


and workings of the heavenly bodies, the mechanisms of growth and 
reproduction and the workings of perception. It is also possible to see 
echoes in the cosmological account of things we have learned in the 
"Way of Truth". This in no way serves to support the content of the 
cosmology, but rather shows how easy it might be to fall from wnsist- 
ently following the correct path. The very slightest deviation from that 
route can lead to all kinds of misconceived notions. 

Let us take as an example DK 28 B10, in which the goddess gives 
a programmatic statement of what her account will include: 

You shall also know the nature of aither and all the signs 
in the aither and the destructive effects of the shining sun's 
pure torch and from where they came to be. You shall learn 
the wandering accomplishments of the round moon and its 
nature. And you shall learn about the surrounding heaven, 
from where it grew, and how Necessity, leading it, con- 
strained it to hold the limits of the stars. (DK 28 B10) 

Note the echoes of motifs from the "Wav of Truth". Once again we " 
have a set of signs, but now they are the moving perceptible heavenly 
bodies rather than the guiding characteristics of "[what] is': In these 
few lines the goddess works in references to things coming to be, 
changing and moving: all things banned by the "Way of Tmth': And 
she describes these cosmological processes of change and motion as 
led by necessity, in similar terms to those she had used to describe the 
necessary changelessness of "[what] is".ow we are armed with the 
Truth we can diagnose the errors, the mixing of being and not-being 
in all this, and we can spot the many reminiscences of phrases or 
ideas in the "Way of Truth'', now subtly perverted.'' And we are simi- 
larly armed against any other cosmology that might be proposed. 
We are also able to see how deceptively similar these cosmological 
accounts are: the same words, almost, deployed in a different order 
can produce such different and misleading results. Each time we 
recognize what is wrong in the "Way of Opinion" or in any simi- 
lar cosmological account, we recall and remember the original and 
authoritative account of the "Way of Truth". 

SIX 

Reactions to Parmenides 

However influential or powerful we imagine the arguments of 
Parmenides to have been, they were certainly not successful in dis- 
couraging entirely the practice of cosmological speculation. Indeed, if 
Parmenides had intended to put an end to d such accounts of the ori- 
gin and composition of the cosmos, then he would surely have been 
very disappointed by the response to his arguments. The period after 
Parmenides saw no diminution in attempts to explain the universe 
and the processes of change and generation within it, although per- 
haps Parmenides would have been pleased to see that those attempts 
tended to be more self-conscious and ~recise in their claims about 
which things 'be'', which things are fundamental to the universe and 
how these fundamental things compose everything else. It is also 
worth noticing that parmenides had himself, arguably, already led 
the way by producing the first post-Parmenidean cosmology in his 
own "Way of Opinion". 

Parmenides' supporters: Zeno and Melissus 

Before we turn to those philosophers who seem to have been influ- 
enced by Parmenides and tried to find a way to return to cosmological 
system-building, we can look briefly at two philosophers who were 



inspired by Parmenides to write in support ofhis general project. The 
three together - Parmenides, Zeno and Melissus - are sometimes 
described as the "Eleatic" school, although Melissus was not in fact 
from Elea but from Samos, an island at the opposite end of the Greek 
world. That Melissus, a prominent Samian citizen and general, was 
evidently so influenced by Parmenides is a good example of the cir- 
culation of ideas and, presumably, texts across the Mediterranean at 
this period (see pp. 10ff.). 

Melissus and Zeno each deserve serious consideration of their 
own, and Zeno's paradoxes in particular have continued to fasci- 
nate and frustrate philosophers since his own t i e .  My principal 
interest in them here, however, is to point out the diverse ways 
in which these two phidosophers are "Eleatic". Zeno, the more 
famous of the two, composed a number of paradoxical arguments 
designed to show the difficulties involved in maintaining a number 
of intuitive beliefs about space, time, plurality and motion.' Most 
of his work is lost, so we have to reconstruct his arguments from 
reports in later critical writers such as Aristotle. In one of the few 
likely quotations from Zeno, an argument against pluralism runs 
as follows: 

If there are many things, then there must be as many ofthem 
as there are, no more and no less. If there are many things 
then they must be limited. 

If there are many things then there are infinite things that 
are. For there are always other things between the things that 
are, and again other things between these too. And thus the 
things that are are infinite. (DK 29 B3) 

The argument is obscure in its details but clear in its structure and 
destructive purpose. It challenges a believer in the existence of a 
plurality of things (again, note how Zeno is careful to remain neutral 
about what these thiigs are; it does not matter at all to his argument 
whether we think of atoms, or elements, or people) to show how 
this does not commit him to holding two contradictory thoughts: 
that the things that are are both finite and infinite in number. Any 
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belief, it is implied, that necessarily leads to such contradictory con- 
sequences must be rejected. 

Perhaps the most famous of Zeno's arguments are his paradoxes 
of motion. For evidence of what these paradoxes were, we have to 
rely on reports by Aristotle, who is keen to dismiss them and often 
provides only a very cursory account of what they were. A certain 
amount of reconstruction is therefore needed. There are two major 
paradoxes: the Stadium (sometimes known as the Dichotomy or the 
Achilles) and the A r r o ~ . ~  

The Stadium 

f i e  first argument says that there is no motion, because it is 
necessary for something moving to arrive at the mid-point 
before the end-point. 

(Aristotle Phys. 239b11-13 [DK 29 A251) 

The second is called the "Achiies" and says that the slow- 
est runner will never be caught by the fastest, because it is 
necessary for the pursuer first to arrive at the point from 
which the pursued set off, so it is necessary that the slower 
will always be a little ahead. 

(Aristotle Phys. 239b14-18 [DK 29 A2611 

As Aristotle himself notes, the philosophical puzzle is the same in 
both cases, although the Achilles version is rather more fun. We shall 
have to expand the first argument since Aristotle's report is extremely 
concise. Imagine Achiies trying to cross a room. Before he gets to 
the end of the room, he must get half-way across. But before he 
gets half-way across he must get a quarter of the way, and so on. In 
short, before completing any part of the journey it will be necessary 
to complete a journey half-way. If that is right, then any journey, 
however small, will seem to require the completion of an unending 
series of prior journeys, since any distance can be further divided to 
generate more and more smaller distances, each of which will in turn 
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have some mid-point that will have to be crossed first. Now it looks 
as if in order to do anything so mundane as just crossing a room, 
Achilles will have to complete an infinite series of prior tasks. But 
surely it is impossible to complete such an unending series? However 
many he completes, there are still more and more to do. So Achilles 
cannot cross the room. 

The second version turns this into a problem about completing a 
race, but essentially the problem is the same. Imagine that Achilles 
races a tortoise but, sportingly, gives the tortoise a lOOm head start. 
However fast Achilles runs, Zeno's argument suggests, still he cannot 
catch the tortoise because (assuming, just for ease, that the tortoise 
moves at 1/10 Achilles' speed) when Achilles gets to the point from 
which the tortoise started the tortoise will have moved on 10m. And 
when Achilles gets to that point, a further 10m on, the tortoise will 
still have progressed, this time just lm. And when Achilles gets to 
this new point, the tortoise will still be a little ahead. Note here that 
the problem is not that Achilles would have to travel an infinite dis- 
tance to catch the tortoise, since we can calculate he will have over- 
taken the tortoise if he can run just over 111.11 metres. Nor is the 
problem that it would take an infinite amount of time to catch the 
tortoise, since once we have speciiiedthe time it takes him to traverse 
the first loom head start, we can easily calculate a time by which he 
would have overtaken the tortoise. Rather, the problem is once again 
that, just as in the first version, in order to reach the goal of a point 
just ahead of this slow-moving target Achilles seems first to have to 
perform an infinite series of actions since he needs to pass each one 
of an unending sequence of points where the tortoise once was. 

The crux of the problem is that we want to believe these three 
claims: 

(i) In crossing a whole distance AB we cross all of the intervening 
points on the line AB. 

(ii) Theline AB contains an infinite number ofpoints. (This is true 
however long the line is, since a point itself has no magnitude 
and a line of any magnitude can be divided.) 

(iii) It is impossible to complete an infinite series of tasks. 
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The combination of these three generates the paradox. In reacting 
to the paradox, ancient readers of Zeno took differing approaches. 
Aristotle himself questions (i) by invoking one of his favourite con- 
trasts: between something's being "potentially" and its being "actu- 
ally': The line AB, for example, only potentially contains this infinite 
series of points. It could be divided anywhere, should we wish. But it 
does not actually contain them. Apoint is made actualonly when we 
in fact make some kind of division of the l i e ,  whether physically or 
in thought. After all, says Aristotle, lines are not composed of points: 
how could they be if points are themselves without any magnitude? 
So Achilles does not have to touch each one of an infinite number of 
actual points in getting from A to B and, says Aristotle, the problem 
is dissolved. The problem is that once we begin thinking through 
Zeno's paradox we do begin to make these divisions, thinking of 
each point that comes in the never-ending sequence. 

Alternatively, some philosophers denied (ii). The atomists, for 
example, claim that after a certain level of division you reach units 
that, while they are of some magnitude, cannot themselves be divided: 
atoms. Whiie they seem primarily to have been interestedin physical 
units of matter, the same idea could be held also about units of spatial 
distance: after a certain level of division we reach spatial magnitudes 
that, while they have some size, are not in fact further divisible. The 
upshot of this would be that the line AB is composed of a large - but 
not infinitely large - number of atomic units. And Achilles can cer- 
tainly manage a finite number of tiny tasks. This approach has its own 
consequences, however, since now all motion threatens to become a 
sequence of "jerks", as a moving item can never be half-way along an 
atomic spatial unit; it must either not yet have begun moving across 
or else be at the end.) 

?he Arrow 

The dimension of time has not yet played a serious role in these 
puzzles, but in the next paradox Zeno puts it at centre stage.' "The 
third argument is the one just mentioned, that the moving arrow is 



at rest. This follows from thinking that time is composed of 'nows: 
For if that is not granted the argument will not follow" (Aristotle 
Phys. 239b30-33 [DK 29 A271). Aristotle refers back to an earlier, 
but also very brief, discussion of this argument: 

Zeno argues wrongly. If, he says, everything is at rest or 
in motion, but (i) something is not in motion whenever it 
is against what is equal, and (ii) everything moves in the 
"now", then the moving arrow is motionless. But this is false, 
because time is not composed of indivisible "nows': 

(Aristotle Phys. 238b5-9 [DK 29 A271) 

Once again the argument needs some reconstruction. One plausible 
version runs as follows. Imagine an arrow in flight. At some point in 
its flight, I take a freeze-frame photograph of it. Is it moving in the 
photograph? No, the photograph shows a static image of an arrow 
occupying a particular region of space equal in size and shape to 
its own dimensions. (This is probably what Aristotle means by say- 
ing that something is not in motion whenever it is "against what 
is equal':) But I could take a similar photograph at any and every 
instant of the arrow's flight. So, in fact, it is true at any and every 
instant during the flight that the arrow is not moving. We can set 
out the argument in the following steps: 

1. At any "now" an arrow is not moving. 
2. This is the case for any and every "now" in the arrow's flight. 
3. So throughout an arrow's flight an arrow is in fact not moving. 
4. What is not moving is at rest. 
5. So an arrow in flight is always at rest. 

We need to clarify what is meant by a "now": as used here it means 
an instant - a durationless point in time, the temporal analogue of 
a geometrical point. Aristotle objects that the argument makes an 
invalid inference from 2 to 3. What is true at every instant is not 
necessarily true of the whole duration since a duration of time is not 
composed of instants (just as a geometrical line is not composed of 
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points). So although it is true that an arrow is not moving at every 
instant, this does not mean that it does not move over a period. The 
concern now, however, is that it is unclear how a "now" is related to 
a stretch of time. What is time made of if not of "nows"? 

It is also possible to object that step 1 trades on an ambiguity. In 
the sense that it is true that the arrow is not moving at any instant, it 
is also true that the arrow is not at rest at any instant. (So we can also 
claim that step 4 is in this sense false.) This is because the proper- 
ties of being at rest and being at motion are true only of things over 
periods of time. Perhaps it would be helpful to distinguish between 
what is true "in" and "at" an instant. Nothing can properly be said to 
be at rest "in" an instant, just as nothing can move "in" an instant. If 
an instant is a durationless point of time, then of course there can be 
no motion or rest in it. But we can say that something can be at rest 
or in motion "at" an instant just as we can say that the arrow in the 
freeze frame photo is in motion "at" that instant (not "in" it) because 
it is in motion over the period within which this instant occurs. 

The problem with this response is that it appears to beg the ques- 
tion. In order to evade the paradox it confidently assumes that the 
arrow is in motion. Certainly, once we are agreed that the arrow 
does move then we can go on to say something about what we 
should think about its motion or rest at an instant during its flight. 
But whether the arrow moves at all is precisely what Zeno wants to 
question. Further, this response yields an important point to Zeno. 
It accepts that, strictly speaking, nothing is "now" moving (nor, it 

j turns out, is anything "now" at rest), if by "now" we mean a dura- 
tionless instant. But if nothing is ever "now" moving, then when is 
it moving? This seems to be quite a concession and it might carry 
some important consequences. While we might begin with the rea- 
sonable thought that if motion occurs, it occurs in the present, the 
response to the arrow paradox has led instead to the thought that 
motion and rest are not properties we ought to ascribe to things 
on the basis of how they are in this strict sense of "now': Instead, 
motion and rest turn out to be things that we attribute to things in 
virtue of their having been in different locations in the past from 
those they are in now. 



Another line of response is to offer an atomic account of time, the 
analogue of the spatial atomism canvassed in reply to the Stadium. 
If, contrary to Aristotle, it is suggested that time is composed of 
indivisible "nows", but "nows* each of some temporal duration, then 
we can avoid Zeno's conclusion. At the points between one now and 
the next it is true that the arrow is not moving, but since each now 
is not further divisible then it is not the case that the arrow is not 
moving throughout the period of its flight. Of course, atomic time 
- like atomic space - is not without its own consequences, which 
would have to be explored fully if this were offered as a serious reply 
to Zeno. 

In both the arguments about plurality and those about motion, 
Zeno shows that some of our very basic starting assumptions are not 
free from complexity and perhaps even internal inconsistency. In 
his Parmenides (128bff. [DK 29 All-12]), Plato makes Zeno admit 
that his philosophical purpose was to offer a defence of Parmenides 
(see above, pp. 15ff.). That defence must be of an indirect sort. Zeno 
imagines that many people will react to Parmenides' "Way of Truth" 
simply by asserting the reality of plural'lty, motion, change and the 
like. They might claim that Parmenides' arguments can be ruled 
out of hand immediately, without having to point to any particular 
logical fault they might display, since they conclude by denying what 
we ought to take as the starting-points of any enquiry; namely, the 
reality of all these various categories. Zeno responds by asking such 
objectors to try to make sense ofthese categories of plurality, change 
and the like. His paradoxes put pressure on these "common-sense" 
notions and show that, in fact, they are either entirely ill-conceived 
and internally inconsistent or else certainly haveno better daim to be 
commonsensical or unquestionable starting-points for any account 
of the world. Aristotle apparently hailed Zeno as the first "dialecti- 
cian" since, like Socrates after him, he works by taking someone 
else's preconceptions or beliefs and working within them to uncover 
inconsistencies and shaky foundations (see the report in Diog. Laert. 
8.57 [DK 29 AlO]). 

Melissus' defence of Parmenides is of a very different kind. He 
chooses to write a work that sets out a recognizably Parmenidean 
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picture of an everlasting and changeless reality, but in a prose form, 
He writes directly, without the elaborate mythological framework 
of Parmenides' goddess and her initiation of the young traveller, 
and in other ways seems to have been concerned to offer a clear 
and unambiguous statement of his form of Eleaticism. For example, 
there has been some discussion over whether Parmenides intends 
"[what] is" to be everlasting or whether he is trying to express the 
different thought that it is timeless (see Owen 1966; Schofield 1970; 
Tarin 1979). Melissus, in contrast, very clearly opts for the former 
alternative: "Whatever is always was and always will be. For if it 
came to be then necessarily, before it came to be, there was nothing. 
If, then, there was nothing, never would anything come to be from 
nothing" (DK 30 Bl). 

A similar pattern emerges elsewhere. Although in Parmenides 
there is some doubt over whether "[what] is" is spatially extended 
or, indeed, has a shape, there is little room for doubt that in Melissus 
"[what] is" is spatially infinite in extent, just as it is temporally infi- 
nite. Again, Melissud reality is definitely one in number. Fragment 
B6 states: "If it is to be infinite then it would be one; for if there were 
two then they could not be infinite but they would have boundaries 
with one another': Evidently it is not enough to be infinite by being 
boundless in at least one direction (as two lines might be infinite, one 
in one direction and one in another, although they meet at a shared 
point). "[What] is" must be absolutely boundless. 

Earlier (p. 97), we noted some uncertainty over whether Parme- 
nides himself denied motion to "[what] is" on the grounds that there 
can be no void. Again, there is no similar uncertainty over Melissus' 
position: locomotion both within and without "[what] is" is ruled 
out since if "[what] is" were to move, [it] would need somewhere to 
move to. It must therefore find some unoccupied place where "[it] 
is not': But there cannot be unoccupied place without there being 
"[what] is not". 

Nor is there any void (keneon). For the void is nothing and 
what is nothing could not be. Nor is there motion: for it is 
unable to move aside at any point, but, rather, it is full. If 
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there were void, then it could move aside into the void. But, 
as there is no void, then there is nowhere for it move aside 
into. (DK 30 B7.7) 

We can extract from the argument the following conditional state- 
ment, which lies at the heart of much subsequent debate about the 
nature and possibility of motion: 

If X moves, it moves into what is notithe void. 

This can be understood to mean that space is necessary for motion, 
and perhaps even that some absolutely empty space (void) is nec- 
essary for motion: if everything were packed tight and f d  there 
would be no room for anything to move at all. The clarity of Melis- 
sus' expression would no doubt have encouraged later thinkers to 
focus on the argument in this form. The Eleatics deny the possibility 
of motion by ruling out what would be necessary for it to happen: 
the void. Others, however, the atomists among them, agree that the 
conditional is true (you do need void for motion to occur) but argue 
that since, evidently, things do move there must be unoccupied space 
(void). Others still, Anaxagoras, Empedocles, and Aristotle among 
them, say the conditional is false: you do not need empty space for 
motion to happen. Indeed, Aristotle tries to argue that motion would 
be impossible if there were any void. 

In all, it would be wrong to thii of Melissus' philosophy as simply 
a more straightforward version of Parmenides' poem, because the 
differences between him and Parmenides are not cases of simplifi- 
cation or mere clarification but of an application of Parmenidean 
modes of thinking in a new context. It is worth pausing, first, to 
ask why he should have chosen to write such a work in prose. This 
may represent a decision on Melissus' part to return to the prose 
medium used by Anaximander and strip away Parmenides' Homeric 
allusions, or perhaps it shows a growth in the popularity of written 
texts of a technical and broadly scientific nature in contrast to the 
oral performances that suited the verse form? It is also helpful to 
think of his work as a brand of Eleaticism offered in the tradition of 
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more familiar cosmological accounts, since his interest is focused 
more acutely on questions of change and qualitative variation rather 
than on Parmenides' own interest in the logic of the verb "to be" and 
its relationship to possible objects of thought and speech. Melissus 
begins not with the argument that it is impossible to think or speak 
of "[what] is not" but with the physicist's premise that "[what] is not" 
cannot be the source of any coming to be. If that is the correct view of 
his preferred focus, then it is possible that Melissus is the important 
first step in the story of the reception of Parmenides by those who 
still liked to think of themselves as offering accounts of the physical 
world. They could look to Melissus as an application of Parmenidean 
principles to physical questions of the extent of the universe or of the 
possibility of change, and react accordingly. (Indeed, it is Melissus 
who is named in Chapter 1 by the author of the Hippocratic treatise 
On the Nature of Man as an example of misguided thinking and 
misplaced use of arg~ment . )~ As we shall see, many of them react 
by accepting the impossibility of coming to be from what is not and 
of passing away into what is not. But more specifically, Melissus also 
challenges any view that wishes to save the appearances of plurality 
and change as follows: 

For if there were many things, they would have to be the sort 
of things as I say the one is. For if there is earth, and water, 
and air, and fire, and iron, and gold, and what is alive, and 
what is dead, and black, and white, and all the other things 
that men say are real, if there are these things and we see 
and hear rightly, then each of these would have to be such 
as first we decided, and not change or become different, but 
each would be always what it is. (DK 30 B8.2) 

This demands that any account of the world has to answer Melis- 
sus' concerns about the existence of plurality and the existence of 
various perceptible properties and common substances. We should 
note that Melissus includes himself among those who see and hear 
change. Unlike Parmenides, who hands his account over to be deliv- 
ered by a goddess who can lookdown on and criticize the misguided 
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mortals, Melissus' argument is being delivered by one of us, a mortal and Anaxagoras rejected the principle (see Empedocles DK 31 A35, 
who is faced with a perceptible world hut driven by force of argument cf. Barnes 1982: 397-402). Further, if - as some think - Melissus 
to question its truth. Melissus, of course, goes on to argue that since post-dates Empedocles and Anaxagoras then it seems that Melissus 
we perceive all the various items on his list changing and coming to be is answering them rather than vice versa, and their most likely Eleatic 
then we must necessarily he perceiving wrongly. And once more, his opponent is Parmenides himself. This would be an interesting result, 
challenge has to be answered by any later theorist who wants to posit since on this view Melissus is giving an Eleatic response to post- 
some underlying unchanging things in the world: if that is indeed the Parmenidean cosmology, and is part of an ongoing set of debates 
case, then why do we perceive things so differently? Can the evidence about the proper way to react to Parmenides' challenge. 
of our senses be given any weight in our thinking about the basic ele- Once again, we need to treadvery carefully. I can see no definitive 
ments and processes at work in the world? Parmenides and Melissus proof from the internal evidence of their respective surviving works 
therefore not only set the scene for much of the metaphysics of the of any sure lines of influence? Not only are the respective dates of 
next century or more but also open up all manner of epistemological these thinkers themselves subject to a great deal of uncertainty due 
difficulties for later accounts of the world to negotiate. to the state of our evidence, but even if we could be more sure, there 

is good reason to be cautious about placing too much weight on 
them8 We have no guarantee that they each produced their works 

Chronological concerns at the same stage of their respective lives and, as I noted earlier (pp. 
gff.), the context and nature of the production and circulation of 

At this point, however, we should recognize that our apparently sat- philosophical works at this period is such that a philosopher's ideas 
isfylng story of the transmission of Eleatic thought, via Melissus to might well be known about and subject to discussion well before the 
later cosmologists, runs into some significant chronological difficul- publication or circulation of a text of his work, let alone the text that 
ties. It would be neat to suppose that Anaxagoras and Empedocles, is the source of our surviving quotations and reports. It would be 
both ofwhom - as we shall see - clearly react in some ways to Eleatic neater if we could be more definite about the course of philosophi- 
thought, were aware of both Parmenides and Melissus' work. Unfor- cal events at this period, but we simply cannot; we are left instead 
tunately, the relative chronologies of Zeno, Melissus, Anaxagoras and with the non-historical business of seeing how the ideas and argu- 
Empedocles are not certain and it is likely that they were all more or ments in the texts we have relate to one another, observing that the 
less contemporaries. This matters if we want to assert particular lines fifth century was clearly a period of deep and serious philosophical 
of influence between them, and means that we need to be very care- debate provoked originally by Parmenides and stoked by his various 
ful before asserting any particular relationship between their works. supporters and detractors? 
Let us take, for example, the question ofwhether motion requires the 
presence of "[what] is not': or void. Clearly, by the time of the atom- 
ists, a generation after these philosophers, it was a clear and agreed Cosmology after Parmenides 
matter of debate. But remember that there is good reason to be wary 
of thinking that Parmenides himself asserted that void is a necessary Cosmology after Parmenides still shows the variety and ingenuity 
condition of motion (seep. 97; cf. Malcolm 1991). Many interpret- we might expect, but there are some important new common traits 
ers (e.g. Barnes 1982: 217-22) think that Melissus was the first to present in the different systems. We shall examine each in detail later, 
articulate such a view. There is also reason to think that Empedocles but now let us notice what they all share. 7he Eleatic arguments had 
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