

156 it both participate and not participate in the same thing. —Right.

‘For the third time’—in this Argument. The first time was the definition of
the one that is, in the beginning of Argument II, at 142c7: ‘Then let us say
again, if the one is, what will follow’. The second was at 151e7–152a2: ‘Is being
anything else than participation in being, together with time present, . . .
past, . . . future?’ Now, for the third time, the one is supposed sometimes to
participate and sometimes not to participate in being F. Change, as a physi-
cal process, presupposes temporal participation in being, which in turn pre-
supposes a one that is.

This is not a separate Argument, as the Neoplatonic interpretations
would have it.35 The qualification at 155e4–5, oi|on dielhluvqamen, ‘such as we
have described it’, refers back to 151e7–155d6 only. If the one is as Argu-
ment II postulates it, and it can, consequently, participate in time (155e6;
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cf. 152a2–3, ‘it participates in time’), then it is necessary (155e5, ajnavgkh)
that it ‘at some time’ (e7, potev ) participates in being (i.e., it is F ) and some-
times does not (it is not F ). This is what it means to be one and many and
not-one and not-many and to participate in time: time is the measure of mo-
tion; to participate in time is to move or change “in” time (or “with” time).

A comparison of this passage with the restricted Principle of Noncontra-
diction of Republic IV 436b8–c1 shows an important difference: here, the
main distinction between sensible things and forms is that sensible things
do, and forms do not, participate in time. Argument II showed that forms
can—in fact, must—have aspects and be contrarily (“oppositely”) predicated
in different respects, and further that they do participate in each other.
Forms, however, do not receive different predicates at different times, as do
sensible (or rather, changeable) things.

Hence the further restriction of the Principle of Noncontradiction at
155e10–11: ‘at one time it participates, and at another it does not partici-
pate; for only thus could it both participate and not participate in the same
thing. —Right.’ But note that the restriction now applies to ‘participate’, not
to ‘is’, and it refers to time only, not to the other possible aspects. For the
possibility of being F and not-F in different respects marks the difference
between Parmenidean being and being provˇ ti, ‘relational’ being in gen-
eral. A special case of participation is participation in time, which is the spe-
cific mode of participation of sensible things.36 And, of course, if forms par-
ticipate in each other according to different aspects, so do the respective
sensible things participate “indirectly” in the relevant forms.

The Neoplatonic view recently revived by Allen (1983) and, in a differ-
ent variation, by Gill (in Gill and Ryan [1996]), that this passage is the re-
sult of a union of Arguments I and II, corresponds to nothing in the text.
Moreover, the one that is the subject of this Appendix is in time; but only
sensible things can be in time. Hence, this Appendix cannot refer to the one
simply as a form. Rather, it refers to a one that can become this and that at dif-
ferent times. It is not the form that changes in time, but some one (sensible,
or temporal) thing that can participate now in this form, now in that.

Once we have the concept of a process (‘coming to be’), we go back to the
relevant sections of Argument II, in order to examine the attributes of the
one and define the physical processes involved in coming to be (and ceasing
to be) F. But there is no question of coming into existence, except insofar as
indirectly implied by the processes described immediately below. All physical
processes are processes by which the one comes to be F and ceases to be G.

Theorem II.10 has established that the one, under a certain interpreta-
tion, comes to be and passes away. But it did not specify the processes by which

part ii: euporia 135

36. One can detect in this Appendix the root of Aristotle’s characterization of the substance
as what can receive contrary predicates at different times. Cf. Categories 4a10–21.



this can occur. These processes must be physical processes, because only phys-
ical things can come to be and pass away. From this Appendix to Theorem
II.10, it is clear, by the way, that time, not place or space, is for Plato the in-
dex of the physical world.37

There are three physical processes by which any (sensible) thing can come
to be something else, three processes by which something that is F comes to
be G. Coming to be and passing away are explicated, in general, as coming
to participate in an oujsiva (say, F ) or ceasing to participate in it. According
to what oujsiva is the case (or what values F takes), Plato distinguishes three
processes, corresponding to the three relevant categories dealt with in The-
orems II.1 (one and many), II.8 (like and unlike), and II.9 (larger and smaller,
and equal), as follows.

theorem ii.10, appendix, 1. 
separation and combination

The first case is that in which oujsiva refers to the dichotomy one/many. Some-
thing that is one comes to be many, or vice versa. This is the closest we can
come to (absolute) generation and destruction. The gaining or loosing of
existence as such is not considered.

156a1–b5 —Now, is there not also a certain time when it comes to take
part in being [tou̧ ei\nai] and when it lets go [ajpallavttetai] of it? Or
how would it be able now to have and then not to have the same
thing, if it should not at some time take it and let go of it? —In no
way. —Coming to take part in being [oujsivaˇ]: Don’t you call it ‘com-
ing to be’? —I do. —And letting go of being [oujsivaˇ]: Don’t you
call it ‘passing away’? —Quite so. —Thus, the one, as it seems, in 

b coming to take being and in leaving it, both comes to be and passes
away. —It is necessary. —And, being one and many and coming to
be and passing away, is it not the case that whenever it comes to be
one its being many passes away, and whenever it comes to be many
its being one passes away? —Indeed. —And in coming to be one
and many, is it not necessary that it should separate and combine?
—Most necessary.

theorem ii.10, appendix, 2. assimilation 
and dissimilation: oujsiva as like/unlike

theorem ii.10, appendix, 3. growing,
diminishing, and staying the same: 
oujsiva as larger/smaller/equal

156b6–8 —Moreover, whenever it should come to be unlike and like,
does it undergo assimilation and dissimilation [oJmoiou̧sqaiv te kai;
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ajnomoiou̧sqai]? —Yes. —And whenever larger and smaller and equal,
does it grow and shrink, and is it made equal? —So it is.

theorem ii.10, appendix, 
note. the instant of change

Every process occurs between two states. The state is the limit of a process
(cf. above, 152b2–d4) without being part of it. At Theorem II.6 the one was
shown to be in motion and at rest, albeit in different respects. There, the
different respects were ‘in itself’ as opposed to ‘in another’. Here, the dis-
tinction between state (‘being’) and process (‘coming to be’) is drawn in
terms of time: to come to be is to change in time (‘to move’); to be in a state
is not to change in time (‘to rest’). The question now arises of when the pas-
sage from state to process or from process to state occurs. The passage itself
could not occur at any one point in time, for at that point the subject of
change would have to be simultaneously in motion and at rest.

156c1–e7 —But when, moving, it should come to rest, or when, resting,
it should change into moving, surely it must not be in one time.
—How so? —Being first at rest and later moving, or first moving
and later resting, it will not be able to be thus affected without
changing. —Of course. —But there is no time in which something
could simultaneously neither move nor rest. —Indeed not.

—It does not change, however, without changing. —It is not
likely. —When does it change, then? It changes neither when it 

d rests nor when it moves, being in time. —Indeed not. —Now, is it
this strange thing in which it should be when it changes? —What
sort of thing is this? [To; poi̧on dh;…] —The instant. For ‘instant’ seems
to signify something such that from it a thing changes into one or
other of these two states. For, surely, it does not change from rest
so long as it rests, nor does it change from movement so long as it
moves; but the instant is that certain strange nature inserted in be-

e tween movement and rest, being in no time, and it is into it and
from it that what moves changes into resting, and what rests into
moving. —Very likely. —Also the one, therefore, if indeed it both
rests and moves, would change into the one or the other—only
thus would it do both—and in changing it changes instanta-
neously, and when it changed it would be in no time, and would
then neither move nor rest. —Indeed not.

156c1, kinouvmenon, ‘moving’] Plato is probably ambiguous between the middle and
the passive voice. Nothing moves of itself, except soul. (Cf. Phaedrus 245c5–9.) Every-
thing else is moved by soul (including the world itself; cf. the world-soul of Timaeus 34b).

At any moment of time a thing is either in motion or at rest. The actual
change from motion to rest or from rest to motion must therefore take place
‘between’ (metaxu;, 156d7) two moments of time. But that change cannot
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take place at any moment between two given moments. Thus, the ‘instant’
(ejxaivfnhˇ, 156d3) is not a moment in time. It cannot be arrived at by sub-
dividing the time continuum: whatever two moments of time are chosen,
close to each other as they may be, the instant of change will always be ‘be-
tween’ them without forming part of the time continuum itself, since at any
point in the time continuum the thing must be either in motion or at rest.
In this sense, then, the instant is in no time.

156e7–157b3 —Next, is it not the same also in relation to the other changes? 
157 Whenever it should change from being into passing away or from

not being into coming to be, does it then come to be between cer-
tain movements and rests, and is it neither being nor not, and is
it neither coming to be nor passing away? —It certainly seems so.
—So, by the same reasoning, also in passing from one to many and
from many to one it is neither one nor many, and is neither com-
bining nor separating. And in passing from like to unlike and from
unlike to like it is neither like nor unlike, nor is it undergoing as-

b similation or dissimilation; and in passing from small to large and
to equal and into their opposites it is not small or large or equal,
nor would it be growing or shrinking or becoming equal. —It
seems not.

Change from motion to rest and from rest to motion occurs ‘in no time’ (ejn
oujdeni; crovnw/, 156e6; cf. e1). Thus, in the instant of change the thing cannot
be said to be either in motion or at rest, for these occur in time. The thing
can then be said neither to be in a state nor not to be in it, neither to be un-
dergoing a process nor not to be undergoing it. Specifically, it neither is nor
is not combining or separating, nor either is it undergoing either assimila-
tion or dissimilation, or growing or shrinking or becoming equal.38

theorem ii.10, appendix, conclusion.

157b3–5 —The one would thus be affected by all these affections, if it
is. —How else?

Insofar as it is in time, the one both moves and rests (albeit at different times),
and insofar as the change from motion to rest takes place in no time (i.e., in
the instant), the one neither moves nor rests. Here too we arrive at the pos-
sibility of all the contraries being predicated of the one, according to the
weakened Principle of Noncontradiction.

I take the last exchange to be the conclusion of the Appendix only, and
not of Argument II entire. The caesura marked by Aristoteles’ response at
155e2, above, was a very strong one, whereas here it is pointedly mild (cf.
the endings of all the other Arguments), indicating that, from the point of
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view of method, this was a rather secondary argument, and that the main ar-
gument ended there, not here.

ARGUMENT III. IF THE ONE IS: 
CONSEQUENCES FOR THE OTHERS: IN RELATION TO THE OTHERS

argument iii, definition. the others
participate in the one that is: restricted
principle of noncontradiction

157b6–c2 —Should we not consider next what would be fitting for the
others to be affected by, if the one is? —We should. —Are we to
say, then, what the others than the one must be affected by, if the
one is? —Let us say. —Now, if indeed they are other than the one, 

c the others are not the one; for else they would not be other than
the one. —Right. —The others, however, are not completely de-
prived of the one, but participate in it in some way.

157b6, e}n eij e[stin, ‘if the one is’] Cf. on 142b3.
157b8, ta\lla tou̧ eJno; ,̌ ‘the others than the one’] Thus, for we cannot yet speak

of a ‘many’. The identity of ‘the others’ and ‘the many’ will be established below (157c2
ff.). This is not trivial. At Theorem IV.1 (159d3), for example, the others are said not to
be many.

Argument III is the counterpart of Argument II. The others are variously af-
fected (157b6, pavscein, and b8, peponqevnai, picking up b4, immediately
above, ta; paqhvmata . . . a]n pavscoi). They are such as not to be Parmenidean
unities. We assume, then, that the others are such. Under this hypothesis, to
be other than the one is not to be its total opposite, but only to be not-one
in some qualified sense to be explained immediately below. (The negation
at 157b9 is introduced by ou[te, looking forward to oujdev at c1.). This is in con-
formity with the weakened Principle of Noncontradiction: the others may
be both many and one, provided the respects in which they are many or one
are specified or tacitly understood.

theorem iii.1. the others 
are a whole and have parts

theorem iii.1.1. the others 
are (collectively) a whole

Being collectively a whole, the others are a one with parts. Hence, they are
collectively one, although severally they are many.

157c2–d7 —In what way? —Inasmuch as [o{ti], somehow [pou], the oth-
ers than the one are other in having parts; for should they have
no parts, they would have been absolutely one. —Right.

—But parts, we say, are of that which would be a whole. —So
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we say. —However, it is necessary that the whole should be a one
composed out of [ejk] many, of which whole the parts will be parts;
for each of the parts must be a part not of the many but of the
whole. —How is that? —If something were a part of the many, in 

d which it were itself, it would surely be a part of itself, which is im-
possible, and also of each one of the others, if indeed it is a part
of them all. For, not being part of one, it will be a part of the oth-
ers except this one, and so it will not be a part of each one; and
not being a part of each one, it will not be a part of any one of the
many. But not being anything of any one of them all, of none of
which it is anything, it is impossible that it should be a part, or any-
thing else, of them. —So it appears, indeed.

157c6, ejk pollw̧n, ‘out of many’] ‘Composed’ is not in the Greek. The relation be-
tween the whole and its parts is left vague and unspecified. It will be clarified in what
follows.

The others are other than the one ‘in having parts’ (movria e[conta, 157c3). If
the many are to be possible, they must not be identical to the one. Moreover,
if they are such as to be affected in some way, they must have parts or aspects:
that is, they must participate in the one of Argument II (i.e., in a one that can
have parts). The one and the many are thus not completely apart.1

The concept of a part presupposes a plurality that is unified in some way,
a plurality that is a structured whole. But not only the single form is struc-
tured. If the single form is such, the whole system of forms must likewise be
structured, since the structure of the form is just its relation to other forms.
This is especially clear, for example, from the diairetical scheme in the Sophist,
and from the concept of the Living Being itself at Timaeus 30c–d. Similarly,
the fact that each sensible thing is structured, as a reflection of the forms,
entails that the sensible world as a whole must be structured too, at least in-
sofar as this is compatible with its materiality.2 Argument III is thus directly
derived from Argument II. So far, the Neoplatonists were right in stressing
the continuity of these two Arguments.

Each of the parts must be a part not of the many severally, but of the whole
(which is the many) collectively. Suppose a part is part of all the parts taken
severally (i.e., of ‘the many’). Since that part is not a part of itself, it must be
a part of all the others (i.e., of all the many except itself). But it cannot be
a part of any one of them, hence neither of all of them, severally. Thus, the
parts are parts of the whole (i.e., of the one of Argument II), which is dif-
ferent from all the parts taken severally (i.e., from ‘the many’).

The parts are contrasted with the Parmenidean one of Argument I. The
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one of Argument I was, by definition, devoid of parts (cf. 137c5 ff.) The oth-
ers, then, considered collectively as the opposite of that one, are that which
does have parts. But that which has parts is somehow a whole. (‘Somehow’,
since being a whole with parts violates the Parmenidean, absolute Principle
of Noncontradiction.) From the definition of the other than the one as that
which (collectively) has parts, it follows that the parts must be parts of a whole.
The many are seen as a whole, and hence as somehow unified, as being one
in a certain respect: that is, collectively.

157d7–e5 —So, the part is part not of the many nor of all, but of a cer-
e tain character [mia̧ˇ tino;ˇ ijdevaˇ] and a certain one, which we call

‘whole’, a complete one that has come to be out of all, of which
whole the parts would be parts. —By all means. —So, if the others
have parts, they would also participate in the whole and the one.
—Indeed. —And so, it is necessary that the others than the one
should be a complete whole one having parts. —It is necessary.

theorem iii.1.2. 
the others are each of them one

Now the others are looked at severally.

157e5–158b4 —Further, the same reasoning holds of each part too: for it is 
158 necessary that it too should participate in the one. For if each of

them is a part, ‘being each’ surely signifies being one, marked off
from the others and being in itself, if indeed it will be ‘each’. —
Right. —But it would participate in the one clearly as being other
than the one; else, it would not participate but would be the one
itself. But, as it is, it is presumably [pou] impossible for a one to be,
except the one itself. —It is impossible. —But it is necessary for
both the whole and the part that they should participate in the
one. For the one will be a whole, of which the parts are parts; and
each part that should be a part of the whole will, in its turn, be one

b part of the whole. —So it is. —Now, will not those that participate
in the one participate in it as being different from it? —How else?
—And the different from the one would be somehow many; for if
the others than the one were neither one nor more than one, they
would be nothing. —Nothing indeed.

The one of Argument II is now also one of many. And, conversely, only by
being complex can the many be intelligible. If the many were simple, the
difference between them would be irrational. (Cf. Parmenides, fr. 8.56–59;
and Theaetetus 201d10 ff.)

If there are many distinct parts, each part is what it is by being marked off
from the others. None of the parts, however, can be the one itself, else it would
be indistinguishable from any other part, since each of these too would, as
it were, be the one itself, without any additional characteristic to mark it off
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from the others. Thus, if we are to distinguish in each part between its being
what it is and its being one, we must, strictly speaking, say that it participates
in the one, and not that it is one. The same holds of the whole. Hence, both
the whole and the parts, according to the current hypothesis, must partici-
pate in the one without being the one itself. The absolute necessity of the
one itself, stressed in Argument VIII, is already foreshadowed here.

Argument III formally establishes the possibility of a plurality of ones. Up
to here the many were the opposite of the one. Now the many are composed
of ones. The others are one, or rather have unity, or participate in the one,
both severally and collectively. ‘The all’ is one (as Parmenides maintained
at 128a8–b1), but each of the components of the whole one is also one in
that restricted sense.3

Theorem III.1 has two important implications, which Plato exploits in the
Timaeus and in the Sophist: first, the sensible world can be said to be one
notwithstanding the plurality it contains, and so can every component of it
(but see Argument VII); and second, the total object of intelligibility is not
the one itself, as Parmenides thought,4 but it has unity, and each form is one
but, again, only in that it participates in the one without being the one itself.

The passage from ‘the others’ to ‘many’ (ta\lla = pollav ) is effected at
158b2. Argument III establishes the condition of the possibility of the many
alongside the one. In fact, it shows that Argument II’s one that is cannot be
unique: it necessarily implies a plurality of ones having the same character-
istics as the one that is.

theorem iii.2. the others 
are unlimited and limited

theorem iii.2.1. the others are unlimited

158b5–c7 —But, since those that participate in the one part and in the
one whole are more than one, is it not at once necessary that those
that come to take part in the one should be unlimited in plural-
ity? —How? —Let us see it thus: When they come to take part in
the one, do they come to take part in it otherwise than not being 

c one and not participating in it? —Clearly not. —Therefore, as
being pluralities, in which the one is not? —Pluralities, indeed. —
What now? If we wished to grasp in our thought the least of those
such as we were capable of grasping, is it not necessary that that
which would be grasped, if indeed it should not participate in the
one, should be a plurality and not one? —It is necessary. —Thus,
whenever we should consider, in itself, that nature, different from
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the form, as little of [o{son] it as we should ever see will be unlim-
ited as to plurality. —By all means.

The many, considered in themselves (i.e., simply as many), are unlimited in
plurality. In themselves, they are not unified in any way. (Cf. Argument VII.)
If we ‘consider, in itself, that nature’ under a very definite restriction—that
is, if we consider the many strictly as such, disregarding the form (158c6, tou̧
ei[douˇ) that unifies them in some way—they are an unlimited plurality.

theorem iii.2.2. the others are limited

158c7–d3 —Moreover, since each one part would come to be a part, they 
d at once have a limit toward [pro;̌ ] each other and toward the whole;

and the whole, toward the parts. —Precisely so.

But if each part is considered as one part (158d1), it is distinct from the other
parts (it has ‘a limit toward’ them); hence it is limited.

158d3–8 —Thus, it follows for the others than the one that, from the
communion of the one and of themselves, something different
comes to be in them, as it seems, that which gives them a limit to-
ward each other; whereas their own nature gives them, in them-
selves, unlimitedness. —It appears so. —And thus the others than
the one, as wholes and part by part, both are unlimited and par-
ticipate in limit. —Indeed.

The others are unlimited and limited in different respects. In themselves,
according to their own nature, they are unlimited; but in relation to each
other they are limited. Note the distinction between what each of the many
is in itself and what comes to be in them ensuing the communion of the one
and of themselves. (Cf. Republic V 476a5–8, on ideas appearing many be-
cause of koinwniva ajllhvlwn, ‘communion with each other’.)

theorem iii.8. the others are like and unlike

158e1–159a6 —Would they not be, then, like and unlike each other and
themselves? —In what way? —Insofar as [ |Hi me;n] they are all some-
how unlimited in respect of their own nature, they would be all af-
fected by the same in the same way. —Indeed. —Moreover, insofar
as they all participate in limit, they would also be all affected by the
same in the same way. —How else? —However, insofar as [ |Hi dev ge]
they should be both limited and affected by the unlimited, they 

159 would have these affections, which are opposite to each other. —Yes.
—But opposites are as unlike as possible. —Of course. —So, in re-
spect of [kata; me;n] each affection, they would be like themselves
and each other; but in respect of [kata; de;] both, they are most op-
posed to both and most unlike. —Very likely. —And thus the oth-
ers would be like and unlike themselves and each other. —So it is.
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Note the explicit qualifications ( |Hi me;n. . . . |Hi de . . .; kata; me;n . . . kata; de; . . .)
throughout the argument and the dropping of the qualifications in the con-
clusion. Here it is very clear how such qualifications are to be supplied
throughout the Arguments.

argument iii, conclusion

159a6–b1 —And, if indeed it appeared to be affected by these, we shall have
no further difficulty in finding that the others than the one are also
the same as and different from each other, and are moved and rest, 

b and are affected by all the opposite affections. —You are right.

The opposition like/unlike is taken as a paradigm that may be followed for
all the other affections.

ARGUMENT IV. IF THE ONE IS: 
CONSEQUENCES FOR THE OTHERS: IN RELATION TO THEMSELVES

argument iv, definition. the others 
are apart from the one: absolute principle 
of noncontradiction

159b2–c4 —Now, if we should at once leave these as obvious [fanerav], are
we to investigate again, if the one is, whether it is not thus also with
the others than the one or thus only? —By all means. —Let us say,
then, from the beginning, if the one is, what must affect the oth-
ers than the one. —Let us say. —Now, must not the one be apart
[cwri;ˇ] from the others, and the others apart from the one? —
Why? —Because there is not, somehow, anything different beside
these that is both other than the one and other than the others; 

c for everything has been mentioned whenever one has mentioned
the one and the others. —Everything indeed. —There is nothing
more, then, different from these, in which same thing both the
one and the others would be. —There is not. —The one and the
others are, then, never in the same. —It seems not. —Are they
apart, then? —Yes.

159b2, fanerav, ‘obvious’] Also ‘apparent’. Cf. Republic VI 510d1, where the assump-
tions of the mathematicians are said to be taken wJˇ panti; fanerw̧n, ‘as if apparent [or:
‘obvious’] to all’—needing, however, to receive their foundation from dialectic.

159b3–4, oujc ou{twˇ . . . h] ou{tw movnon, ‘not thus . . . or thus only’] The interpre-
tation of the Hypothesis ‘The one is’ that was developed in Argument III is not the only
one possible. There could be an alternative interpretation of the same formulation, which
will now be developed.

159b5, e}n eij e[stin, ‘if the one is’] Cf. on 142b3.

Argument IV is the correlate of Argument I, applied to the many. The one
and the many are ‘apart’ (159b6, cwrivˇ, repeated at c4; cf. 130b2–4) from
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each other and have nothing in common. There is no concept that includes
them both: 159c3–4, ‘The one and the others are . . . never in the same.’
Moreover, according to the Parmenidean Principle of Noncontradiction
(which, in this absolute version, implies also the Principle of the Excluded
Middle), the dichotomy one/many is not only exclusive but also exhaustive:
159c1, ‘everything has been mentioned whenever one has mentioned the
one and the others.’

This Argument fits equally well the separation of the form from sensible
things and Parmenides’ conception of his forms in the Way of Seeming as
incommunicantia. (Cf. Parmenides, frr. 8.53–61, 9.) Argument IV will show
not only that a world of appearances is impossible without forms, but also
that even the historical Parmenides’ incommunicantia are impossible on his
own assumptions. If a plurality of entities is admitted, they cannot be each
‘in itself’, kaq jauJtov, as Parmenides would have them in his Way of Seeming
(fr. 8.50 ff.). His predicational monism implies numerical monism.1

theorem iv.1. the others are not many: 
neither are they a whole, nor are they 
parts of a whole

159c5–e1 —Moreover, we say that what is truly one has no parts. —Of
course. —So, neither would the one be in the others as a whole,
nor would parts of it, if it both is apart from the others and has no 

d parts. —Of course. —So, in no manner would the others partici-
pate in the one, not participating in it either in respect of a cer-
tain part of it or in respect of the whole. —It seems not. —So, in
no way are the others one, nor do they have in themselves any one.
—Indeed not. —Nor are the others many; for each of them would
be one part of the whole if they were many; but, as it is, the others
than the one are not one nor many nor whole nor parts, since they
do not participate in it in any way. —Right. —And so, the others 

e themselves are not two or three, nor are these in them, if indeed
they are in every way deprived of the one. —So it is.

The one here considered is ‘what is truly one’ (159c5), the Parmenidean
one of Argument I: ‘what is truly one has no parts.’ By this hypothesis, there
can be no participation. Whatever was true of the one and the many in Ar-
guments II and III is now negated. So, the others are not (denumerably)
many (159d4–5).

But if the others corresponding to the Parmenidean one are not denu-
merably many, then Parmenides was wrong in his Way of Seeming. In his
poem, Parmenides rejected any possibility of a relation between the one of
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knowledge and the many of seeming.2 If there is no such relation, the many
cannot be denumerable; hence they cannot be two (as in Parmenides’ Way
of Seeming) or any other number. The historical Parmenides would not con-
sider any but a strong, absolute Principle of Noncontradiction. This should
have led him to reject anything like Arguments II and III. But if the many
do not participate in the one, they cannot even be incommunicantia, since
this would require that each of the many be one, distinct from each of the
others.

theorem  iv.8. the others 
are neither like nor unlike

159e2–160a3 —And so, the others are not like or unlike the one, nor is there
in them likeness and unlikeness; for if they were like and unlike
or had in them likeness and unlikeness, the others than the one
would somehow have in themselves two forms opposite to each
other. —It appears so. —But it would be impossible for what would
not participate even in the one that it should participate in any
two. —It would be impossible. —So, the others are not like and

160 not unlike, nor are they both. For if they were like or unlike the
one, they would participate in the one or the other of these forms;
and if they were both, in both of the opposites; and this appeared
impossible. —True.

If they cannot participate in one oujsiva (i.e., if they cannot be one; cf. Argu-
ment I, 141e10), of course they cannot participate in more than one. In or-
der to have any character, they would have to be one definite thing as op-
posed to any other. And this is what is negated in Argument IV. They cannot
be something (severally).

As in Argument III, the opposition likeness/unlikeness is taken as the par-
adigm of all affections.

theorems  iv.7, 6, 10, 9, . . . and argument iv,
conclusion. the others are not the same or
different; they are neither in motion nor at
rest; they do not come to be, nor do they pass
away; they are not greater or smaller or
equal; (etc.)

160a4–b2 —And so, they are not the same or different, nor are they moved
or at rest, nor do they come to be or pass away, nor are they larger
or smaller or equal. Nor are they affected by any such; for if the oth-
ers admit of being affected by any such, they will also participate
in the one and in the two and in the three and in the even and in 
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b the odd, in which it appeared impossible that they should partic-
ipate, being totally deprived of the one in every way. —Most true.

Argument IV has thus established that if the others (i.e., the many) are com-
pletely apart from the one, no character whatsoever can be ascribed to them,
not even their being many.

HYPOTHESIS: THE ONE IS: CONCLUSION

160b2–4 —And thus, if the one is, the one is on the one hand everything,
and on the other hand, it is nothing, in relation to itself as well as
in relation to the others. —Absolutely.

160b2, te . . . kai;, ‘on the one hand . . . on the other hand’] Cf. on 148c6–7, above.
160b3, ‘it is nothing’] Reading oujdevn ejsti with manuscript B and Wyller.

In concluding the examination of the affirmative Hypothesis, ‘The one is’,
Plato drops the qualifications he has carefully been using and disguises the
fact that different conclusions were reached for different understandings of
the Hypothesis and, in Arguments II and III, for the different respects ac-
cording to which the one was said to be this or that. Disguising the solution
to an aporia is common Platonic practice (cf., e.g., Protagoras, Meno, Theaete-
tus, etc.), and Plato will do it again at the very end of this dialogue.

HYPOTHESIS: THE ONE IS NOT

ARGUMENT V. IF THE ONE IS NOT: 
CONSEQUENCES FOR ITSELF: IN RELATION TO THE OTHERS

Having examined the Hypothesis ‘The one is’, we pass now to the exami-
nation of the opposite Hypothesis, ‘The one is not’. As in the first half of the
exercise, here too ‘being’ is taken in two senses, and the consequences of
the negation of each of the senses are considered for the one itself (which
is not, in a sense to be specified in each Argument) and for the many.

In Argument V, ‘being’ is taken in a non-Parmenidean, incomplete sense.
To say that the one is not, in this case, is to take it as something definite, dis-
tinct from something else (as, say, largeness is distinct from smallness), and
as something whose being is negated. But, obviously, being is not negated
of it absolutely, since it is supposed to be such as to be distinct from its op-
posite. Thus, the being that is negated of the one, in this case, is only qual-
ified being, some oujsiva that is not attributed to the one. Non-Parmenidean
negation is here established as difference, paving the way for the Sophist.

That the one that is not is definite is clear from 160b6–c7, and especially
from the substitution examples in 160c2–4, ‘if largeness is not’ and ‘small-
ness is not’. In such cases it will be clear, so the text goes on, that what is in-
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tended is that ‘that which is not is something different from the others’, and
we know what it is that is being spoken about.

Only a definite one can be distinct from a not-one. We have, therefore,
the counterpart of Argument II, built on the restricted interpretation of be-
ing. Indeed, the one that is not (this or that) nevertheless participates in
many characters (160e4; cf. especially 160e7–161a5).

The possibility of qualified negation cannot be directly proved. Measured
by Parmenidean standards, any qualification to the Principle of Noncon-
tradiction is arbitrary and irrational, and therefore unacceptable. Plato’s jus-
tification for a qualified (restricted) Principle of Noncontradiction is not apo-
dictic but transcendental, in an almost Kantian sense. A weakened Principle
of Noncontradiction is the condition of the possibility of dialectic. Hence
the peculiar structure of Argument V: non-Parmenidean negation has to be
approached indirectly, working from the conclusions to the premises that
would support it.

160b5–c7 —Very well. But should we not consider, after that, what follows
if the one is not? —We should consider. —What, then, would be
this hypothesis: if the one is not? Is this hypothesis distinct [diafevrei]
in anything from that, if the not-one is not? —It certainly is. —Is 

c it distinct only, or is saying “if the not-one is not” even totally op-
posite to saying “if the one is not”? —Totally opposite. —And what
if one should say “if largeness is not” or “smallness is not” or any-
thing else like that: Would it not be clear that he would be ascrib-
ing not-being [mh; o]n], in each case, to something different? —In-
deed. —Would it not be clear, then, now too, that whenever one
says “if the one is not,” one is saying that that which is not [to; mh;
o[n] is something different from the others, and we know [i[smen]
what he is speaking of? —We know it.

argument v, corollary 2. there 
is knowledge of the one that is not

160c7–d2 —First, then, whenever one speaks of the one, he is speaking
of something knowable [gnwstovn], and, second, of something dif-

d ferent from the others, whether being or not-being is added to it;
for what is said not to be is nonetheless known, and also that it is
distinct from the others. Or is it not so? —It is necessary.

160d3–6 —So, we should say from the beginning what must be if the one
is not, in this way. First, then, this must belong to it, as it seems:
that there should be knowledge [ejpisthvmh] of it, else it would not
even be known what was being spoken about whenever one said
“if the one is not.” —True.

‘First, then’, we start from the consequence we desire to establish: there is
knowledge of the one. Now we inquire about the condition of such knowl-

148 plato’s parmenides

V.corol.2



edge. The movement of the argument is patently analytical. (Cf. esp. 160e2
ff., below.)

theorem v.7.2.2. the one that 
is not is different from the others

160d6–e2 —Now, must not the others be different from it, else it would
not be said to be different from the others? —Indeed. —So, it has
also difference, besides there being knowledge of it. For, when 

e one  says that the one is different from the others, he is not speak-
ing of the difference of the others but of its difference. —It ap-
pears so.

Since we started from the assumption that the one that is not (this or that)
is distinct from anything else, it is only natural that the first predicate that
can be ascribed to it is difference.1 But it is not immediately clear that the
one that is not can have difference predicated of it. At 160c6, Plato was care-
ful to ascribe difference not to the one directly but to ‘that which is not’, re-
lying with no argument, as a provisional measure, on the specific example
of largeness and smallness. That the others, however, are different from the
one is less problematic, since we are not now negating them or anything of
them. Next, gaining assent to the symmetrical nature of difference, Plato
moves from diff(a,b) to diff(b,a)—that is, from the others being different
(from the one) to the one also being different (from the others).

Moreover, not only do we know from what the one is different, but we know
that it is different. It is not an indeterminate character that is different from
G, H, J, . . . Rather, it is a determinate (but unspecified) character A that is dif-
ferent from G, H, J, . . . See further below (161a2 ff.): what is being hy-
pothesized is that one, and not something else.

argument v, corollary 1. the one 
that is not can stand in relations

160e2–7 —Moreover, the one that is not participates in the ‘that’ and
in the ‘something’ and in the ‘of this’ and the ‘to this’ and the ‘of
these’ and all of this sort; for the one would not be spoken of, nor
those different from the one, nor would anything be said to be ‘to
it’ or ‘of it’, nor would it said to be anything, if it participated nei-
ther in the ‘something’ nor in these other things. —Right.

It is a necessary condition of the one’s being spoken of that it can be a mem-
ber in relations.
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(argument v, definition.) the one that 
is not participates in the others: 
restricted principle of noncontradiction

160e7–161a5 —And although the one cannot have being [ei\nai], if indeed it 
161 is not, nothing prevents it [oujde;n kwluvei] from participating in

many things; rather, this is necessary, if indeed it is that one that
is not and not another. If, by contrast, it was neither the one nor
that which were not to be, but the discourse [lovgoˇ] were about
something else, nothing should even be uttered; but if it was that
one and not something else that was hypothesized not to be, it is
necessary that it participate in the ‘that’ and in many other
things. —Indeed.

Although by this hypothesis the one is not (F ), nothing prevents it from be-
ing G, H, J, . . . In fact, it must be G, or H, or J, . . .; if it were not something or
other, it could not be an object of discourse (as shown in Argument I). Since
we have posited a one distinct from other possible objects of discourse, it is nec-
essary that this one have some character (‘that it participate in the “that”’, etc.).

In Argument V the definition of not being is only implicit. This is the clos-
est we come in this Argument to a (formal) definition of not being as not
participating. Note 160e8–9, oujde;n kwluvei, ‘nothing prevents’, as a techni-
cal term: on the absolute Principle of Noncontradiction, the one is prevented
from being this or that; on the current, weakened Principle, ‘nothing pre-
vents’ the one from ‘participating in many things’ (e8, metevcein . . . pollw̧n).
On this interpretation, the statement ‘x is not F ’ is equivalent to ‘x is G, or
H, or J, . . .’ Negation is interpreted as otherness: that is, as nonparticipation
in what is negated, or rather as participation in something different from
that which is negated. (Cf. below.)

theorem v.8. the one 
that is not is (can be) unlike

161a6–b4 —So, it has also unlikeness in relation to the others; for the oth-
ers than the one, being different, would also be of a different sort
[eJteroi¸a]. —Yes. —And are not those of a different sort of another
sort [ajlloi̧a]? —How else? —Now, are not those of another sort 

b unlike? —Unlike, indeed. —Therefore, if indeed they are unlike
the one, clearly things unlike would be unlike an unlike. —Clearly.
—Thus, also the one would have unlikeness, in relation to which
the others are unlike it. —So it seems.

161a8, ajlloi̧a] Cf. 148c3.

Unlikeness is difference in a certain respect. Once it has been established
that the one that is not has nevertheless other specifiable characters G, H,
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J, . . ., Plato can make the passage from being different to being qualifiedly
different (being ‘of a different sort’) and to being unlike.

F is defined as that which not-F is not. This is the historical Parmenides’
interpretation of being in the Way of Seeming. (Cf. Parmenides, fr. 8.58.)
Similarly, in the Platonic diairesis, the opposed sides define each other.

161b4–c2 —But, if it has unlikeness to the others, is it not necessary that
it have likeness to itself ? —How? —If the one had unlikeness to
the one, the discourse would not have been somehow about some-
thing of the sort of [tou¸ toiouvtou . . . oi{ou] the one, and the hy-
pothesis would not have been about the one, but about something 

c other than the one. —Indeed. —And this, in any case, must not
be. —Certainly not. —And so, the one must have likeness to it-
self. —It must.

In that very respect in which the one is unlike the others (say, in being G
while the others are H, J, etc.), the one is like itself. When we say that the
others are unlike the one in that it has, say, the character G, while they have
the characters H, J (etc.), we are referring to that very character (G ) in re-
spect of which the others are unlike the one. Thus, we imply that the one is
like itself in having that character. Considered as being G —although it is
not (F )—the one is like itself.

Note the careful distinction of aspects: the one is both unlike (the oth-
ers) and like (itself).

theorem v.9. the one that 
is not is (can be) equal and unequal

161c3–d1 —Moreover, it is, again, not equal to the others; for if it were
equal, it at once would both be, and be like them in respect of
equality. And both of these are impossible, if indeed the one is
not. —They are impossible. —And since it is not equal to the oth-
ers, is it not therefore necessary that also the others be not equal to
it? —It is necessary. —But are not the not-equal unequal? —Yes.
—And are not the unequal unequal to what is unequal? —How 

d else? —And thus, the one participates in inequality, in relation to
which the others are unequal to it? —It participates.

Note 161c4–5, kata; th;n ijsovthta, ‘in respect of equality’, and d1, pro;ˇ h}n,
‘in relation to which’. Plato is very clear about the weakening of the Princi-
ple of Noncontradiction.

The one is not equal to the others. For if it were, it would be (the others).
That is, the others are what the one is not (say, G, H, etc.). If the one were
equal to the others, it would (numerically or specifically; it does not matter)
be what they are; and being what they are, it would be what it is not. There-
fore, the one that is not cannot be equal to the others.
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This proof is complementary to the preceding (161a6 ff.), to the effect
that the one has unlikeness toward the others and likeness to itself. Corn-
ford remarks that Plato is silent about the one’s being like the others or un-
like itself, in order to escape “sophisms or antinomies.”2 But surely the one
that is not (F ) can still be like the others in some respect (even, e.g., in their
not being F ) and also unlike itself (for, say, as G, it would not be like itself
as H ). This is obviously possible if the one has several aspects that can be
separately considered (i.e., on the present interpretation of being), and there
is no need to elaborate on that possibility at this stage.

theorem v.9.1. the one 
that is not is (can be) equal

161d1–e2 —On the other hand, largeness and smallness belong to in-
equality. —So it is. —Such a one, then, has largeness and small-
ness? —Very likely. —But [mh;n] largeness and smallness are always
farthest apart from each other. —Indeed. —So, there is always some-
thing between the two. —There is. —Now, can you mention any-
thing else between the two except equality? —No, only that. —So,
whatever has largeness and smallness has also equality, which 

e is between these two. —So it appears. —Thus, in the one that is
not, as it seems, there would be present equality and largeness
and smallness. —So it seems.

161d4, mh;n] “Marking the transition from major to minor premise”: Denniston
(1966), 337.

Whatever is susceptible of being smaller and larger must also be susceptible
of being equal.

argument v, conclusion. the one 
that is not participates in being

161e3–162a4 —Moreover, it must, in any case, participate in some manner
also in being [oujsivaˇ]. —How, then? —It must be of such man-
ner as we describe it; for if it were not so, we would not have spo-
ken the truth about it when we said that the one is not; and if we
speak the truth, it is clear that we say the very things that are [o[nta
aujtav]. Is it not so? —It is so, indeed. —And since we claim to speak 

162 the truth, it is necessary for us to claim also that we say things
that  are. —It is necessary. —So, the one that is not [to; e}n mh; o]n],
so it seems, is; for if it should not be what is not [mh; e[stai mh; o]n],
but should in some manner slip from being into not being, the
one would straightaway be what is [eujqu;ˇ e[stai o[n]. —Absolutely.
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To speak the truth is to say what is the case, to say of a definite state of affairs
that it is as it is.3 A necessary condition for a statement to be true is that it re-
fer to a definite state of affairs, which is such-and-such and not otherwise.
Therefore, in order that we may speak truly of the one that is not, it is nec-
essary that the one be definite. For if it were not, any statement would be
true of it, and we could no more say of the one that it is not than that it is.4

If we can speak truly about the one that is not, there must be something
we say about it that is true. ‘We say the things that are’ (162a1); therefore,
it is the case that the one is, that it participates in some oujsiva. The one that
is not-F nevertheless is something, namely not-F. ‘Not-F ’ can be truly predi-
cated of the one, and to that extent it is not just an empty form of words. If
being were denied of the one in every respect, it would have to be denied
also in respect of not-F. But denying this is against the current hypothesis.

Being not-F too is being. ( [On, ‘what is’, is attributed to whatever has an
oujsiva, and stands for any attribute F, G, H, etc.) Suppose, if possible, that be-
ing not-F were not-being (162a2–3, it ‘should . . . slip from being into not
being’). Then, in saying that the one that is not is not, we would be denying
of it what we supposed—that is, not being (F )—for, by double negation, the
one would straightaway be what is (i.e., it would be F ).

The hypothesis that the one is not, interpreted according to the restricted
Principle of Noncontradiction, thus requires the equivalence of ‘not being
F ’ and ‘being not-F ’. This equivalence is not unconditional.5 (Cf. above, In-
troduction, p. 5nn.24, 37.)

argument v, conclusion, note. 
participation in being and not-being

162a4–b3 —So, it must have the very bond of not being being what is not
[tou̧ mh; ei\nai to; ei\nai mh; o[n], if it should not be, just as what is [to;
o]n] must have that of not being what is not [to; mh; o]n . . . mh; ei\nai],
so that, again, it would thoroughly be [i{na televwˇ au\ [ei\nai] h\/]. For
thus certainly [ou{twˇ . . . mavlista] both what is would be and what
is not would not be: what is, on the one hand [to; me;n o]n], partici-
pating in the being of being what is [oujsivaˇ tou̧ ei\nai o]n], but not
in the being of not being what is not [mh; oujsivaˇ . . . tou̧ <mh;> ei\nai 

b mh; o[n], if it should thoroughly be; and what is not, on the other
hand [to; de; mh; o]n], participating not in the being of not being what
is [mh; oujsivaˇ me;n tou̧ mh; ei\nai [mh;] o]n], but in the being of being what
is not [oujsivaˇ de; tou̧ ei\nai mh; o[n], if what is not too will thoroughly
not be. —Most true.
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162a6, ei\nai] Shorey conjectured that the infinitive is to be corrected, either by
bracketing as spurious or by replacement with the participle o]n.

162a8, tou̧ <mh;> ei\nai mh; o[n] Adding mh;, as Shorey proposed.
162b2, tou̧ ei\nai [mh;] o[n] Bracketing the negative as a scribal error, as Shorey

suggested.
162b1–3, ‘if it should thoroughly be . . . will thoroughly not be’] F is, insofar as it

is F, and is not, insofar as it is not not-F; not-F is not, insofar as it is not F, and is, insofar
as it is not-F. Only thus, if F as well as not-F have both being and not-being, can F be and
not-F not be. (Cf. Sophist 250e5 ff., and above, p. 153.)

What is (the one that is) participates in the oujsiva of being F: strictly speak-
ing, it participates only in a certain aspect of F, namely in what it is to be F.
There are other aspects of F, in which what is does not participate (such as,
say, atemporality or being in itself). Participation is necessarily partial. Thus,
what is, or the one that is, participates only in what it is to be (i.e., the oujsiva
of being) F, but not in what it is not to be (i.e., in the oujsiva of not being) not-
F. What is not (i.e., the one that is not F ) does not participate in what it is
to be F (oujsivaˇ tou̧ ei\nai o[n), but does participate in what it is to be not-F.
So, both the one that is and the one that is not participate in oujsiva, although
each in a different oujsiva.

What is, on the one hand, participates not in the oujsiva of F but in the ouj-
siva of being F: that is, strictly only in that aspect of F by which it is F. On the
other hand, it participates in the oujsiva of being F but not in the oujsiva of not
being not-F. It is insofar as it is what it is (namely F ), but not insofar as it is
not what it is not (namely not-F ). Only oujsiva can be the object of mevqexiˇ,
‘participation’. (That is, all participation is participation in oujsiva.) This ex-
plains such circumlocutions as oujsiva tou̧ ei\nai.6

At 162a6, perhaps Shorey’s alternative reading, i{na televwˇ o]n h\/, ‘so that
it would thoroughly be what is’, is right. But on an understanding of ei\nai as
incomplete (i.e., as ‘to be F ’), the complement would be supplied as a mat-
ter of course.

162b3–8 —Now, if indeed both the being of not-being is present in what
is and the being of being in what is not, it is necessary that also in
the one, since it is not, be present the being of being, in order for
it not to be [eij" to; mh; ei\nai]. —It is necessary —Thus, it appears
that the one will have being too, if it is not. —So it appears. —And
so, also not-being, if indeed it is not. —How else?

162b4, ‘the being of’ (twice)] Supplying oujsiva from 162b2, in order to have a sub-
ject for mevtesti; note tou̧ (mh;) ei\nai, ‘of (not-)being’, in the genitive.
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The one that is not-F must be (G, H, J, . . .) in order for it to be (not-F ). It must
be a determinate entity according to Argument V. It must also participate in
not being (F ), if it is not. In other words, the one that is not F must also be
not-F. (Cf. Sophist 256e, and 259b5, pollacḩ/ me;n e[sti, pollacḩ/ d j oujk e[stin,
‘in many ways it is, and in many ways it is not’.)

theorem v.6.1. the one that 
is not is (can be) in motion

162b9–c6 —Now, could what is in a certain state [to; e[con pwˇ] not be thus
[mh; e[cein ou{twˇ] without changing out of that condition? —It could 

c not. —So, anything of this sort—namely that it should be thus and
also not thus—means change. —How else? —And change is mo-
tion; or what shall we say? —It is motion. —Now, the one appeared
as both being and not being? —Yes. —It appears, then, thus and
not thus? —So it seems. —So, the one that is not has appeared also
to move, if indeed it should change from being to not-being. —
Very likely.

The one that is not (F ) can have an attribute—say, a (i.e., ‘be in a certain
state’)—as well as not have it (‘not be thus’), without ceasing to be not-F.
Therefore, it must be possible for it to change from one state into another.
The category of motion, or change, must be applicable to it: it must be able
to move. Kivnhsiˇ, ‘motion’ (162c2), as usual, is the most general term for
any type of change.

theorem v.6.2. the one 
that is not is (can be) at rest

162c6–d5 —However, if in no way is it one of the things that are, as it is
not if indeed it is not, it would also not shift from here to there. 

d —How would it? —So, at any rate, it would not move by passing
from place to place [tw̧/ ge metabaivnein]. —It would not. —Nor in-
deed would it revolve in the same place; for nowhere does it touch
the same. For the same is something that is; but it is impossible
that what is not be in any of the things that are. —It is impossible.
—So, the one that is not would not be capable of revolving in that
in which it should not be. —Indeed not.

However, considered merely as not being (cf. 162c7, eij mhdamou̧ gev ejsti tw̧n
o[ntwn, ‘if in no way is it one of the things that are’), and not as being some-
thing else, the one that is not is not capable of motion. As not being it can-
not move from place to place. Similarly, it cannot revolve in the same place:
it is in a place only as being something or other, not as being completely
indeterminate—that is, as not being this or that.
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162d5–8 —But neither will the one, whether that which is or that which
is not, be somehow altered from itself; for then the discourse would
no longer be about the one, if indeed it were altered from itself,
but about something else. —Right.

Likewise, considered as not-F, the one could be altered only by becoming
F; considered as G, H, . . . , the one would be altered by becoming not-G,
not-H, . . . In either case, we would no longer be speaking about the same
one.

162d8–e3 —And if it is not altered nor does it revolve in the same place 
e nor does it pass from place to place, would it still be moved in any

way? —How could it? —But it is necessary that what is motionless
be stationary, and what is stationary must be at rest. —It is neces-
sary. —So, the one that is not, as it seems, both is at rest and is
moved. —So it seems.

theorem v.6.1.1. the one that 
is not both is and is not altered

But we have seen above (162b9–c6) that the one that is not moves, insofar
as it is considered as capable of being (not-F ) and not being (F ). Thus, in
one respect, the one is capable of being altered; in another, it is not.

162e4–163a7 —Moreover, if indeed it is moved, it is most necessary that it 
163 be altered; for in whatever manner a thing is moved, to that extent

it is no longer in the same situation as it was, but in a different one.
—So it is. —And, in being moved, the one is also altered. —Yes.
—Moreover, not being moved in any manner, it would not be al-
tered in any manner. —Indeed not. —So, insofar as the one that
is not is moved, it is altered; but insofar as it is not moved, it is not
altered. —Indeed not.—And so, the one that is not both [te kai;]
is and is not altered. —So it appears.

Plato is very careful to specify the different respects in which the one re-
spectively is and is not altered, and then he camouflages the distinction in
the final conclusion. Note 163a4–5, |Hi me;n . . . h|/ de; . . ., ‘insofar as . . . in-
sofar as . . .’, and a6, . . . te kai; . . ., ‘both . . . and . . .’ (but possibly also ‘on
the one hand . . . on the other hand . . .’; cf. above, on 148c6–7, p. 118).

theorem v.10, appendix. 
the one that is not both does 
and does not come to be and pass away

163a7–b6 —But what is altered: Is it not necessary that it come to be dif-
ferent from what it was earlier, and that it pass away from its pre-

b vious condition? And that what is not altered does not come to be
and does not pass away? —It is necessary. —So the one that is not,
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also, in being altered both [te kai;] comes to be and passes away,
but in not being altered neither comes to be nor (ou[te . . . ou[te)
passes away; and in this manner the one that is not both [te kai;]
comes to be and passes away, and does not come to be and (ou[te . . .
ou[te) does not pass away. —Indeed not.

Again, the conclusion is carefully qualified. The one that is not can come to
be and pass away (if it fulfills the additional requirements of being a sensi-
ble thing: e.g., it is in time). The fact that it is not in some respect (e.g., it is
not F, or is not F itself) does not prevent it, nevertheless, from coming to be
and passing away.

ARGUMENT VI. IF THE ONE IS NOT: 
CONSEQUENCES FOR ITSELF: IN RELATION TO ITSELF

argument vi, definition. the one 
does not participate in being: absolute
principle of noncontradiction

163b7–c7 —Once more, then, let us go back to the beginning, to see
whether it will appear to us the same as just now or differently.

c —So we must. —Now, do we say, if the one is not, what must fol-
low for it? —Yes. —And whenever we say ‘is not’, does it mean
anything else than [ti a[llo . . . h]] the absence of being [oujsivaˇ
ajpousivan] from that which we say not to be? —Nothing else. —So,
whenever we say of anything that it is not, do we say that it is not
in one way [pw;ˇ] but is in another? Or does this ‘is not’, when
said, signify simply [aJplw¸ˇ] that what is not is in no way or man-
ner, nor does it in any way [ph/] participate in being? —Most sim-
ply indeed.

163c6, ajplw¸ˇ] Cf. on 137c5–d3, above, p. 81.

By ‘is not’ we mean now the absence of any oujsiva, the total impossibility of
predication. (Cf. the meaning of oujsiva, as established at 142b5 ff; see also
141e7–10.) The distinction between the two senses of mh; ei\nai, ‘not being’,
is clearly drawn at 163c4–7, according to the two versions of the Principle
of Noncontradiction. By the strong (absolute) Principle, negation is the ab-
solute negation of any predicate whatsoever. This is contrasted with the weak
(restricted) Principle, by which negation is qualified negation: to say of some-
thing that it is not is to say that it is not in one way (ph/) but is in another. In
Argument VI the strong sense is meant: what is not does not in any way par-
ticipate in being and has no affections, and nothing can be predicated of it.
(Cf. Sophist 238–39, 257b ff.)
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argument vi, conclusion. the one that is 
not absolutely does not participate in being

theorem vi.10, appendix. the one that is not 
does not come to be, nor does it pass away

163c8–d9 —So, what is not could not be, nor could it otherwise partici-
d pate in being [oujsivaˇ] in any way [oujdamw̧ˇ]. —It could not. —But

are coming to be and passing away anything else than, respectively,
coming to take part in being and losing it? —Nothing else. —But
that to which none of this is present would neither take it up nor
lose it. —How could it? —So, the one, since it is in no way, would
not be able to have being, or lose it, or come to take part in it in
any way. —It is likely. —And so, the one that is not does not pass
away, nor does it come to be, if indeed in no way does it partici-
pate in being. —It appears not.

The one that is not in an absolute sense does not participate in being and
has no oujsiva. Nothing can be attributed to it. Note the stress, throughout Ar-
gument VI, on the absoluteness of negation (‘in no way’, ‘not in any way’).

To negate that the one is, in a strong, Parmenidean sense, is not to rele-
gate it to the world of becoming, as one might think. (See below, on 164a7–
b4.) If we do not introduce the possibility of a partial negation (cf. above,
163c7, ph/, ‘in some way’), according to aspects, the world of becoming too
is impossible. All the rest follows immediately.

theorem vi.6. the one that is not 
absolutely does not change: it is 
neither in motion nor at rest

163d9–e6 —So, neither is it altered in any way; for in undergoing this, it 
e would at once come to be and pass away. —True. —And if it is not

altered, is it not necessary that it does not move either? —It is nec-
essary. —But neither shall we say that what is not in any way is at
rest; for what is at rest must be always in the same situation [ejn tw̧/
aujtw̧/ tini]. —The same, of course. —And thus, again, we should
not say that what is not either is at some time at rest or moves. —
We should not.

163e5, potev, ‘at some time’] Note the stress on time as the index of things that
come to be.

theorems vi.9, 8, and 7. 
largeness/smallness/equality,
likeness/unlikeness, sameness/difference

The one that is not in an absolute sense cannot be said to have any charac-
ter whatsoever. It cannot be related to the others in any way.
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163e6–164a2 —It has, however, none of the things that are; for, in partici-
164 pating in that which is, it would at once participate in being. 

—Clearly. —So, it has neither largeness nor smallness nor equal-
ity. —It has not.

163e6–164a1, touvtou o[nto ,̌ ‘that which is’] Accepting the reading of Diès.

164a2–7 —Nor would it have likeness or difference in sort, in relation
either to itself or to the others. —It appears not. —What, then? Is
there any way in which it would have the others, if it must have
nothing? —There is not. —So, the others are not like or unlike or
equal, nor the same or different from it. —They are not.

164a7–b4 —What, then? Will there be about what is not ‘of that’ or ‘to
that’, or ‘something’ or ‘this’, or ‘of this’, or ‘of another’ or ‘to an-
other’, or ‘once’ or ‘afterwards’ or ‘now’, or knowledge or opinion 

b or perception or discourse or name, or whatever else of the things
that are? —There will not be. —And thus, the one that is not is in
no way whatsoever. —It surely seems to be in no way.

ARGUMENT VII. IF THE ONE IS NOT: 
CONSEQUENCES FOR THE OTHERS: IN RELATION 

TO THE OTHERS

argument vii, definition. the others 
than the one that is not are other than 
each other: restricted principle 
of noncontradiction

164b5–c4 —Let us say, further, if the one is not, what must affect the oth-
ers. —Let us say. —They must somehow be other; for if they were
not even other, we would not be speaking about “the others.” 
—So it is. —But if the discourse is about the others, the others at
any rate are different. Or do you not refer by ‘other’ [a[llo] and 

c ‘different’ [e{teron] to the same thing? —I do. —But, surely, we say
that the different is somehow different from the different, and
the other is other than the other? —Yes. —So, also the others, if
they are to be other, have something than which they are other.
—It is necessary.

In this hypothesis, the one is not negated absolutely, in a Parmenidean way,
but is ‘somehow’ (pou, 164b6) considered only as not being (say, F ), as (so
far) indeterminate. Argument VII examines the conditions of the possibil-
ity of speaking about the others, if the one is not, in a restricted sense. Here,
again, the negation is taken as partial or qualified negation. Thus, we can
speak about the others.

Argument VII will establish the possibility of sophistics as based on an il-
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lusory mevqexiˇ: how a world is (illusorily) possible without real units (i.e., with-
out anything being really so-and-so), but only as not being so-and-so. To say
that the one is not-F is not to negate the others. But this one, by merely not
being F, is indeterminate, and cannot serve as a point of reference for the oth-
ers. (Cf. Theaetetus 153e4–5, JEpwvmeqa tw̧/ a[rti lovgw/, mhde;n aujto; kaq j auJto;
e}n o]n tiqevnteˇ, ‘Let us follow the present argument, not positing a one that
is in itself’.)

theorem vii.2. the others than the one that 
is not appear to be a plurality and a number

164c4–6 —Yet, what would it be? For they will not be different from the
one, which is not. —They would not. —From each other, then. For
only this is still left to them, unless they are other than nothing.
—Right.

The others cannot be ‘different from the one, which is not’. There is no need
to understand ‘the one, which is not’ as the one that does not exist, at least
not primarily. Insofar as something is not determinate, it cannot be an ob-
ject of comparisons, relations, and so on. The others cannot be other than
a mere not-F.

Yet, the others must be, somehow, other than something. Otherwise, we
could not be speaking about them as “others.” We must presuppose, then,
an arbitrary point of reference, so as to provide something than which they
could be other. This point of reference can be taken only from the others
themselves, in the absence of a one that is something in itself. Hence, in struc-
turalist fashion, whatever each of the others is said to be, it is said to be only
in distinction from another, which, in turn, is what it is again only in dis-
tinction from an other than itself. Meaning is difference, or, in true Derridean
spirit, différance.

164c7–d6 —So, they must be other than each other in respect of plurality;
they could not be so in respect of the one, as the one is not. But 

d each of them, as it seems: its bulk [o[gkoˇ] is indefinite in plurality,
and whenever one should take what is thought [dokou̧n] to be the
smallest, suddenly, as in a dream, instead of what seemed to be one,
many will appear; and instead of the smallest, something enormous
in comparison with what has been chopped out of it. —Quite right.
—Thus, the others, as such bulks, would be other than each other,
if the others are, whereas the one is not. —Quite so.

The one being indeterminate, there can be no criterion of individuation for
the others. Hence, unities are arbitrary and merely relative to each other.

164d6–e3 —Now, will there be many bulks, each of them appearing one,
but not being so, if indeed the one will not be? —So it will be. 
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e —And it will seem that they have number too, if indeed each is
also one while being many. —Indeed. —And, in fact, some among
them will appear, not truly, to be even, some odd, if indeed the
one will not be. —Indeed not.

Number is a plurality taken as a whole (164e1, ‘one while being many’). The
many have number, but their number is arbitrary: the collections in which
the many may appear as members have no real unity. To form such collec-
tions there is no need of a true principle of unification. But such collections
remain defective, insofar as they have no inherent necessity and they can be
formed in any arbitrary way.

theorem vii.9. the others than the one that 
is not appear to be large and small and equal

164e3–165a5 —And we say, moreover, that it will appear that there is in them
a smallest too; but this appears many and large in comparison with  

165 each of the many, insofar as [wJˇ] they are small. —How else? —
Further, each bulk will be deemed to be equal to the many smalls;
for it could not appear to change from larger to smaller before it
seemed to go to an intermediate, and this would be the semblance
[favntasma] of equality. —It is likely.

Since units are arbitrary, anything can be made to appear of any number,
extension, or size.

theorem vii.3. the others than the one that 
is not appear to have extremities and middle

165a5–b4 —Now, having a limit [pevraˇ] in relation to another bulk, but
in relation to itself having neither beginning nor end [pevraˇ] nor
middle? —How so? —Since whenever one should take up in thought 

b one of them as being one of these, before the beginning there will
always appear another beginning, and after the end, a different
end will be always left over, and in the middle others even more
in the middle, but smaller, in virtue of the impossibility of taking
any of them as one, inasmuch as [a{te] the one is not. —Most true.

This is also true of the distinctions (spatial or otherwise) among the others:
in the absence of anything that can be truly said to be so-and-so, the dis-
tinctions among the others can be drawn nominalistically in any fashion we
please and at any point.

theorem vii.2. the others than the one 
that is not appear to be unlimited and limited

165b4–c6 —Thus, it is necessary that any being that one takes up in
thought shall crumble away, chopped up in pieces; for one would
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always somehow be taking up a bulk without a one. —Absolutely. 
c —Now, it is necessary that something much like this should appear

one to him who views it dimly from afar, but to him who sees [noou̧nti]
it closer and keenly each one of them would appear indefinite in
plurality, if indeed they lack the one that is not. —It is certainly most
necessary. —And in this manner, each of the others must appear
as both unlimited and having limit, and one and many, if the one
is not but the others than the one are. —So they must.

Depending on one’s point of view, each of the many will seem unlimited and
limited, and one and many.

theorem vii.8. the others than the one 
that is not appear to be like and unlike

165c6–d4 —Now, will they thus seem to be both like and unlike? —How
so? —Like a painting to him who stands at a distance, all that ap-
pears will happen [peponqevnai] to appear one and the same and 

d alike. —Indeed. —But to him who comes nearer they will appear
many and different, and by virtue of this semblance of the differ-
ent, they will appear of a different sort than, and unlike, themselves.
—So it is. —And thus it is necessary that those bulks should appear
both like and unlike both themselves and each other. —Absolutely.

165c7, ‘Like a painting’] Cf. Theaetetus 208e7–10.

argument vii, conclusion. the others 
than the one that is not appear and do 
not appear to be anything

165d4–e1 —Therefore, they should appear both the same as and differ-
ent from each other, both touching and apart from themselves,
both being moved in every motion and standing in every respect,
both coming to be and passing away and neither coming to be nor 

e passing away, and somehow all things of that sort, which we could
easily go through at once, if the many are while the one is not. —
Most true indeed.

Argument VII established the conditions of discourse about a world in which
no mention is made of anything that can be truly said to be this or that but
can be said only to be not this or that. Such a structuralist or perspectivist
world is not impossible. But its deficiencies are also pointed out: in such a
world there could be no true predication.

Argument VII also criticizes Parmenides’ Way of Seeming. Parmenides’
nominalistic world, presented in the goddess’s ‘deceiving words’ (fr. 8.52),
is based on the complete mutual exclusion of the two basic forms: the one
is what the other is not. (Cf. above, 164c4.) In Argument VII, Plato argues
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that even such an illusory world does not totally violate the Principle of
Noncontradiction, but presupposes a restricted Principle, according to
which things could be predicated differently from different points of view
and still be objects of intelligible—even if unfounded—discourse. Par-
menides’ Way of Seeming is thus not the Parmenidean negation of being
but the weaker, restricted negation of being, expressed by the Platonic Prin-
ciple of Noncontradiction. But this is not enough, as will become clear in
Argument VIII.

Argument VII is to be contrasted with Argument III, according to which
the others can be referred to a one that is truly predicated as such-and-such.
There, the many were said to be able to take different predicates in differ-
ent respects—which were, however, justified by reference to the one that was
considered (truly) to be in some respect or respects but not in others. Here,
the different points of view are purely immanent in the others.

It would seem, then, that such a world, in which there can be no knowl-
edge in the strict sense but there can be opinion, is perfectly acceptable. This
is what Argument VIII denies.

ARGUMENT VIII. IF THE ONE IS NOT: CONSEQUENCES 
FOR THE OTHERS: IN RELATION TO ITSELF

argument viii, definition. the others are not
one: absolute principle of noncontradiction

Argument VIII closes the series by considering the many, on the hypothesis
that the one is not in an absolute sense. The others are defined, now according
to the strong (absolute) Principle of Noncontradiction, as not being one.

165e2–7 —Once more, then, let us go back to the beginning and say what
must be if the one is not but the others than the one are. —Do let
us say. —Well, the others will not be one. —Of course. —Nor in-
deed will they be many; for, then, the one also would be in the many
that are. For, if none of them is one, all are nothing, so that they
would not even be many. —True.

165e5, ‘for, then, the one also would be in the many that are’] Cf. above, Argu-
ment VI, 159d3–4.

Argument VIII does not posit an indeterminate one, as did Argument VII;
it totally negates the one. But if the one is completely negated, the others
cannot be many, not even in a qualified sense as in Argument VII. There is
no room here even for a relativistic concept of a unity that can be said to be
something in a sense although it can be said not to be that same thing in an-
other sense, real or illusory. Thus, under the current hypothesis, the others
can be neither one nor many, in any sense.
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argument viii, definition, note 1. 
the others are neither many nor one

165e7–8 —And, there not being in the others a one, the others are nei-
ther many nor one. —They are not.

argument viii, definition, note 2. 
the others appear neither many nor one

165e8–166a4 —Nor do they appear one or many. —Why? —Because the oth-
166 ers in no way and in no manner have any communion with any of

the things that are not, nor is any of the things that are not present
in any of the others; for nothing is a part of the things that are not.
—True.

Compare Sophist 251e7–9.

argument viii, corollary. 
there is no opinion about the others

166a4–b3 —So, not even opinion is there of what is not beside [para;] the
others, nor is there some semblance, nor will what is not be in any
way or manner object of opinion by the others. —Indeed not. —
So, if the one is not, none of the others is deemed [doxavzetai] to be 

b either one or many; for it is impossible to deem the many without
a one. —It is impossible. —And so, if the one is not, the others nei-
ther are nor are deemed to be either one or many. —It seems not.

166a4, para;, ‘beside’] Not prov ,̌ ‘in relation to’, because the one is considered as
being kaq j auJtov, ‘in itself’. 

166a6, ‘by the others’] Reading uJpo; tw̧n a[llwn with Brisson, following manuscripts
B and T. Cf. Brisson (1994), 282 n. 507: “On notera . . . que parmi les autres choses, il
y a des choses qui sont des intellects, ou qui possèdent l’intellect.”

The consequences in Argument VIII are drawn for the others that cannot
be related to the one that is not. The others are, thus, ‘beside’ the one, they
too being kaq j auJtav, ‘in themselves’, for they cannot be related to what can-
not be, for its part, related to them. And if no relation is possible between
the one and the others, there can be no sort of cognition of the one by the
others. But if the one is not, the others cannot be (denumerably) many. And
if they are not (denumerably) many, then there can be no one of the many
that could be sufficiently individualized so as to be the object of even the
feeblest type of cognition.

If the one is totally negated, if there is nothing that is in itself one, then
the many cannot even be the object of illusory or counterfeit cognition. Even
such a sophistic type of cognition would presuppose, as shown in Argument
VII, the possibility of distinguishing, if only for the moment, between aspects
according to which the subject of predication is or is not what it is said to be
or not to be.
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theorems viii.8, 7, 5, . . . the others are 
neither like nor unlike, neither the same 
nor different; they are not in contact, . . .

166b3–7 —And so, also not like or unlike. —Indeed not. —Nor, again,
the same or different, nor touching or apart, nor all that we have
previously described as appearing: the others are or seem none of
these, if the one is not. —True.

argument viii, conclusion. 
the others are not in any way

166b7–c2 —Thus, if we should say in short that, if the one is not, nothing
c is, would we be speaking rightly? —By all means.

166c1, oujdevn ejstin, ‘nothing is’] jOudevn must be the subject. Argument VIII draws
conclusions for the many: ‘nothing is’ (not ‘it [sc. the one] is nothing’). And such is in-
deed its summary. If we negate the one aujto; kaq j auJtov, ‘in itself’, we cannot have dis-
course, etc.

The absolute one is a precondition of all oujsiva, as Proclus rightly pointed
out in this context. But this is not to say, of course, that we must accept his
general claim that in the Parmenides we are given Plato’s systematic theology.
In fact, we have here not even a systematic metaphysics, but only the logical
skeleton of a possible metaphysics, a “logische Aufbau der Welt,” to be de-
veloped in the Sophist.

For Plato, as for Derrida, difference is the condition of discourse. But Der-
rida maintains that, since difference excludes the possibility of an absolute
one, there is no difference between grammar and ontology.1 Plato, on the
contrary, maintains that not even grammar (discourse) can exist without an
absolute one. Arguments VII and VIII show that any grammar based only on
the weakened Principle of Noncontradiction, and in which the one is not,
will not hold. Argument VIII amounts to saying that no difference can ulti-
mately be established without absolute being.

The absolute one cannot be directly apprehended (cf. Phaedo 99e5, ‘es-
caping to the lovgoi, and Argument I, 142a1–6), but it must be assumed as a
condition for an ajlhqh;ˇ lovgoˇ. (Cf. Republic VI 511b6–7, VII 533d1 ff.) In
order to escape the conclusion that no cognition or meaningful discourse
is possible, one must assume the form as an absolute one.2

We must, then, consider the one in both respects: pro;̌  auJtov (or kaq j auJtov ),
‘in relation to itself’, and pro;̌  ta\lla, ‘in relation to the others’. Against Aris-
totle’s insistence to the contrary,3 Plato maintains that both Principles of Non-
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contradiction are necessary, the restricted Principle being dependent on the
absolute Principle. The fact that forms can be known and participated in must
be taken together with their transcendence. Parmenides’ ontological di-
chotomies must be negated, if dialectic (and metaphysics) are to be possible.

GENERAL CONCLUSION

166c2–5 —Well, then, let this be said, and also that, as it seems, if the
one is and if it is not, both it and the others, in relation to them-
selves as well as in relation to each other, both are and are not, and
appear and do not appear everything in every way. —Most true.

166c3, ei[t j. . . ei[te . . .] Not ‘whether . . . or . . .’ but perhaps something more like
‘if . . . (then . . .) and if . . . (then . . .)’.

Young Aristoteles is not baffled by the conclusion and gives it his fullest as-
sent. The ostensive conclusion again camouflages the real moral of the long
argument. Parmenides himself draws our attention to the purely formal char-
acter of his last statement (166c3, wJˇ e[oiken, ‘as it seems’). For him who has
followed the argument closely, the lesson should be clear.

Parmenides has done what Socrates had deemed wonderful at 129b6–
130a2: he has shown ‘that that which is one is itself many, and again that the
many are indeed one’, and how the form itself can—nay, must—be affected
by opposites, if philosophy is to be saved and the possibility of dialogue will
not be destroyed. (Cf. 135c1–5.)

But he has also done more than that. Arguments I–VIII distinguished not
only between two types of entities but also, more important, between two modes
of being. The being of the many is dependent on the being of the one. The
situation is asymmetrical. If there are no many, the one can still be kaq j auJtov
(so in Argument I, in spite of all its inherent problems—mainly epistemo-
logical). But if there is no one kaq j auJtov, there can be no real many (Argu-
ment VIII).

Plato’s hypothetical procedure has led us from the conviction that knowl-
edge in the strict sense and opinion are possible, to the conditions of that
possibility: unities can be said to be both in themselves and in relation to
others, and, moreover, the possibility of such unities to be in relation to each
other presupposes that they be also in themselves. The fact of cognition re-
quires a non-Parmenidean logic, such as was developed in the course of Ar-
guments I–VIII. Such logic provides us with the infrastructure of an ontol-
ogy of mutual participation of forms in each other and unidirectional
participation of sensible things in forms, which has been outlined since the
Phaedo and will be elaborated more carefully as from the Sophist. But the Par-
menidean one, although not an object of (discursive) cognition, cannot be
done away with.
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kivnhsiˇ, kinei̧sqai, 83, 111, 112n30, 137, 
155

koinwniva, 143
krivsiˇ, 4, 5, 70–71

levgetai, 19, 55, 94, 133
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131–32, 134, 139
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ph/, 34, 81, 113, 157–58. See also pou, pwˇ,
trovpon tinav

plḩqoˇ, 104; plḩqoˇ monavdwn, 104; plḩqoˇ
oJrismevnon, 104n15; plḩqoˇ peperasmevnon,
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poq j auJtov, 22
pollacou¸, pollach/¸, 57, 58, 155
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69, 94, 123, 135. See also katav
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te . . .  kai; . . . : See kaiv
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tovde ti, 100
to; ejovn. See (to;) o[n
trovpoˇ: trovpon tinav, 47; trovpw/ oujdeniv, 84
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Aggregate, 97, 101, 103–4, 106. See also
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Aporia, 7–9, 17, 18, 19, 22, 25, 33, 37, 39,

48, 53, 55–56, 69, 74, 78, 93–94, 97,
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86–88, 93, 97, 99, 103, 113, 134, 147,
153, 155, 158

(To) Be, 15, 16–17, 25, 48, 56, 61, 63–65,
79, 92, 95, 97; incomplete, 17, 36, 96,
147, 154; and to have, 20, 49, 60, 93,
105n19, 121–22, 135, 141, 145. See also
ei\nai

Becoming. See Coming to be
Being, 2, 8, 15, 17, 19, 22, 32, 34, 37–39,

60, 70, 73, 75, 77, 80, 83, 91, 93, 95–
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xi, 2, 3, 16, 17n75, 18–22, 26, 27, 29, 
35, 39, 40, 80, 86n3, 93–94, 133, 145,
153; degrees of, see Reality, degrees of;
determinate, 107; non-being, not being,
15, 17, 37, 75, 77, 138, 139, 148, 149n1,
150, 152–53, 155–57, 159–60, 163–66;
Platonic, qualified, restricted, 3, 17, 20,
25, 29, 37, 81, 93, 96, 100–101, 122,
139, 142, 147–48, 151, 163 (see also
Participation); relational, 71, 100, 122,
135; tensed, 35, 91, 132; that which is,
what is, 152–55, 159; that which is not,
what is not, 148–49, 152–55, 164. See
also Coming to be; Modes of being; oujsiva;
What is



Categories, 29, 30, 32, 33, 60, 83, 86,
92–93, 136, 155

Change, 34–35, 83–84, 90, 106, 111, 132,
134–35, 137–38, 155, 158

Collections, 106n22, 161; denumerable,
106–7. See also Quantity

Coming to be, 65, 75, 84, 87, 89–91, 99,
106–7, 121–22, 126–32, 134–38, 141,
143, 146, 156–58, 162. See also Process

Commensurabilty/incommensurability,
88–89, 114

Communion. See Separation and combination
Complex, 34, 39, 95, 97–99, 133–34, 141;

unity, 100, 104. See also o{lon
Condition, 14, 101, 102, 148, 162; neces-

sary, 111, 124, 126, 132–33, 149, 153,
165. See also Possibility, condition of

Consequences, 4, 7, 8, 10, 12, 13, 27, 28,
29, 36, 39, 47, 75–77, 94–95, 100,
123n33, 139, 147, 148, 157, 159, 163,
164

Consistency, 6, 8. See also Contradiction;
Inconsistency

Contact, 5, 32, 33, 82–83, 111, 118, 120,
125, 165

Contingency, 5
Contradiction, 7, 10, 14–15, 33, 35, 46–

48, 76, 77, 92, 93, 96n2, 134. See also
Noncontradiction, principle of

Copy, 23, 65–67. See also Paradigm

Dative: causative, 48, 58, 61, 63; instrumen-
tal, 61

Deduction, 4–6, 11
Deficiency, 14, 20, 21, 65
Definition, 27, 30, 31na, 38, 64, 80–82, 98,

100n9, 126, 139, 140, 144, 150, 157,
159, 163, 164

Denial. See Negation
Diairesis, 34, 98–101, 104, 108, 124, 140,

151
Dialectic, 6–8, 11, 25, 44, 47, 51, 56, 74, 94,

148, 166
Dichotomy, 5, 23, 29, 36, 53, 56, 70, 74, 

80, 113, 136, 144–45, 166. See also
h[(toi) . . . h] . . . 

Difference, 18, 19, 30, 32, 37, 39, 46–47,
51, 56–57, 59–60, 62, 64, 67–68, 85–
86, 90, 98, 101–6, 109, 111–18, 123n33,
128, 130–31, 135, 138, 141, 143, 146–
51, 154, 156, 158–60, 162–63, 165

190 general index

Dilemma, 5, 22, 23, 25, 55, 63–64, 68, 97
Disagreement. See Contradiction
Discrimination. See Distinction
Disjunction. See Dichotomy; Dilemma
Distinction, 2, 3, 5, 10, 12, 16, 18n80, 22,

27, 29, 33, 38, 39, 48, 50, 53, 64, 67–71,
73–74, 76, 79–80, 87, 90, 92, 94–104,
106–7, 126, 130–33, 141–43, 146–51,
160–61, 164. See also Analysis; Differ-
ence; krivsiˇ; Separation

Divided Line, 29

Either . . . or . . . See Dichotomy
Eleatic, 2, 3, 6, 22, 49, 51–52, 53, 56, 74,

103, 108. See also Being, absolute or
Parmenidean

Elenchus, 6–8, 10, 40, 47, 61; Eleatic, 7
Endless, 106–7
Epistemology, xi, 12, 23, 55, 69, 73–74, 101,

104n16, 166. See also Knowledge
Equality/inequality, 13, 31, 32, 88–89,

108–9, 121, 124–28, 130–31, 136–38,
146, 151–52, 158–59, 161

Essence, 16, 19, 99
Euporia, 8–9, 25, 26, 27, 35, 79
Esotericist interpretation, 1n1
Excluded Middle, Principle of, 5, 145. 

See also Dichotomy
Existence, 16–18, 36, 46, 92, 99, 107, 135,

136, 149n1, 160

Falsity, 8
Finite, infinite, 8, 13, 108
Forms, 2, 14–16, 18–19, 22–27, 34–35,
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