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The Argumentative Unity of Plato's Parmenides

Summary

The purpose of this thesis is to make the case that Plato's dialogue Parmenides constitutes an 

argumentative unity whereby certain philosophic difficulties presented in the first part of the 

dialogue are resolved by the series of eight arguments that constitute the second part of the 

dialogue. In order to accomplish this objective we shall first explain, in general terms, the 

nature and overall structure of the dialogue and the complexities and interpretational 

possibilities it presents. Having described this we will be able to explain why the reading of 

the dialogue which we propose to establish and defend may not be universally accepted and 

indeed is often opposed quite strenuously. Once we describe the content and structure o f the 

Parmenides, and the complexity and the difficulty o f the dialogue has become evident we will 

explain why, in spite o f the fact that most interpreters accept that the dialogue falls into two 

distinct parts, they do not at all agree on the nature or existence of any relationship between 

those two parts and we will also explain that the dialogue is not w ritten in such a way as to 

make such a relationship obvious.

We will also show that the complexity of the second part of the dialogue in particular is such 

that it lends itself to a great variety of interpretations, some negative and dismissive, others 

positive in varying degrees. There is a consequent need to present a basis fo r our 

interpretation o f the second part of the dialogue with its eight complicated arguments, beset 

with apparent contradictions and absurdities, whereby we may defend its integrity and 

reasonableness. We will thus be enabled to respond to  some of the more cogent 

interpretations to the contrary. Such a defence o f the coherence o f the arguments in the 

second part of the dialogue will be central to our overall objective of using the second part of 

the dialogue to resolve the difficulties crystallised in the first part of the dialogue.

Accordingly, we shall select the first o f the eight subsections o f the second part (commonly 

referred to as 'the first hypothesis') and the transition from that first subsection into the 

second subsection ('the second hypothesis'), both of which are addressed to the concept of 

unity ('the one'), and present an overall interpretation and analysis thereof. This analysis of a 

subset o f the opening material in part two will establish a basis for an interpretation o f that



second part whereby it presents serious, coherent and defensible philosophic arguments and 

concepts. We w ill then be in a position to show how such defensible and coherent arguments 

may be applied to the resolution of the difficulties or aporiai raised in the first part of the 

dialogue. To this end we will select just one of those opening aporiai, explain some recent 

approaches to its resolution and argue that these modern interpreters do not make significant 

use of the second part o f the dialogue for such resolution. This is the famous regress typically 

referred to as 'the third-man argument' (TLA). We will then present our own resolution of this 

particular aporia, a resolution that does indeed rely upon the arguments and concepts of the 

second part of the dialogue and, in doing so, we will have provided evidence in support o f our 

contention that there is an actual argumentative connection between the first and second 

parts o f the dialogue. Having made the case that the second part of the dialogue presents 

coherent, defensible arguments that may be taken seriously, and having demonstrated that 

the first and second parts of the dialogue constitute an argumentative unity we shall have 

completed our primary objective of asserting the argumentative unity o f the Parmenides.

The significance o f our argument for this argumentative unity of the dialogue -  our argument 

being that the first two sections o f the second part (the first and second hypotheses), 

addressed to the concept of unity, provide the material for analysing and resolving the aporiai 

articulated in the first part and in particular the all-important third-man argument -  is o f the 

first order. This is because the aporiai articulated in the first part are conceived as so many 

radical difficulties about the acceptance that there are forms and about the theory o f forms 

in general; while at the same time it is expressly stated that the existence o f forms, as 

envisaged in the first part o f the dialogue, is a necessary condition for dialectic and, arguably, 

meaningful discourse in general.

Finally we shall use our own interpretation of the dialogue as a basis for revisiting the so called 

NeoPlatonic interpretation of the Parmenides particularly as exemplified by Plotinus. We will 

give an account o f some of the ancient controversies surrounding the key issues dealt w ith by 

the dialogue and will place the Plotinian reading thereof in that context. We shall then argue 

that Plotinus reading of the Parmenides is, as he claims, a well-argued exegesis sharing many 

aspects o f our own interpretation as presented in this thesis.
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The Argumentative Unity of Plato's Parmenides 

General Thesis Introduction

Summary
The purpose of this thesis is to make the case that Plato's dialogue Parmenides constitutes an 

argumentative unity whereby certain philosophic difficulties presented in the firs t part of the 

dialogue are resolved by the series o f eight arguments that constitute the second part o f the 

dialogue. In order to accomplish this objective we shall first explain, in general terms, the nature and 

overall structure of the dialogue and the complexities and interpretational possibilities it presents. 

Having described this we w ill be able to explain why the reading o f the dialogue which we propose 

to  establish and defend may not be universally accepted and indeed is often opposed quite 

strenuously. Once we describe the content and structure o f the Parmenides, and the complexity and 

the d ifficu lty of the dialogue has become evident we will explain why, in spite o f the fact that most 

interpreters accept that the dialogue falls into two distinct parts, they do not at all agree on the 

nature or existence o f any relationship between those tw o parts and we w ill also explain that the 

dialogue is not w ritten in such a way as to make such a relationship obvious.

We w ill also show that the complexity o f the second part of the dialogue in particular is such that it 

lends itself to a great variety o f interpretations, some negative and dismissive, others positive in 

varying degrees. There is a consequent need to present a basis fo r our interpretation o f the second 

part o f the dialogue w ith its eight complicated arguments, beset w ith apparent contradictions and 

absurdities, whereby we may defend its integrity and reasonableness. We w ill thus be enabled to 

respond to some of the more cogent interpretations to  the contrary. Such a defence o f the 

coherence of the arguments in the second part o f the dialogue w ill be central to our overall 

objective o f using the second part o f the dialogue to resolve the difficulties crystallised in the first 

part o f the dialogue.

Accordingly, we shall select the firs t o f the eight subsections of the second part (commonly referred 

to as 'the firs t hypothesis') and the transition from that first subsection into the second subsection 

('the second hypothesis'), both o f which are addressed to the concept o f unity ('the one'), and 

present an overall interpretation and analysis thereof. This analysis o f a subset o f the opening 

material in part tw o will establish a basis fo r an interpretation o f that second part whereby it 

presents serious, coherent and defensible philosophic arguments and concepts. We w ill then be in a 

position to show how such defensible and coherent arguments may be applied to  the resolution of 

the difficulties or aporiai raised in the firs t part of the dialogue. To this end we w ill select just one of 

those opening aporiai, explain some recent approaches to  its resolution and argue that these
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modern interpreters do not m ake significant use o f the second part o f the  dialogue for such 

resolution. This is the fam ous regress typically referred to as 'the th ird-m an argum ent' (TLA). W e  

will then present our own resolution o f this particular aporia, a resolution that does indeed rely 

upon the argum ents and concepts o f the second part o f the dialogue and, in doing so, we will have 

provided evidence in support o f our contention that there is an actual argum entative connection  

betw een the first and second parts o f the dialogue. Having m ade the case that the second part of 

the dialogue presents coherent, defensible arguments that may be taken seriously, and having 

dem onstrated that the first and second parts o f the dialogue constitute an argum entative unity we  

shall have com pleted our prim ary objective o f asserting the argum entative unity o f the Parmenides.

The significance o f our argum ent fo r this argum entative unity of the dialogue -  our argum ent being 

that the  first tw o sections of the second part (the first and second hypotheses), addressed to the  

concept o f unity, provide the  m aterial for analysing and resolving the apor/o /articu lated  in the first 

part and in particular the a ll-im portan t th ird-m an argum ent -  is o f the first order. This is because the  

aporiai articulated in the first part are conceived as so many radical difficulties about the acceptance 

that there  are form s and about the theory of form s in general; while at the  same tim e it is expressly 

stated th a t the existence o f forms, as envisaged in the first part o f the dialogue, is a necessary 

condition for dialectic and, arguably, meaningful discourse in general.

Finally w e shall use our own in terpretation  of the dialogue as a basis for revisiting the so called 

NeoPlatonic in terpretation  o f the Parmenides  particularly as exem plified by Plotinus. W e will give an 

account of some o f the ancient controversies surrounding the key issues dealt with by the dialogue 

and will place the Plotinian reading th e re o f in th a t context. W e shall then argue that Plotinus reading 

of the Parmenides  is, as he claims, a w ell-argued exegesis sharing many aspects o f our own  

in terpretation  as presented in this thesis. The next four subsections o f this introduction outline the  

content o f the four chapters o f this thesis.

Chapter One
This chapter outlines the structure o f Plato's Parmenides a dialogue which begins with an exchange 

betw een the young Socrates and the o lder Parmenides and unfolds into a lengthy and elaborate  

response by the o lder man to  the difficulties raised in that opening exchange. Accordingly, the  

dialogue falls into tw o  parts, the first o f which presents the concept o f 'form s' as they are envisaged 

by the young Socrates and then develops, through the agency o f the older Parmenides, a series of 

aporia i in relation to  the nature and function of form s themselves. There follows a second part, 

made up o f a series o f eight complex argum ents presented by Parmenides himself in response to the  

problem atic conclusions o f the  first part. Having given an overview of the contents and background
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to the dialogue and some of the varied interpretations which have been developed in more recent 

scholarship we then set out our own interpretation and position it with respect to the broad 

interpretational categories that have evolved. Within the context of this general background we 

position our own reading of the Parmenides as constituting an argumentative unity in which certain 

philosophic issues presented in the first part of the dialogue are resolved by the series of eight 

arguments that constitute the second part of the dialogue. We explain that only one of the opening 

aporiai in part one will be selected for analysis, the so called third-man-argument, and rather than 

tackling all of the complex responses in the second part we will rely upon part of the initial 

exposition by Parmenides and show how this may afford a resolution of the third-man aporia. We 

conclude this chapter by highlighting the first significant challenge that faces us in defending this 

thesis; the apparent incoherence of the first of the eight arguments presented by Parmenides in the 

second part of the dialogue, his so called 'first hypothesis'. We explain the difficulties associated 

with the first hypothesis and our need to defend its argumentative integrity and the concept of unity 

contained therein if we are to make any use of the contents of this hypothesis (abbreviated as HI) in 

resolving the third-man aporia. This sets the scene for a comprehensive analysis of HI, the 

arguments it contains and the concept of unity it presents, in our next chapter.

Chapter Two
In order to justify our proposed reading of this dialogue we will need to present some understanding 

of the eight complex subsections (the eight hypotheses) that constitute the second part of the 

Parmenides whereby we may defend them as constituting a coherent series of philosophic 

arguments. We focus in this chapter upon the first of these arguments and explain that although it 

can easily be read as a reductio this could, in turn, lead us to discard the concept of unity or the 'type 

of one' that it presents; a strictly non-multiple one which does not enter into any relations and is 

entirely non-temporal. We refer to a one of this kind as 'the one of H I' and we explain that we do 

not wish to be forced to reject this one of H I or the argumentative structure of the first hypothesis 

itself because, if we do so, the integrity of the entire second part of the dialogue and its schematic 

connection to the first part is called into question. Accordingly, we analyse the transition from the 

first hypothesis into the second (H2), argue that the one of H I remains as a key concept in the 

development of the initial argument in H2 and make the case that the strictly non-multiple one that 

is posited in HI therefore features as part of the argumentative apparatus of H2 and is not meant to 

be rejected on account of the aporetic ending of HI. In support o f the concept of unity enshrined in 

the strictly non-multiple one of H I and the coherence of the first hypothesis itself we revisit the 

concluding argument of HI, a conclusion that reads like a reductio and seems to point to the 

rejection of the concept of unity captured by the one of HI. In revisiting HI in this manner we
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analyse its conclusions in the light o f num erous varieties o f 'self-refutation ' argum ents and based 

upon this analysis w e  make the case th a t although we may even go so far as to accept th a t the first 

hypothesis may be read as a reductio, this reading does not necessarily lead to  the falsification o f 

the concept o f unity enshrined w ith in  the  strictly non-m ultiple one of H I.  W e conclude this chapter 

with an appendix defending the argum ents contained within the first hypothesis against the charge 

of invalidity. W e do so by taking a short subsection of H I which is often said to  be invalid and 

showing that its validity can be defended. On this basis we defend the philosophic utility o f the  one 

of H I, a one which does not partake o f being, is entirely devoid of m ultiplicity, enters into no 

relations and has no tem porality . Accordingly, w e may now be justified in applying the concept o f 

the one o f H I  to  the aporiai of part one o f this dialogue and so, in the next chapter we argue that 

the concept o f the one o f H I  may be used to resolve the regress in the third large argum ent at 132a- 

b. W e also provide textual evidence th a t the concept o f the one o f H I  is indeed intended to  resolve 

that particular regress. This provides fu rther evidence for the philosophic utility of the basic concept 

presented in H I  and fu rther supports our case for the overall argum entative unity o f the dialogue  

itself as it dem onstrates that the  concepts, distinctions and argum ents o f the  hypotheses provide a 

basis for resolving the aporiai o f the  first part o f the dialogue.

Chapter Three
In the previous chapter w e defended the integrity o f the first hypothesis and the coherence o f the  

concept of unity it presents; the  strictly non-m ultiple one of H I. In this chapter we dem onstrate how  

this one o f H I  and the model o f form s based upon such a concept may be used to resolve one of the  

crucial aporia i in the first part o f Plato's Parmenides; the third large argum ent, often referred to  as 

the  'third man argum ent'. W e begin w ith  a review of the precise nature o f this aporia  and some of 

its trea tm en t in m ore recent scholarship. W e concentrate here on the readings of: Vlastos,

M einw ald, Pelletier &  Zalta, Gill, and Rickless. W e point out th a t some m odern scholars see this 

aporia  as threatening the entire  basis o f Plato's theory of form s and they argue that Plato himself 

was not necessarily aw are o f any means o f resolving the aporia  and saving his theory. Others  

m aintain that this argum ent and others in the first part m andate a substantial revision o f the theory  

of form s as form ulated in those dialogues which are understood as 'earlier' in term s o f the  

developm ent of Plato's own understanding of forms. There are also scholars who do indeed propose 

a resolution of this aporia  but whose means of doing so is d ifferent from  ours and is not reliant upon 

the second part o f the dialogue to  the exten t that our resolution o f the third large argum ent 

(abbreviated as the TLA) relies upon the second part. W e review all of these more recent approaches 

to  this issue, highlight th e ir strengths and weaknesses and w e then present our own approach to  the  

resolution of the TLA. Our approach is heavily reliant upon a conception of form s which is based
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upon the concept of unity that is captured in the one of H I, the very concept we had to defend in 

our previous chapter. Having presented our ow/n model for the resolution of the TLA we compare 

and contrast it with the other interpretation of that same aporia and we argue for the superiority of 

our own approach primarily based upon the much greater fidelity of that approach to the concepts, 

arguments and overall structure of Plato's dialogue itself. In particular we argue that our approach 

alone brings the material from the second part of the dialogue to bear in the resolution of the aporia 

of the first part. Accordingly, we have, in completing this chapter, accomplished our primary 

objective in writing this thesis.

Chapter Four
The Parmenides has always been a most significant and controversial dialogue in the Platonic corpus 

and it has been read in many different ways over the millennia. In the works of Plotinus we 

encounter a very positive disposition towards the dialogue and a reading thereof which is now 

referred to as NeoPlatonic. This chapter affords an opportunity to develop our understanding of the 

nature of the one of H I, explore the issue of the relation between 'one' and 'being' in the context of 

the Parmenides, evaluate the arguments of Plotinus on this issue and his use of the Parmenides for 

that purpose and assess the overall defensibility of Plotinus' concept of the One as a supreme 

principle with ontological priority over all else. We trace the origins of this controversy over the 

relation between one and being back to Aristotle and Speusippus and we explain where Plotinus, 

some six hundred years later, stands on the same issue. We carry out a detailed analysis of Plotinus' 

tractate VI.6.13 and we show that it begins by presenting an objection to the concept of the one and 

its priority as held by Plotinus, an objection that aligns with Aristotle's viewpoint in Metaphysics, f, 2. 

We show how Plotinus refutes this objection and, in the process, uses arguments which are based 

upon the Parmenides, other Platonic sources and his own adaptations thereof, in order to establish 

the distinctness of the one from being, the pre-existence, foreknowledge and ontological priority of 

the existent one over any other essence, and the priority of the one itself, the one of H I over the 

existent one, the one of H2. We also see how this conclusion about the supreme ontological priority 

of the One is established by a different argument in an earlier chapter of this same tractate (VI.6.5) 

again relying upon the Parmenides as the basis of its reasoning.

In this chapter we compare our treatm ent of the TLA with Plotinus' analysis of oneness in VI.6.13 

and show that our reading is capable of further development in ontological terms based upon 

arguments that feature in the Parmenides itself. This comparison also establishes that Plotinus can 

derive his famous concept of 'the one beyond being' from arguments that are based upon a reading 

of Plato's Parmenides, a reading whereby the dialogue is accepted as serious ontology advocating a 

position to which Plato himself is committed. In concluding this chapter we have defended the
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argum entative philosophic unity o f the Parmenides from  tw o directions. Firstly we have shown in 

chapters tw o  and three, through an analysis of the arguments o f the dialogue itself, that the one o f 

H I is a defensible philosophic concept that should not be discarded as the m ere subject o f a reductio  

but is capable o f being em ployed in dealing w ith problems and issues regarding a m ajor 

philosophical theory, th a t o f forms. W e have proved this by demonstrating the use o f the one o f H I  

to  resolve the problem atic regress th a t occurs in the TLA in the first part o f the dialogue. In so doing 

we have also showed an argum entative connection betw een the aporetic first part o f the  dialogue 

and the complex hypotheses o f the second part, insofar as the la tter are capable o f resolving the  

form er. Secondly we have, in this chapter, shown th a t one great philosopher, Plotinus, has adopted  

a similar in terpretation  of the Parmenides to  our own. However, based upon this in terpretation  o f 

the dialogue Plotinus has developed ontological conclusions about the primacy of the One itself and 

the relation betw een the One and being. These additional conclusions w hereby Plotinus develops his 

highly influential concept o f w hat a m odern scholar calls the SuperOne, are also based upon a very 

detailed recourse to arguments from  the first th ree hypotheses of the Parmenides and a particular 

difficulty that is form ulated in the first part o f the dialogue. This shows that Plotinus' metaphysics, to 

the extent th a t w e have analysed it in this chapter, originates in an exegesis o f Plato's Parmenides 

that is no less legitim ate than that o f any m odern scholar or indeed our own.
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Chapter One 

Plato's Parmenides - clearing up a scandal

It is the purpose o f this chapter to  introduce Plato's dialogue Parmenides, explain some of the  

in terpretational difficulties it presents and set out the basis fo r the  particular contribution to the ir  

resolution which will be presented in this thesis.

Introduction to the scandal
W hen Plato w ro te  his relatively short fo rty  page dialogue called the Parmenides he certainly was not 

in tent upon making things easy for the reader or in terpreter. Perhaps there  was some inner circle 

around the founder o f the Academy during his own lifetim e w ho knew the precise background and 

in tent o f this most challenging of philosophic texts. Perhaps those who knew its author directly w ere  

aw are o f his precise aim and intent at every stage in its terse com plexity. If so they kept the ir secrets 

w ith them , for since the  death o f its author this dialogue has em barked upon a long career in which 

it was always difficult, constantly controversial and, at times, hugely influential. In this thesis we 

shall have cause to  consider those controversies and complexities, the ir origin within the text and 

the ir trea tm en t by scholars both ancient and m odern, and hum bly a ttem p t to make some small 

additional contribution to the millennia of exegeses o f this daunting work. A few  footnotes by Plato 

would really have helped; a short introduction might have saved very many readers from  severe 

perplexity, but Plato does not do footnotes and he may well have intended generating the very 

perplexity which continues to drive Parmenidian scholarship tw o  thousand five hundred years a fter 

his own death, controversy which, on occasion, breaks into outright frustration. R.E. Allen captures 

the la tter reaction quite well when he divides the dialogue into th ree  parts and gives free rein to his 

own views on the last and longest of those parts, in which an aged Parmenides, having already  

reduced the young Socrates to  perplexed silence in relation to the theory o f form s, takes an even 

younger Aristoteles through a bewildering series o f eight complex argum ents which should (or 

should not?) bear some relation to a series of difficulties which have been raised in an earlier part o f 

the dialogue:

In the third and lengthiest part o f the Parmenides, Parmenides illustrates a m ethod of 

inquiry using the  young Aristoteles as respondent. The m ethod is hypothetical. The subject 

m atter is the  Idea o f Unity. The inferences Aristoteles draws under Parmenides' questioning  

lead to absurdity.

Not surprisingly, those inferences have been read in a m ultitude of ways. They are not 

logical but metaphysical: they exhibit the Unknown God beyond Being, or perhaps a proto- 

Hegelian dialectic o f Being, Not-being, and Becoming, or Unity in Difference. On the  

contrary, they are not metaphysical but logical: they o ffer an exercise in the detection of
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fallacies, perhaps especially fallacies involving ambiguity: or perhaps they anticipate Russell's 

Paradox and the Theory o f Types; or perhaps they are a tu quoque argum ent against the  

Eleatics and Megarians; or perhaps they are a joke. The concluding part o f the  Parmenides 

recom m ends a m ethod; it does not recom m end a method; it contains positive doctrine; it 

does not contain positive doctrine. Assertion meets denial in a w e lte r o f strife. Tw enty-five  

hundred years after it was w ritten , the Parmenides remains a puzzle fo r ordinary readers 

and, fo r scholars whose business it is to  understand it, a scandal.^

Scandal norm ally ensures high readership but when that scandal derives from  incom prehensibility it 

can lose its attraction fo r 'ordinary readers'. However, taking the view th a t Platonism should not be 

tainted by scandal o f any kind, it is the  intention of this thesis to make some contribution towards  

clearing Plato's name. Yet this dialogue has reduced not only the young Socrates to  perplexity but 

many generations o f scholars besides. How ever, a few  philosophical complexities should not be 

allowed to defeat us but should spur us on to increased endeavour and the developm ent o f new  

insights. The dialogue is only forty pages long; surely it cannot be that difficult?

What happens in the Parmenides?
Allen's sum m ary quoted above captures the nature of the controversies surrounding the Parmenides 

very nicely but his references will not be entirely comprehensible to someone not fam iliar w ith its 

them es and structure. Accordingly, w e should explain how such a short w ork can be the subject of 

such a wide variety o f interpretations and we should indicate some initial basis on which we may 

begin to  suggest a resolution. W e have seen th a t Allen discerns three parts to this dialogue but we  

shall adopt an im m ediate simplification and reduce the num ber o f divisions to  tw o. In the first of 

these, a fte r some narrative scene setting, we are presented w ith a discussion betw een a young 

Socrates who is aged about tw enty  and a sixty five year old Parmenides who has travelled to  Athens 

from  Elea in Southern Italy with his som ew hat younger companion Zeno who has w ritten  a book and 

has been reading extracts from  it to  interested parties. Socrates is among the attendees at the book 

reading and having listened to that he tackles its author, Zeno, on a num ber o f issues and in the 

course of the ir discussion he introduces the concept of 'form s', describing them  in a m anner quite 

fam iliar to  any reader o f Plato's o ther dialogues. For instance Zeno refers to the 'likeness' o f sensible 

objects but Socrates refers instead to 'likeness just by itse lf which is not am enable to sense 

perception, is unchanging and does not exhibit opposing characteristics. This 'likeness just by itse lf 

is a 'fo rm ' as is 'unlikeness' and 'unity ', and such forms contrast w ith the physical entities referred to  

by Zeno in his treatise, insofar as those physical objects certainly do exhibit contrary characteristics 

because every large object is also, in some sense, small; w hatever is one is also, in a sense, many;

 ̂ R. E. Allen Plato's Parmenides. Trans, w ith commentary. Yale University, 1997. P 227
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anything heavy is also light. But form s do not, according to Socrates, exhibit such contrary  

characteristics.

Parm enides having overheard part of this conversation betw een the tw o  younger men and having 

observed Socrates also on the previous day, intervenes at this stage and proceeds to question 

Socrates on the subject of these forms, a concept to  which they are both, apparently com m itted. 

N ow  form s are a Platonic com m onplace, so w ith Socrates, Parmenides and Plato com m itted to the  

concept of form s w e may be surprised to find that Socrates, under cross-examination by 

Parmenides, is unable to give any account o f form s that does not end up in contradiction or 

perplexity throughout a considerable series of dialectical arguments in which Parmenides form ulates  

various objections to the beloved theory. One such objection is the fam ous 'third man argum ent' 

(really the th ird-large-argum ent as it is about largeness not man-ness) w hereby the assertion that 

there  is but one form  o f a particular kind, in this case largeness, is shown to lead to an infinite  

regress, generating an unlim ited m ultiplicity o f 'largenesses', which thereby contradicts the initial 

assertion that there is only one form  of largeness. This particular difficulty com bined w ith  numerous  

other problem atic conclusions leads to such a state of perplexity in the end that, according to 

Parmenides, the very existence of form s them selves is cast into doubt:

The result is that w hoever hears us is perplexed and contends that there  are no forms, or 

even if in fact there are, they must necessarily be unknowable by hum an nature, and 

whoever says this also seems to make sense, and, as w e said before, he is extraordinarily  

difficult to persuade otherwise.^

Parmenides takes this outcom e very seriously and he warns that any non-acceptance of forms 

underm ines the operation of the  pow er o f dialectic and the very basis o f philosophy itself. But he 

blames this troubling outcom e on Socrates' lack o f training and he proposes an exercise that will 

enable him to be '...perfectly trained and see truth  clearly.'^ However, if the ir initial predicam ent was 

perplexing, things now seem to get even worse because the exercise as outlined by Parmenides 

sounds impossibly complex to the hearers and they im m ediately request a worked example. 

Parmenides agrees to  provide this dem onstration albeit w ith some reluctance for he knows that it is 

a huge undertaking and although the exercise, as described, has general applicability he chooses to  

dem onstrate it for the case o f 'the one' or unity. This worked exam ple of the exercise is presented  

through the eight very complicated argum ents that constitute the enorm ously complex and

 ̂ Plato; Parmenides, 135a, 3-7; (jjare qttopeTv t e  tov a K O U O v ra  K a i apcpioPnTeTv cjq o u t e  e o t i  r a u T a ,  £i te  o t i 

IjdAiara eir|, TroAAn civdyKr) a u id  Eivai Tfj av0pa)TTivr| (puoEi ayvijJOTa, Kai TaOra AEyovra 5oke7v t e  l i  Aeyeiv k q I, 6  

apri EAiyopEv, SaujjaaTojq SuoavdTTEiaTov sTvai.
 ̂Farm, 136c, 4-5; e I m e AA e i^  TsAEUjq YU ^Jvaod^J£V O (; K u p iw q  S io i j jE a B a i  t o  a A q B E q .
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'scandalous' last part o f the dialogue and once these are concluded the dialogue ends. So, on a 

superficial reading the initial perplexity over forms is augm ented by the com plexity o f Socrates' 

training exercise and is increased fu rther by the extrem e difficulty of Parmenides' dem onstration o f 

th a t exercise.

So there w e  have it: Socrates introduces the concept of forms, Parmenides reduces him to perplexed  

silence on this topic, Parmenides regards this as a serious problem but puts it dow/n to Socrates' lack 

of training and therefore  prescribes and sets out an exercise w hereby Socrates may be '...perfectly  

trained and see truth  clearly.' He is asked to dem onstrate the exercise and he reluctantly agrees and 

this concludes w hat we are calling the first part o f the dialogue which represents about one quarter  

of the entire  work. Parmenides' complicated worked example or dem onstration o f this exercise 

represents the second part o f the dialogue; the  final three quarters thereof. It has an eight part 

structure which w e will describe in detail later and its difficulties of in terpretation  are the basis o f 

w hat Allen calls the 'scandal' represented by this dialogue. W h eth er or not the dem onstration  

helped Socrates to be '...perfectly trained and see truth  clearly.' we do not know, since he does not 

speak again in this dialogue after the end of the first part because the interlocutor in the second part 

is a younger man called Aristoteles and the dialogue ends once the dem onstration of the exercise 

ends.

Having given this very high level sum m ary o f the Parmenides we shall, in the rest o f this chapter, do 

some systematic revisiting of the various subsections of part one and explain how selected 

com m entators have developed th e ir own particular readings o f them  depending upon how they  

in terpret: the opening exchange w ith Zeno; the aporiai developed through Parmenides' 

interrogation o f Socrates; the exercise given to Socrates; and the transition into Parmenides' 

dem onstration thereof. Some of these interpreters will afford a useful counterpart to  our own  

reading and w e shall select these fo r fu rther more detailed study in later chapters. O ther 

com m entators will prove too divergent from  our own reading o f the dialogue to be useful in making 

any case for our own in terpretation . W hat is our own interpretation? At this point in our thesis it is 

simplest to  say that, if the dialogue presents a series o f perplexities in its first part then such 

perplexities, in the ir Aristotelian sense as 'aporiai', should afford the basis fo r the  fu rther 

developm ent o f the dialogue tow ards th e ir analysis and eventual resolution. According to  Aristotle, 

philosophy proceeds best upon the basis o f aporiai;

Now for those who wish to get rid o f perplexities it is a good plan to go into them  

thoroughly; fo r the subsequent certainly is a release from  the previous perplexities and 

release is impossible when w e do not know the knot. The perplexity o f the mind shows that
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there is a knot in the subject; for in its perplexity it is in much the same condition as men 

who are fe ttered : in both cases it is impossible to make any progress. Hence w e should first 

have studied all the difficulties, both fo r the reasons given and also because those who start 

an enquiry w ithout first considering the difficulties are like people w ho do not know w here  

they are going; besides one does not even know w hether the thing required has been found 

or not. ^

Based upon this view , perplexities or aporia i may afford a basis for philosophic enquiry. Indeed the  

Aristotle quotation is taken from  the  so called 'book o f aporiai' in the IVIetaphysics and Aristotle, in 

subsequent sections o f the book, sets about analysing and resolving those aporiai. If the Parmenides 

presents aporiai in the first part o f the dialogue then surely it is reasonable to suggest that it must be 

offering further analysis and eventual resolution o f those difficulties in the second part and that such 

analysis and resolution should be discernible and dem onstrable. W e should note also that there  is of 

course a psychological aspect to  any aporetic developm ents in a Platonic dialogue because, quite  

apart from  the problem atic nature o f the argum ent itself, the interlocutor himself is also very likely 

to  be in a state of m ental perplexity or confusion on account o f m eeting such an argum ent and this 

personal experience may act as a spur and an incentive to resolve the 'knot in the subject'. The 

aporia i we will be following here are argum entative in nature but, as Aristotle explains;

'...the equality of opposite reasonings is the cause o f aporia; for it is when we reason on 

both [sides o f a question] and it appears to us that everything can come about in e ither way, 

that w e are in a state o f aporia  about which o f the tw o  ways to take up

So fo r Aristotle the psychological aspect, the  puzzlem ent aspect, o f aporia  is w hat points us to  the  

cause o f that m ental state, nam ely the conflict in the arguments w ith  which w e have been engaging. 

Now Socrates is in perplexed silence by the  end of the  first part o f this dialogue having discovered 

that his much favoured theory o f form s contradicts its own assertions when subjected to the 

questioning o f Parmenides. The conflict in the  arguments produces the perplexity but the solution 

to  the perplexity lies in the resolution o f the conflict in the underlying arguments. This is how we 

wish to  interpret the Parmenides; as presenting a series o f cogent aporiai in relation to  form s which 

are fu rther analysed and eventually resolved through the concepts, distinctions and argum ents of 

the second part o f the  dialogue. This gives the work a structure akin to Aristotle's Metaphysics or 

any of Plato's other dialogues in which investigation and enquiry crystallises into aporiai about such

'* Aristotle; Metaphysics, 995a, 27-36 -  995bl, Tredennick translation from the Loeb edition, 1923; eo ti 5e toT^ 

euTTopfjoai 3ouA o|j£vo iq  Trpoupyou t o  S ia T T o p f ja a i KaAujq- n yap uoTE pov EUTTopia Auoiq t(I)v  T ipoTE pov 
drropouiJEvajv eo tI, Aueiv 5 ’ o u k  ecttiv ayvooOvTaq to v  5Eap6v, aAA’ p Tfjq Siavoiaq ciTTopia 5r|AoT t o u t o  irE p i to u  

TTpdypaT0 (;- n yd p  cittopeT, TauTfi TTopaTTAnaiov tte tto v 9 e  ToTq SeSemevoi^- dSuvarov y a p  apcpoTEpojq ttpoeASeTv Ei(; 
TO TTp6a0£v. 5i6 6eT Tdq 6 u a x £ p £ ia ^  T£9£U)pr|K£vai ir d a a ^  TTpOTEpov, t o u t i j j v  te  x a p 'v  Kai 5id t o  Touq ^n™ 0vTa5  
dvE u TOU SioTTOpnaai t t p u j t o v  opoioui; Eivai roTq rroT 6eT (BaSi^Eiv d y v o o u a i,  Kai rrpo^ t o u t o i ^  o u 5 ’  ei tto te  t o  

^HTOUpEVOV EUpr|KEV P| P H  yiyVOJaKEIV

 ̂Aristotle Topics, 145b, quoted from V.Politis; Aristotle and the Metaphysics, Routledge, 2005, p 69.
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topics as the science of being qua being, the nature o f justice or how false opinion can arise. These 

aporiai are then m ade the basis o f fu rther analysis and are taken to a point o f resolution in which  

there is g reater clarity and a growth o f understanding even though fu rther avenues of enquiry may 

be indicated. W hy couldn't the Parmenides  be read like that?

The focus and scope of our exploration
W e should take the opportunity  here to define our precise scope and avoid building up false 

expectations in our readers and setting ourselves too am bitious a task. W e have so far referred to  

'form s', the  theory o f form s, a series o f aporiai in relation to  form s and a set o f hypotheses w hereby  

we hope to  respond to those aporia i and resolve them . W e  have already explained that the  

Parmenides has tw o  main parts and th a t the first part is largely aporetic in character insofar as it 

presents a series o f difficulties in relation to forms which are left w ithout explicit resolution in the  

first part o f that dialogue. In this first part Socrates shows a com m itm ent to these form s or 'things in 

themselves' which w e may best and most usefully understood in term s o f an abstraction process 

w hereby some m anifest quality or characteristic is considered apart from  or in isolation from  the  

manifest objects in which it is said to 'be instantiated'. Having said that, I don 't mean, o f course, that 

form s are m ere abstractions and don 't have any reality except through th a t process of abstractions. 

In the case of many items exem plifying a particular property Socrates m aintains that there is a single 

entity called a 'fo rm ' which is instantiated in each of those objects. The form  is one but the  

instantiations are m any and we can arrive at consideration o f the form  only by an abstraction  

process w hereby w e consider the quality, 'just by its e lf, apart from  w hatever it is instantiated in. So 

in the case of the large objects which feature  in the so called 'third man argum ent', we may consider 

the largeness itself, a form , through an abstraction process in the mind. Socrates commits him self to 

this approach at a very early stage o f the  dialogue a fte r he has heard Zeno, Parmenides' com panion, 

presenting the series o f paradoxes w hereby Zeno shows that m anifest objects exhibit contrary  

properties as they are both one and many, like and unlike. Having heard this, Socrates com m ents  

that;

How ever, I would have been even m ore pleased, if som eone w ere able to show this same 

complex w eb of perplexity also arising am ong the form s them selves, among the things we  

apprehend by thought, ( e v  t o T(; Aoyia|JW Aa|jpavoiJ£voi(;) just as you have done in the case of 

visible objects.®

So w e note that Socrates himself introduces a particular step at this early point in the dialogue w ith  

the phrase 'by thought' (Aoyiaijuj), a step which takes him away from  the visible entities which are

® 129e5-130a2: dyaa0Einv ti' r iq  exoi Tpv a u T iiv  TauT r|v  airopiav £ v  auroTi; roTq eiSecti TTavToSaTTd)^ TTA£KO|j£vr|v, 

(jjoTTEp £v toT(; op(jj|j£voiq 6inA0£T£, o u TL jq  K ai £v roTq Aoyiapip Aa|j|3avo|j£voi(; ETTifiEf^ai.
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th e  subject of Zeno's argum ent about contrary properties in order to  consider w hat he refers to  as 

'the  form s themselves' which he regards as exem pt from  this phenom enon of contrariety. Socrates' 

preference for considering 'form s', arrived at by this process o f abstraction, is directly endorsed a 

little  later in the first part of the dialogue by Parmenides himself;

I was pleased w hen you said to him th a t you would not allow  the exposition to consider

visible objects and th e ir realm , but those that one may apprehend mostly by reason (Aoyco

Ad(3oi) and may regard as forms. ^

W e  n o te  th a t w e have a d is tinction  here b e tw e e n  w h a t can be considered  by th e  senses and w h a t  

can be considered by th o u g h t and w e  have tw o  phrases 'by  th o u g h t' (X o yia |i(I)) and by reason  

(Xoyio) w hich are a n tic ip a to ry  o f  a n o th e r phrase, 'in th e  m in d ' (Tfi S iavoig  -143a7), w hich  w e  shall 

m e e t in our re v iew  o f th e  hypotheses. In the firs t p a rt o f  th e  d ia lo g ue w e  find  th e  first tw o  phrases  

being em plo yed  p rim arily  to  m ark  a process o f ab strac tio n  fro m  m an ifes t objects to  th e  fo rm s w hich  

are  ins tan tia ted  th e re in . The firs t p art o f th e  d ia logue thus represen ts  a c o m m itm e n t to  fo rm s as 

und erstood  in th e  m a n n e r described  above.

Plato is of course very much associated w ith the 'theory o f form s' although he himself never uses 

that particular phrase. The so called 'theory o f form s' is assembled from  the references to forms  

dispersed throughout his writings, and due to discrepancies betw een w hat he asserts in one set of 

dialogues and w hat he asserts in another, many com m entators argue that there  is a discernible 

developm ent and revision o f the theory or even an abandonm ent th e reo f in his later writings. Vast 

am ounts of scholarly writing have focussed upon this fam ous theory but, when it comes to stating 

w hat precisely that theory is, each com m entator must review  the varied references to forms in the  

dialogues and decide fo r themselves w hat precisely that theory actually consists in; w hat is included, 

w hat is central, w hat is excluded and w hat is peripheral. A very simple aspect o f this is captured in 

the Parmenides^ w hen the  venerable visitor asks the young Socrates w h eth er there  are forms 

belonging to mud and dirt. Socrates recoils at the prospect but gives no cogent reasons fo r denying 

that there are such forms; the older man chides him for his coyness, but the m atter is left open and 

com m entators are tasked w ith speculating about the answ er to the question. Also, in the Republic^ 

we have a reference to  the form  associated w ith  a 'bed' and once m ore the literalness of the  

implication that there is indeed such a form  has been a m atte r of in terpretation  for com m entators  

ever since. Accordingly, it is not easy to come up w ith some comprehensive and definitive

 ̂ 135e l-4 ; aou K a i irpoi; t o O t o v  nydoGriv E iiro v T o q , on o u k  da(; £v toT(^ optopEvoiq ou6e T T tp i Taura rpv TrAcivriv 
e t t io k o tte T v ,  aAAa TTEpi EKeTva a iJdAiard iiq av Aoyoj Adpoi K o i Ei6r| av nynaaiio elvai.
® P a rm ,130c
® Plato: Republic, Book X, 596a
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form ulation as to w hat precisely the theory o f form s actually states and nigh impossible to  get 

agreem ent thereon . And yet there is quite general agreem ent that the form ulations about form s  

presented in the first part o f the Parmenides do represent m any crucial aspects o f Plato's views on 

forms and exhibit no significant conflict w ith corresponding views expressed elsewhere in the  

dialogues.

In this thesis w e have undertaken to show that the aporiai about form s that are developed in the  

first part o f the dialogue are resolved by the concepts, distinctions and arguments in the hypotheses 

of the second part o f the dialogue. Since these aporiai relate to  form s w e should make it clear that 

w e shall resolve the aporiai in term s o f the understanding of form s as crystallised in those particular 

aporiai and w e shall avoid the daunting prospect o f coming up w ith  a general form ulation o f the  

theory of form s and situating our proposal w ith in  th a t context. Indeed, to  retain a degree o f focus 

and defined scope throughout this w ork we shall select just one particular aporia  from  the  first part, 

namely the 'third large argum ent', which is often referred to as the 'third man argum ent', and show  

how the later hypotheses may be em ployed in its resolution. Furtherm ore, in view  o f the  

extensiveness and breadth o f argum ent w ithin the eight hypotheses, we shall confine our 

application th e reo f to  the first hypothesis, the beginning o f the second hypothesis and part o f the  

third hypothesis. In the process we shall find th a t the concept o f form s as captured by the  

form ulation o f the TLA is rendered m ore precise and exact through recourse to the m aterial 

available in the selected hypotheses. The issue over o f w h ether the introduction o f such precision 

and exactness should be regarded as a revision o f the theory of forms or the m ere clarification of an 

implicit am biguity w ithin the TLA form ulation  itself is not central to  our overall thesis and its 

associated assertions here. Once w e can show th a t our tw o  selected hypotheses are capable of 

resolving the TLA aporia  and can, by so doing, bring a precision to  our understanding of form s, we 

shall have fulfilled our objective. W e may therefore  set aside the task o f situating these m atters  

within the context o f the entirety o f the theory o f forms, as being outside of the scope o f our 

present work.

Some possible interpretations
O f course, given the  difficult and com plex nature o f the Parmenides, there are many o ther 

interpretations o f this dialogue and w e should consider some of these now. Perhaps the most 

obvious line o f in terpretation  is based upon the  fact that Parmenides and Zeno w ere actual historical 

characters who cam e from  Elea in Southern Italy and that both w ere philosophers in th e ir own right. 

Burnet's classic text Greel< Phiiosoptiy has an entire  section on the philosophy of the historical 

Parmenides as presented in his philosophic poem  and another chapter entitled 'Eleatics and
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P yth a g o re a n s' dea l ing  wi th  t h e  s y s t e m  o f  ph i losophy  t h a t  evolved  in Elea a n d  t h e  in f luence  of  

P y t h a g o r e a n i s m  u p o n  t h a t  s y s t e m . “  Th e  f o r m e r  c h a p t e r  p r e s e n t s  P a r m e n i d e s  a s  a m on i s t  w h o  is 

wri t ing  in co ns c i ou s  o p po s i t i o n  t o  Heracl i tus '  c o n c e p t  of  t h e  t e n s i o n  of  op p o s i t e s .  This a s p e c t  o f  his 

ph i l os op hy  is o f t e n  c a p t u r e d  by Plato a nd  Ari stot le  in t h e  p h r a s e  ' t h e  all is o n e '  a l th o u g h  no  such 

p h r a s e  ac tual ly  o cc ur s  in his o w n  p o e m .  So P a r m e n i d e s  is o f t en  p o r t r a y e d  as  r ej ect ing  t h e  p lural ism 

a n d  flux of  Herac l i tus  in f a v o u r  o f  a 'S p h e re  of  Being'  t h a t  is " n o t  t h e  o u t c o m e  o f  any  p rocess ;  ' it 

n e v e r  w a s  n o r  will be,  b u t  is n o w  all a t  o n c e ' " “ . Bu rn e t  al so des c r i bes  him as  a P y th a g o r e a n  by 

bac kg ro u n d ,  w h o  rev o l t ed  aga ins t  ce r t a in  d o c t r i n es  o f  t h e  s y s t em  as so c i a te d  wi th  t h a t  sect ,  a sec t  

wh ich  w a s  al so  b a s e d  in S o u t h e r n  Italy. Zeno  is d es c r i b ed  in t h e  l a t t e r  c h a p t e r  a s an  Eleatic w h o  

c o m p l e m e n t e d  t h e  v iews  o f  his m a s t e r  by op po s i n g  a ny  c o n c e p t  o f  plural i ty a n d  again,  as  wi th  his 

m a s te r ,  t h e r e  is g o o d  e v i d e n c e  th a t ,  a s  r e p o r t e d  on  P la to ' s  dia logue ,  he  did in d e e d  w r i t e  a book.

On t h e  basis  t h a t  t h e s e  t w o  m e n  f ro m  Elea w e r e  ac tua l  historical  c h a r a c t e r s  a n d  t h a t  b o t h  o f  t h e m  

w e r e  p h i l o s o p h e r s  in th e i r  o w n  r ight  wi th  similar  o r  ident ical  views,  it is su r e ly  w o r t h w h i le  explor ing 

w h e r e  P lato h imse l f  s to o d  in r el a t ion to  this  Eleaticism a n d  w h e t h e r  t h e  p r im ary  t h r u s t  o f  t h e  

P arm en ides  is r ef lect ive o f  P la to ' s  s t a n c e  wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h a t  sys te m.  Plato h imse l f  wo u l d  cer ta inly  

have  b e e n  fami l iar  wi th  thi s  sy s t e m  of  ph i l os op hy  b ec au s e ,  by his t ime ,  t h e r e  w e r e  m a n y  e x p o n e n t s  

o f  a s imilar  ph i losophy ,  c loser  to  A th en s  in M e g ar a  a nd  s o m e  of  its a d h e r e n t s  a r e  specifically 

r e f e r re d  to  in o t h e r  d i a l o g u e s . A c c o r d i n g l y ,  m a n y  i n te r p re te r s  s e e  P la to ' s  r e l a t io nsh ip  wi th  

Eleat icism as  a signif icant  a n d  d o m i n a n t  e l e m e n t  in his c o n s t r uc t io n  a nd  f r a m in g  o f  this  d i a logue  a nd  

its a s s o c ia t e d  a r g u m e n t s .  W e  shall r e f e r  t o  such  in te r p r e t a t i o n s  as  ' histor icist ' .

The f o u n d a t i o n  t e x t  for  such  a r ea d ing  o f  t h e  P arm en ides  wa s  w r i t t e n  by Cornford^^ w h o  t a k e s  t h e  

d ia lo gu e  a n d  t h e  a r g u m e n t s  o f  t h e  se c o n d  p a r t  in par t i cular ,  w i th  f ar  g r e a t e r  s e r i o u s n e s s  t h a n  s o m e  

of his i m m e d i a t e  p r e d e c e s s o r s  such as  Taylor  o r  Burnet .  Burnet ,  w h o s e  w o rk  w e  ha v e  ju s t  b e e n  

re fer r ing to  in t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  historical  P a r m en i de s ,  d e v o t e s  s o m e  t w e n t y  p a g e s  in a la ter  

c h a p t e r  o f  his b o o k  t o  P la to ' s  P arm en ides  a nd  he  s t a t e s  tha t ;

It s e e m s  to  m e  qu i t e  poss ible  t h a t  to  P la to ' s  circle t h e  se c o n d  pa r t  o f  t h e  P arm en ides

s e e m e d  highly entertaining.^'*

Burnet; Greel< Philosophy, Macmillan, 1914, Chapters III and V.
Cornford (1939); reference below, p 51 
Burnet,  ibid, p 230ff.
Cornford, F. MacDonald,  Plato and Parmenides. Parmenides' Way o f Truth and Plato's Parmenides. Trans, 

with introduction and running commentary,  Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1939.
Burnet; ibid, p 263
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He then proceeds to  provide a translation o f this 'entertain ing ' second part, om itting the responses 

of Aristoteles, but, in spite o f taking the trouble to  translate it, he inform s the reader;

I have thought it right to analyse these som ew hat fully as a guide to students of the  

Parmenides. From w hat has been said, it will be clear that the  reader may om it them  if he 

likes.

Such an attitude  to the second part o f the dialogue from  such an influential authority as Burnet is 

hardly an encouragem ent to later generations of scholars but it does fo llow  in a tradition which goes 

back to Schleiermacher^^ who, referring in particular to the second part, describes Plato as 'running  

his jokes', 'proposing riddles' and presenting 'useless obscurity'. Burnet was followed in turn  by the  

equally influential A.E. Taylor who w rote  that the Parmenides:

...bears ... the stam p o f being an occasional composition. Its purpose is to have some fun 

with the Monists who regard the sensible as illusion, and nothing more.^^

Cornford breaks w ith these more negative readings and states;

The conviction that Plato's purpose was serious and not m erely destructive grows, the more 

closely the Hypotheses are studied. If it is justified, the  theory o f the humorous polemic falls 

on the ground.^®

Cornford also reminds us that although Taylor's view , as expressed above in his 1926 work was far 

from  positive, such was not always his a ttitude to  the Parmenides fo r in 1896 he had w ritten  in a 

much more positive vein;

The dialogue Parmenides falls as is universally known into tw o  w ell-defined and unequal 

parts which seem at first sight quite independent of each o ther. Such a w ant o f connection 

would, how ever, be w ithout a parallel in the rest of Plato, and, in the present case 

especially, it is flatly incredible that Parmenides should, a fte r reducing Socrates to a state of 

hopeless perplexity by his criticisms of the Ideas, turn quietly to an entire ly  d ifferent subject 

w ithout any a ttem p t to answer the difficulties he has him self created. The case of the  

dialogues o f search, w here an investigation consistently pursued throughout the  

conversation nevertheless ends fruitlessly, is quite dissimilar. W e have thus a test supplied 

by Plato him self of the correctness of our readings o f the dialogue: th a t in terpretation  will 

have the highest claim for acceptance which succeeds best in establishing an intim ate and

Burnet; ibid, p 264, note 1.
Schleiermacher, Introductions to the dialogues of Plato, translated by Dobson. Cambridge, 1834. 
Taylor: Plato the Man and his Work (Methuen, 1926), p 351.
Cornford: Plato and Parmenides (RKP, 1939), Preface, p vii.



17

vital connection between the criticism of the Ideas in the first part of the dialogue and the 
results of the conflicting hypotheses in the second.^®

Indeed the criterion set out by Taylor in his last sentence above is the one we shall use to evaluate 

our own interpretation for we hope to show that there is indeed a connection between the two 

parts and that the second part can resolve the aporiai of the first part; In doing so we shall, as Taylor 

puts it, be "establishing an intimate and vital connection between the criticism of the Ideas in the 

first part of the dialogue and the results of the conflicting hypotheses in the second." In this earlier 

article Taylor's analysis deals mainly with the arguments of the first part of the dialogue and, in 

contrast to his later viewpoint as quoted above, he regards an attack upon the Megarian monists as, 

at best, no more than Plato's secondary motive here and he is far from being dismissive of the 

arguments of part two;

Hence I shall assume in my analysis that Plato is almost everywhere serious in his inferences, 
and that we are intended to gather from the intolerable contradiction between the 
conclusions of one hypothesis and those of another which is nominally the same some 
fundamental and all-important difference in the interpretation of first principles.^®

However, Taylor's 1896 article does not go so far as to establish any specify and actual 

argumentative connection between the two parts of the dialogue and it may perhaps have been his 

ultimate failure to establish such a connection that led to the more dismissive reading of the part 

two arguments in his own later work.

We began to look at interpretations of the Parmenides that are based upon Plato's position with 

respect to the philosophies of the historical Parmenides, Zeno and their successors in Megara. But in 

setting the scene for the work of Cornford we have encountered a significant strand of negative 

readings of this dialogue on the part of some of Cornford's influential predecessors or 

contemporaries such as Schleiermacher, Burnet and, in his later writings, A.E. Taylor. We now see 

that these key figures in Platonic scholarship adopt a reading of the dialogue which is tantamount to 

rejectionism with respect to the entire work or the second part at least. But, since the second part of 

this dialogue represents three quarters of the entire, the rejection thereof leaves nothing but the 

aporetic first part with its aporiai left unanswered by the second part and no explanation as to why 

we are presented with such a lengthy and complex second part when it has little of direct 

significance to contribute to the resolution of the opening aporiai. The challenge we have taken on 

in this thesis will, if we are successful, by demonstrating a strong argumentative connection between

A. E. Taylor; On the Interpretation of Plato's Parmenides, pp, 300-301, Mind, N.S., Vol. 5, No. 19 (July, 1896). 
“ Taylor, ibid 1896; p 326
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th e  first and second  parts, show  th e  inferiority of such rejectionist readings on th e  g rounds  t h a t  o ur 

" .. . in terpretation  will have th e  highest claim for accep tance"  b ecau se  it " .. .succeeds b e s t  in 

establishing an in tim ate  and vital connec tion  b e tw een  th e  criticism of th e  Ideas in th e  first par t  of 

th e  dialogue and th e  results  of th e  conflicting hypo theses  in th e  second.

W e have seen  th a t  Cornford p roposed  a m ore  serious reading of  th e  en tire  dialogue an d  th e  second 

part  in particular than  th e se  o th e r  scholars. In doing so he s i tua tes  Parm enides himself within the  

con tex t  of th e  Pythagorean  trad ition  and Zeno as an advoca te  of  th e  Parmenidian position th rough 

his a rg u m en ts  in opposition  to  certa in  Pythagorean  doctrines. Accordingly, he describes  Parm enides 

as rejecting th e  pluralism and flux of Heraclitus in favour of a "Sphere of Being" th a t  is "no t  th e  

o u tco m e  of any process; 'it never  w as nor will be, but is now all a t  once '"  and in doing so 

P arm enides also s tands  in opposition  to  th e  Pythagoreans and the ir  'p rocess  of cosm ogony ''^ . 

Cornford asser ts  th a t  he was hugely influential and he s ta te s  th a t  "P arm enides is responsible  for th e  

course  taken  by natural philosophy in th e  fifth century", d raw s a t ten t io n  to  th e  rigour of 

P arm enides ' ' rem orse less  logic' and declares  tha t;

The essential w eak n esse s  of his reasoning w ere  not ev iden t  to  his im m edia te  successors; it 

rem ained  for Plato to  expose  them.^^

Therefore, for Cornford, Plato is taking on th e  'rem orse less  logic' of Parm enides ' poem , a logic th a t  

had been  unchallenged for a hundred  years, and highlighting its w eaknesses  and he m akes  th e  

fu r th e r  claim th a t  Plato is, a t  th e  sam e  time, taking th e  o p por tun ity  to  revisit his own th eo ry  of 

form s and deal with so m e  issues associa ted  the rew ith .  It is in th e  second par t  o f  th e  d ialogue th a t  

Cornford finds th e se  tw o  activities taking place and in con tras t  to  th e  earlier work of  Taylor and the  

dismissive contribution of Burnet, he provides a com prehensive  in te rpre ta tive  co m m en ta ry  of the  

eight hypo theses .  We have seen  th a t  th e  second part  of th e  d ialogue breaks dow n into eight 

subdivisions w hose  connection  to  th e  aporiai o f  th e  first par t  is no t im m ediately  obvious. At t h e  end 

o f th e  first of th o se  subdivisions in which Plato has Parm enides  consider a one  o r  unity t h a t  is strictly 

devoid of duality, Cornford m akes  th e  following com m ents ;

In this way, by taking th e  bare  'O ne ' which can equally well s tand  for th e  One of Parm enides 

and for Socra tes ' Form, Unity itself, Plato has, with ex traord inary  ingenuity, contrived at 

once  to  expose  th e  inconsistency of Parm enides and to  clear up an ambiguity in his own

Ibid , pp, 300-301 
Cornford; ibid, p 51 
Cornford; ibid, p 53
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theory. On this interpretation the conclusions so far reached become relevant to the 

problems raised in the original discussion betw/een Socrates and Zeno.^"*

We shall explain all o f the details o f this particular subdivision of part tw/o later, but fo r now we 

should simply note tha t Cornford does indeed posit an argumentative connection between the first 

and second parts o f the Parmenides. He detects a use o f this firs t subdivision o f part tw o for the 

purposes o f refuting Parmenides' conception o f the one as presented in his philosophical poem. He 

also finds this same part two argument being used to  highlight issues w ith  the concept o f forms as 

presented earlier by Socrates in the firs t part and he claims tha t we are revisiting issues raised in the 

opening exchange between Socrates and Zeno. We shall have cause, later in this thesis, to revisit the 

immense difficulties presented by this first subdivision of part tw o but fo r our present purposes we 

need only note that Cornford has presented a cogent reading o f this firs t subdivision in part tw o as 

being centrally concerned w ith the views held by the historical Parmenides and also w ith Plato's 

a ttem pt to highlight the ir weakness by means o f the arguments in the second part o f the dialogue. 

This is the fundamental case made by Cornford in his book and many other interpreters since then 

have refined and developed such a historicist reading.

Another example o f this overall approach is reflected more recently in TurnbuiP^ who claims that the 

eight hypotheses each stand for, or represent, either a Parmenidian or a Platonic ontology in every 

case. The Parmenidian version is in effect a very pure Monism which does not even accept a 

distinction between name and thing n a m e d . T h e  Platonic version, on the other hand, deals w ith 

the problems o f pure Monism and the 'need to establish a way of w riting  about the others that is 

not available in the Parmenidian version'. Hence the first hypothesis is alleged to  be Parmenidian 

while the second and third are Platonic, the fourth is Parmenidian, the fifth  Platonic and so they 

alternate thereafter. Turnbull does go further, and he also discerns in the Parmenides, an 

abandonment by Plato o f his 'middle period doctrine o f the forms and participation'^^. This, he 

claims was brought about by reflection on Parmenides' poem and Zeno's treatise. We shall find this 

interpretation of the Parmenides as representing Plato's occasion fo r a revision o f his theory o f 

forms, in other commentators too and indeed one o f these w ill be particularly useful in establishing 

and defending our own reading o f this dialogue.

Having noted and explained this historicist mode of in terpretation we should now consider our own 

wish to interpret the Parmenides as presenting a series of cogent aporiai in relation to forms, aporiai

Cornford; Ibid. p. 135.
Turnbull: The Parmenides and Plata's late Philosophy, (DTP, 1998). pp 48 - 49 
As per Sophist 244d 
Turnbull, ibid, p 140
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which are fu rther analysed and eventually resolved by the concepts, distinctions and arguments of 

the second part o f the dialogue. Where does our proposed reading stand w ith respect to  the 

historical Parmenides and Zeno and the place o f the ir own philosophical views in the overall 

structure o f this dialogue? What status or significance should we ascribe to  the actual philosophical 

views of these tw o visitors who came from  Elea to Athens in 450 B.C.? Cornford claims that a 

meeting in which such topics were discussed in such a manner could not ever have taken place;

To suppose that anything remotely resembling the conversation in this dialogue could have 

occurred at tha t date would make nonsense of the whole history o f philosophy in the fifth  

and fourth  centuries;^®

So, although he accepts that the meeting may actually have taken place, the discussion as described 

is impossible fo r Cornford because the views expressed by Socrates and Parmenides in the dialogue 

are not tru ly  reflective o f the actual views held by these tw o men at that time. We have seen that 

the eight arguments o f the second part consider unity or 'the one' in eight d ifferent ways and, fo r 

Cornford, the firs t o f these modes of analysis exposes problems w ith the theories o f the historical 

Parmenides and the views o f Plato himseif. We should note however that although Plato's views 

have been well presented in part one through the formulations of Socrates, we do not have a 

correspondingly detailed presentation o f Parmenides' views. In any o f Plato's other dialogues where 

a theory is under attack or scrutiny, the precise nature o f tha t theory is made clear first. In this case, 

if Plato's dialogue Parmenides were the sole source for our understanding o f the views o f the 

historical Parmenides or Zeno we would have only the most simplistic o f notions as to what those 

views actually were.

We may reasonably accept tha t Plato could well be doing what Cornford says he is doing and thus 

accept that Parmenides' views may indeed be a target o f attack here. However, we also note that 

the difficulties formulated in part one do not obviously relate to any theories held by Parmenides 

because these arise, in firs t instance, from  the views on forms expressed by Socrates in response to 

the arguments in Zeno's book. And although Parmenides raises difficulties about Socrates' views on 

forms, he too, in Plato's dialogue anyway, believes that these difficulties can be solved and must be 

solved and tha t forms must be defended from rejection or the charge that they are unknowable. 

Surely we should always prefer the reading tha t lies on the surface o f the text to  a reading that 

requires an awareness o f views merely hinted at in the text, namely the views o f the historical 

Parmenides. The reading that lies on the surface o f the text is tha t a series o f problems in relation to

Cornford, F. MacDonald, Plato's Theory o f  Knowledge. The Theaetetus and Sophist o f Plato. Trans. W ith a 
running commentary, Kegan Paul, 1935. p. 1



21

form s have been developed in part one. Surely it makes sense to persist w ith exploring an 

in terpretation  w hereby the second part o f the dialogue will a ttem p t to resolve those problems.

The reading proposed by Cornford certainly affords a connection, in very general term s, betw een  

the  first part o f the dialogue and the second, once w e agree that form s as referred to by Socrates in 

part one and unity as referred to by Parmenides in part one, rem ain as them es of the later 

argum ents. But w hat about the very detailed aporiai as form ulated in part one? Are these revisited 

specifically and at a level o f detail that corresponds to the ir initial form ulation? Is it ever the  

in tention o f part tw o  to  resolve these specific aporiai or are w e m eant to  realise that there is a more  

general problem  w ith  the  theory o f form s and w ith Parmenides' concept o f unity and accept that the  

second part o f the dialogue deals w ith these tw o general problems w ithout dealing w ith the specific 

aporia i o f part one?

Our own fu rther exploration of the dialogue should provide an answer to these questions. If we 

succeed in doing w hat w e intend to do in this thesis w e shall have provided substantial evidence that 

the answ er to this la tter question is 'no'; the intent o f part tw o  is not prim arily the resolution a 

general issue relating to  form s or Parmenides' own concept o f unity. It is, we will argue, much more  

specific than that, since is directed to the detailed resolution of the specific aporia i form ulated in the  

first part. W e wish to defend an interpretation  o f the dialogue as presenting a series o f cogent 

aporia i in relation to form s in the first part o f the dialogue, aporiai which are fu rther analysed and 

eventually resolved in the second part of the dialogue. Or as Taylor phrased if in his earlier work;

For this first part o f the dialogue sets the problem  and pitches the key for the rest.^®

Although Cornford's interpretation  may well highlight an im portant aspect o f Plato's in tention, the  

historicist reading is not an interpretation which enables Cornford to  revisit any particular aporia  of 

part one and show how it may be resolved in the light o f the argum ents of part tw o  in the level o f 

detail w e hope to dem onstrate in this thesis. O ther such historical readings suffer from  a similar 

shortcoming, and so TurnbulP°, for instance, in dealing w ith the  so called 'th ird man argum ent' in 

part one resolves it in its own term s w ithout any recourse to the arguments in the second part o f the  

dialogue. W e intend to provide evidence that the specific aporiai o f part one can be resolved, in the  

term s in which they w ere  form ulated, through recourse to the concepts, distinctions and arguments 

of the hypotheses in part tw o. Once w e have done so we shall have made a stronger and more

Taylor, ibid (1896), p 301 
Turnbull, ibid, p 28
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detailed connection betw een the tw o  parts o f the dialogue than any historical in terpretation  can, 

and accordingly w e shall be able to claim, on th a t basis, that our interpretation is superior.

Why is the theory of forms involved here?
W e should now w ork through the various stages o f the first part o f the dialogue and the transition  

into the second part and find out w h eth er the developm ents therein  present any difficulties fo r our 

proposed in terpretation . The key stages are: the initial exchange betw een Socrates and Zeno and 

the introduction o f the theory of forms; the interrogation o f Socrates by Parmenides and the  

developm ent o f the aporia i about forms; the exercise proposed by Parmenides to assist Socrates; 

and the initial dem onstration of that exercise in the  second part o f the dialogue. W e shall begin w ith  

the exchange betw een Socrates and Zeno and the introduction o f form s by Socrates.

W e have declared our intention to divide the dialogue into tw o  parts but w e have already read th a t 

R.E. Allen discerns th ree parts. This is because Allen attaches much significance to the opening  

exchange betw een Socrates and Parmenides' com panion Zeno. So much so that he prefers to  

designate the ir discussion as a distinct and im portant part o f the  dialogue because he sees therein  

the actual reason for Socrates' initial introduction of the concept o f forms. Allen considers the  

possible philosophic content o f Zeno's argum ent in great detail and concludes that Zeno is 

developing paradoxes in order to establish that there is no such thing as plurality and th a t Socrates, 

fo r his part, is responding to those paradoxes and the ir associated denial o f plurality. Allen claims 

that the essence of the paradox is that, if there is plurality, the same things must be both like and 

unlike; nothing can be both like and unlike; therefore  there is no p lu r a l i ty .H e  defends the cogency 

of this paradox against allegations o f superficiality and gross confusion on the subject o f relations^^ 

argues th a t its purport is metaphysical and places Socrates' presentation o f form s w ith in  the context 

of a response to Zeno's paradox:

The essence of Socrates' reply to  Zeno is that a distinction obtains betw een things qualified  

by opposites and the opposites that qualify them . There would have been no point in 

drawing th a t distinction unless Socrates thought th a t Zeno assumed its denial.

Zeno's paradox then is a special case applied to  opposites, of a m ore general fa ilure to  

distinguish characters from  things characterised.^''

Allen, ibid, p 84. 

Allen; ibid, p 85ff. 

Allen; ibid, p 90  

Allen; ibid, p 91
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The means whereby Socrates distinguishes characters from things characterised is, o f course, by 

invoking ideas or forms. Accordingly, Allen sums up the difficu lty presented by Zeno and the solution 

presented by Socrates by saying;

W ithout the theory o f ideas the coincidence o f opposites implies the identity o f opposites -  

the identity indeed o f every characteristic and w/hat it characterises. The theory o f Ideas 

prevents this. The combination o f opposites in sensibles leads us to recognise the existence 

o f purely intelligible objects, characteristics tha t exist apart from sensibles. That is, it leads 

us to  recognise the existence o f Ideas.

Although Allen's arguments are quite intricate and detailed the essence o f his interpretation is that 

there is an argumentative unity between Zeno's initial contribution to the discussion and the rest of 

the dialogue. Socrates responds to Zeno by proposing that there are such things as forms, 'purely 

intelligible objects, characteristics that exist apart from ' the sensible objects discussed by Zeno. 

Accordingly, we are landed in fam iliar te rrito ry  fo r Platonists because the theory o f forms has been 

presented in response to  and as a solution to a philosophical problem. The theory is also formulated 

in language fam iliar to  us from  other dialogues and, at times, almost seems to  quote them.

However, we should note that there is no aspect o f the exchange between Zeno and Socrates as 

interpreted by Allen that threatens the interpretation we wish to establish and defend here. We 

need only note that Socrates does present the concept o f forms to Zeno in response to the 

arguments in Zeno's book. Allen's conclusions about the precise content o f the arguments 

formulated by Zeno are quite plausible and such arguments might well be answered through the 

presentation o f the theory of forms as depicted in the dialogue. But no aspect o f his interpretation is 

in conflict w ith the interpretation we wish to propose and we can readily read the Socrates/Zeno 

exchange as the first step in the development o f the aporiai we wish to discern in this dialogue.

We wish to make the case that the subsequent criticisms levelled by Parmenides against the theory 

o f forms as presented by Socrates are aporetic in nature insofar as they develop philosophical 

problems or challenges which are resolved as the dialogue proceeds. We therefore need to consider, 

in the next section, the precise nature o f the criticisms raised by Parmenides and the exact status of 

the difficulties that crystallise in his interrogation o f Socrates.

Are there aporiai about forms?
Socrates is suddenly faced w ith objections from Parmenides in relation to the quite fam iliar concept 

o f forms which he has just presented to Zeno and he proves unable to respond adequately to these 

objections. This is something o f a puzzle since both Socrates and Parmenides (in Plato's dialogue at

Allen; ibid, p 99
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any rate) are com m itted to form s and Socrates' form ulation of the theory is quite a recognisable 

one. How ever, Allen^® analyses this puzzle very thoroughly and concludes that these objections to  

the theory could, on the  one hand, point to  an intended revision of or even despair over the theory  

of form s on Plato's part because the criticisms voiced by Parmenides are actually decisive. Or they  

could, on the o ther hand, represent a form ulation  o f unpersuasive objections to  Plato's theory or, 

alternatively, decisive objections that overthrow  some com peting theory. In these la tter cases Plato 

would be intending to show the falsity o f those com peting theories o f forms or, the  

unpersuasiveness o f certain objections to  his own theory. Allen points out that if w e adopt e ither o f 

these tw o  alternatives and regard the criticisms as either 'valid' or 'invalid' (his term inology), then  

the objections raised by Parmenides do not constitute aporiai in the sense required for our 

in terpretation  of the dialogue. For instance, if the  'third man argum ent' encapsulates a compelling 

objection to the theory of form s, then Plato intends that w e e ither revise that theory or discard it 

because the theory o f form s as captured by the  third man argum ent generates an unacceptable 

regress. If this is the case we may not be dealing w ith an aporia  th a t should be resolved through  

fu rth e r analysis and argum ent in a later part o f the dialogue, rather we are dealing with a cogent 

objection that could force us to discard or revise some stated or unstated premises. However, we  

need to  be cautious about Allen's assertions here, for although the TLA does indeed present an 

aporia  which arises out o f an analysis o f the theory of form s we should not assume that the  

resolution of that aporia  will not ever m andate the introduction of some greater precision in our 

understanding of the concept o f forms implied by the aporetic argum ent. Indeed w e shall see in 

chapter th ree o f this thesis th a t it is the introduction o f just such a refinem ent in our understanding  

of the precepts about form s implied by the TLA that will lead to the elim ination o f the TLA regress. 

W e wish to establish that w e are dealing here w ith aporia i that are indeed answerable once a 

greater precision is introduced into our understanding of forms; a precision greater than that 

enshrined within the aporetic argum ents themselves.

Allen argues quite forcibly and persuasively against the view  th a t the objections should be taken as 

decisive and yet one m odern scholar, Rickless, bases his entire interpretation  o f the  Parmenides on 

just such a revisionist reading o f the dialogue w hereby Plato is seeing problems w ith  his own theory  

and revising it accordingly in the  light o f the difficulties therew ith  as highlighted by the part one 

aporia i and the analyses w ith in  the hypotheses themselves. W e shall deal w ith Rickless' revisionist 

argum ents in detail later in this thesis when w e will have reason to  contrast his interpretation  w ith  

our own. However, it is central to  our reading o f the dialogue that the objections to  the theory of

Allen; ibid, pp 104-113
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form s that are developed by Parmenides as he questions Socrates are not, in themselves, decisive 

objections, rather they are aporiai that are capable of being resolved by the m aterial presented in 

the  second part of the dialogue. If the criticisms are cogent criticisms pointing directly in the ir own  

right to  the revision or abandonm ent o f the theory, then there  is much less for the second part of 

the  dialogue to deal w ith and this is indeed how many modern com m entators read the TLA. Once 

the  aporetic argum ents o f part one o f the dialogue are read as carrying decisive force in their own  

right then all o f the analysis of their implications focusses upon those actual argum ents themselves 

and no clues need be sought in the later hypotheses: this is indeed the  thrust o f much m odern TLA 

scholarship. This too is part o f Rickless' in terpretation of the Parmenides, and once more we must 

aw ait our systematic analysis of Rickless' w ork in order to establish more certainly that Parmenides' 

objections are not intended as compelling objections, in the ir own right, but are capable of 

resolution. Yet, even from  the evidence at our disposal at this stage w e can satisfy ourselves that 

there  is a good case fo r not taking these objections as decisive and compelling in the ir own right, and 

indeed argum ents to  this effect are presented by A l l e n . A m o n g  his more significant arguments  

against the actual validity of Parmenides' criticisms is the internal evidence in the first part o f the  

dialogue itself:

In fact, it may be said with certainty that the claim of revolution is false, and this on the basis 

of Parmenides' own stated view of his criticisms. At 133b, Parmenides says that a man of 

wide experience and natural endow m ent could show (or be shown) that the concluding 

criticism is mistaken. The com m ent is directed to only one argum ent; but that argum ent, as 

we shall see, is structurally so related to those preceding it that it applies to them  as well.

The generality o f the rem ark is confirm ed by 135c, w here Parmenides holds that to  reject 

the theory o f Ideas is to  destroy the pow er o f discourse. Thus, assuming th a t texts ought not 

to be understood to  mean the opposite of w hat they say, the Parmenides itself forbids the  

view th a t the criticisms are valid.

He concludes his refutation o f the cogency of the criticisms form ulated  by Parmenides most 

forthrightly by stating that;

Perhaps no m ore persistent thesis in the literature o f Platonism, and anti-Platonism , has 

been advanced than that the criticisms in the Parmenides  are m eant to  herald a rejection of 

the theory o f Ideas or Forms found in the Phaedo  and Republic. Few claims are more  

dem onstrably false.

Allen, ibid, pp 105-6 
Allen, ibid, p 105 
Allen, ibid, p 106
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Allen, however, also rejects the assertion that the criticisms are unpersuasive and o f no force by 

making the case that the objections raised by Parmenides are convincing objections directed against 

w hat is very recognisably Plato's own theory, objections which still rem ain unanswered by the end 

of this part o f the dialogue. So if the objections are not intended as decisive and unanswerable and 

are not unpersuasive and unconvincing either, w hat precisely is th e ir status? Allen's answer is the  

answer we require in order to  sustain our in terpretation  o f the dialogue:

Given that Parmenides' criticisms are directed against the theory they criticise, the question 

o f why the criticisms are put remains unanswered. The answer is direct: The criticisms are 

aporiai, perplexities, which must be faced and thought through if philosophy is to  be 

pursued.

The variety o f in terpretational possibilities afforded by this exchange betw een Socrates and 

Parmenides is highly instructive fo r us at this stage. Allen requires quite a lengthy exposition to mai<e 

his very cogent case th a t the exchange does indeed present a series o f aporiai which require fu rther  

attention, yet he also lists a range of scholars who read this part o f the  dialogue in a very d ifferent 

way. W e accept Allen's argum ents that the theory being criticised by Parmenides is, by and large, 

the theory to  which Plato is traditionally  com m itted. W e accept his internal evidence that the  

objections are not intended as decisive, because Parmenides clearly states his belief that the theory  

of forms can be defended against them  and that it is only Socrates lack o f methodological 

experience th a t has left the objections unanswered. Accordingly, w e shall set about our project o f 

showing how the selected hypotheses of part tw o  of the dialogue enable us to answer one o f these 

aporiai from  the first part and allow  us to  refine our understanding o f form s in the process.

W e have explained that our in terpretation  of the dialogue is based upon the interpretation  of the  

opening exchanges as aporetic in nature so that we can show how the rest o f the dialogue analyses 

those aporia i and resolves th em  in w hole or in part. It is salutary to  note that we cannot m erely take  

the aporetic nature o f the initial exchanges for granted because, even before we en ter the more  

intricate controversies relating to the complicated final part of the dialogue, it turns out th a t the  

apparently straightforward assertion th a t the Parm enides/Socrates exchange is aporetic is an 

assertion that requires defence. It is central to our overall in terpretation  of the Parmenides  that this 

opening section o f the dialogue presents aporiai which are resolved by the lengthy concluding 

section o f the dialogue. Allen's defence of its aporetic nature is quite comprehensive and develops a 

very good case th a t w e are dealing w ith  genuine aporia i in relation to form s in the opening section

^  Allen, ibid, p 108
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of this work. This is im portant fo r our proposed reading but, as our analysis proceeds, w e shall take  

fu rth e r opportunities to  strengthen the argum ent that such is indeed the  case.

An exercise for Socrates
Up to this point Allen's reading of the dialogue aligns quite closely w ith  our own intended reading 

insofar as he claims th a t, by the end of this section, we have developed a set of aporiai or 

perplexities which must be tackled thereafter. However, while w e wish to  assert that the final part of 

the dialogue offers fu rther analysis of those aporiai and a basis fo r th e ir resolution, Allen's view  

begins to diverge from  our own at this point in the dialogue fo r reasons th a t will becom e clear once 

we explain how the dialogue unfolds from  here and how Allen interprets that developm ent. W e  

both agree th a t a series o f aporia i have been developed in relation to Plato's theory o f form s as 

form ulated by Socrates. W e have seen th a t Parmenides takes this perplexity over form s very 

seriously and proposes to deal w ith  the predicam ent in which the interlocutors find themselves. 

Accordingly, w e might expect that the aporia i would be revisited in th e ir own term s and scrutinised 

once more in order to 'go into them  thoroughly' as Aristotle directs us. Given Parmenides' 

dram atically expressed concern over the failure o f the power o f dialectic and the th rea t to  the  

progress of philosophy we m ight expect that forms, dialectical pow er and the fu ture o f philosophy 

will take over as central them es o f the rest of the dialogue. Such would be the anticipated response 

to  a set o f aporia i as serious as those in the Parmenides. But if that is actually w hat happens next it is 

far from  obvious that it is actually happening because the language and term inology used 

subsequently does not directly reflect the  content o f the opening aporiai.

W e expect aporia i to be tackled but, as we have explained, Parmenides does not actually undertake  

to analyse them  directly in th e ir own term s nor does he ignore them , fo r his acknow ledgem ent of 

their seriousness is quite fulsom e. Instead he puts the problem dow n to  Socrates' lack of training  

and proposes an exercise th a t will enable him to be '...perfectly trained and see truth  clearly."*^ But 

we are left w ith  the question as to w hat sort o f 'exercise' could possibly help us to deal w ith the  

difficulties we encountered in relation to  forms. The exercise which w e will now quote sounds, on 

first reading, as if it might be purely logical, but if this is the nature o f the exercise does it mean that 

if Socrates had adopted a logically rigorous approach to the appreciation o f forms he would not have 

put up such a poor showing under Parmenides' cross-examination? If, on the other hand, it is not 

merely an exercise in logic w e need to ask how it relates to the aporia i th a t have been form ulated  

since the language o f the exercise is very general and does not seem to reflect the issues captured in 

those aporiai. Accordingly, w e need to consider this exercise in some detail as it is a crucial link

Parm, 136c, 4-5: ti ijeAAek; yu|jvaod^j£voq K upiux; 5i6n)£a6ai t o  aAr|0£q.
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betw een the first part o f the dialogue and its concluding part. It reads as follows -  Parmenides is 

speaking;

"For instance," he said, "take, if you like, this hypothesis that Zeno proposed; if things that 

are, are many, w hat must the consequences be for the many themselves, in relation to 

themselves and in relation to the one, and also for the one, both in relation to itself and in 

relation to the  many. Then again, if they are not many, you must consider what will fo llow  

both for the one and fo r the  many, in relation to them selves and to  each o th e r .... Indeed, to  

sum up, no m atte r w hat you ever hypothesise as being or not being, or exhibiting any other 

characteristic, you must consider the consequences both in relation to itself, and in relation  

to  each one o f the others, whichever you may select, and in like m anner the consequences 

in relation to more o f them , and in relation to  all o f them  together. Furtherm ore, you must 

consider the others, both in relation to themselves, and to any o ther you choose w h eth er 

you hypothesise the being or non-being of the subject, in order to be perfectly trained and 

see tru th  clearly."

This description, which w e shall refer to  hereafter as 'the  schema', sets out an approach w hereby we 

may set about the  consideration o f any philosophic proposition. It makes a series o f tw ofold  

divisions the first o f which is based upon the reckoning up of the consequences if the particular 

proposition is assumed to be true  and then reckoning the consequences if that same proposition is 

assumed not to  be true. But w e are given tw o  bases on which to consider those consequences; the  

first is for the subject itself the second is for things other than that subject. There are then tw o  

fu rther bases upon which e ither o f these tw o  considerations should be m ade and these seem to

correspond to  tw o  directions o f relationship, directions which are referred to as irpoq auTO and npo^

aAAo; these term s mean 'tow ards or in relation to (irpo^) itself ( q u t o ) ’ and 'tow ards or in relation to 

another (aAAo) respectively. How ever, not everyone agrees th a t these irpo^ relationships are indeed 

the basis o f the  last o f the th ree  divisions so w e shall simply refer to  the third basis of division as 

'basis X'. Accordingly, we may a tte m p t to summarise the schema as follows;

1. Consider the consequences if

a. the proposition is true

b. The proposition is false

2. Consider those consequences under tw o  headings

Parm, 136a4-b1 ... 136b6-c5: oTov, £<pr|, ei PouAei, rrEpi Tauin^ Tfiq UTro0£a£toq qv Znvoov u tte G e to , eI ttoAA ci 
Eari, Ti XPH au|jpaiv£iv kq I auroTq toT^ TToAAoTq rrpoq aura Kai rrpo^ t o  ev Kai t( I)  Evi irpoq te  o u to  Kai Tipoq t o  
TToAAd: Koi au Ei e o t i ttoA A cj, TrdAiv o ko tte T v  t i  ouijPnaEiai Kai t w  Evi Kai toT^ rroAAoTq Kai irpoq aura ko I irpoq 
clAAr|Aa: ... k o i Evi Aoyoj, TTEpi o to u  av oe i UTro0n 6vto< ; k o i u j<; o u k  o v to ^  Kai o t io u v  aAAo TrdSoq TrdaxovToq, 
5e7 aKOTTElv TO aupPaivovra TTp6(^ auTO Kai irpoi; ev EKaorov t( I )v  aAAwv, on av irpoEAn, Kai TTpo  ̂n’AEiuj Kai Trp6(; 
ouiJTravTa u)aauT ijoq: Kai raAAa au rrpoq aura te  Kai Tipoq aAAo on av rrpoaipn d£ i, e q v te  il>q 6v uTToGfj 6 
u tte tiG e o o , dvTE u jq  pq 6v, Ei peAAei^ te A e u j^  yu|Jvaad|JEV05 Kupiuq SioqjEaOai t o  dAqSE .̂
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a. As they apply to the subject o f the proposition itself

b. As they apply to things other than that subject 

3. Conduct the consideration in 2 upon

a. basis X

b. the counterpart o f basis X

If we set this out in a diagram we shall see that it yields an exercise w ith 8 sub-parts as set out below 

-  here we assume that basis X is the relation to either Itself (the subject o f the proposition) or to 

others (anything other than the direct subject of the proposition);

Proposition

Consequences Consequences Consequences Consequences

For Others

In relation to  In relation to  In relation to  in relation to  In relation to  In relation to  In relation to  In relation to  

Itself Others Itself Others Itself Others Itself Others

This particular series of subdivisions w ill yield a series o f eight sets o f consequences which will 

correspond to the eightfold structure o f the latter part o f the dialogue; and the majority o f modern 

commentators do indeed agree that there are eight sub-divisions to  the final part of the Parmenides. 

However, not all commentators agree on the precise relationship between the eight hypotheses and 

the schema outlined by the exercise. Some say that the eight hypotheses arise from the faithful 

working out o f the schema but others deny this. Both Allen and Cornford state that the schema leads 

us to expect only four hypotheses and tha t we require another explanation, not captured by the 

schema, to explain why there are eight. Hence Allen, referring to the hypotheses as 'deductions', 

expresses his view as follows;

The M ultip lic ity o f Deductions derives from  the ir inconsistency. Though the Hypotheses

conform exactly to Parmenides' description o f proper method, that description does not.
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b efo re  th e  Idea to  be hypothesised  is chosen, ind icate  th e  m an ifo ld  inconsistency th a t  th e  

exercise w ill expose.''^

So A llen is saying th a t th e  p a rt tw o  hypotheses, o r d ed uctio n s as he calls th e m , have an 

inconsistency arising fro m  th e  p articu la r proposition  se lected , an inconsistency th a t  causes th e  fo u r  

hypotheses th a t w e  expect on th e  basis o f th e  schem a to  tu rn  in to  e ig h t o r n ine hypotheses. 

C o rn fo rd 's  basic a rg u m e n t is q u ite  s im ilar to  A llen 's  and n e ith e r o f th e m  accept th a t  th e  schem a  

exactly an tic ip a tes  th e  e ig h tfo ld  s tru c tu re  th a t  fina lly  m ateria lises  in th e  hypotheses. But even  th ose  

w ho  accept th a t  th e  schem a does fu lly  an tic ip a te  th e  e ig h t hypotheses do n ot, as w e  have n o te d , 

agree upon th e  basis fo r  th e  fina l division w hich  tu rn s  th e  fo u r hypotheses in to  e ig h t. W e  have seen  

th a t some'*'* fav o u r th e  TTpoq re la tionsh ips as th e  basis fo r  th a t fina l d ivision and th is is w h a t w e  have  

show n in o ur d iagram  b ut o th e rs  d ispu te  th is and p re fe r to  say th a t  th e  fina l division is based upon  

w h e th e r  th e  consequences th a t  em e rg e  fro m  th e  analysis in th e  second set o f divisions is p os itive  o r 

negative.'*^

So w e  have m o re  co n tro versy  and q u ite  a d eg ree  o f co m p lex ity  h ere  b u t if w e  keep  o ur o verall 

ob jec tive  in m ind  perhaps w e  do n o t n eed  to  be to o  concerned  ab o u t th e  precise deta ils  o f th e  

re la tion sh ip  o f th e  p art o ne schem a to  th e  p a rt tw o  hypotheses in o rd e r to  m ake th e  case w e  w ish to  

m ake. W h e th e r  th e  schem a an tic ip a tes  fo u r hypotheses, e ig h t hypotheses o r even  nine (as Proclus, 

th e  fifth  ce n tu ry  successor o f  P lato, w o u ld  have it), th e re  is o v e rw h e lm in g  a g re e m e n t th a t  th e  

schem a is indeed  in tend ed  to  set o u t th e  plan fo r th e  hypotheses. Regardless o f w h e th e r  th e  fina l 

division is based upon th e  n p o q  re la tionsh ips o r upon som e o th e r  aspect o f th e  consequences fro m  

th e  previous divisions th e  co n tin u ity  o f  th e  a rg u m e n t beginning w ith  th e  ap o ria i, co n tin u in g  th ro u g h  

th e  schem a and concluding w ith  th e  h ypotheses is u n a ffec ted .

The schem a is g iven to  Socrates as an exercise w hich  w ill en ab le  him  to  be p erfe c tly  tra in ed  and see 

tru th  clearly  b u t none o f th o se  p resen t are  in any w ay  c lear as to  h o w  it should be ap p lied  in practice  

and so th e y  requ est a d e m o n s tra tio n  fro m  P arm enides. W e  shall consider th a t  d e m o n s tra tio n  in a 

m o m e n t b u t w e  n ow  need  to  dec id e  w h e th e r  th ese  u n c erta in ties  a tta ch in g  to  th e  schem a and its 

im p le m e n ta tio n  a ffe c t th e  o vera ll in te rp re ta tio n  o f  th e  d ia lo g ue th a t w e  w ish to  estab lish  and  

d efen d  h ere . It w ou ld  be hard to  argu e  th a t th is schem a is an yth ing  o th e r th an  a response to  th e

Allen; ibid, p 216. For Cornford's assertion along similar lines see, Cornford; p 107

For this reading see; M einwald, C. C; Plato's Parmenides. Oxford University Press, 1991. pp 35-37 and also 

Francis Jeffry Pelletier, Edward N. Zalta; NOOS 34:2 (2000) 155 -202 , who broadly support M einwald's reading.
For this reading see: Plato. Parmenides. Trans, by M ary Louise Gill and Paul Ryan with introduction by M ary  

Louise GilL Hackett, 1996. pp 55 -  59. And also Rickless, S.C. Plato's Forms in Transition. A reading of the 
Parmenides. Cambridge University Press, 2007. pp 109-111
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aporia i since it is only presented to us in the first place because those aporia i arose. But this does 

not necessarily m ean th a t it will help us deal with the aporiai in a direct m anner. Perhaps it presents 

an approach to  philosophical propositions in general which, had it been observed, m ight have 

avoided the difficulties encountered by Socrates in the face o f Parmenides' objections. If we are 

interested in a resolution o f the th ird-m an-argum ent, w here is there  any recourse w ithin the schema 

to  any language or term inology which implies a possible resolution to th a t argum ent? But at this 

point in the dialogue the clear message is that the purpose and practical use o f the schema has not 

yet been clarified by Parmenides and his impending worked exam ple, as requested by his audience, 

is intended to  dem onstrate exactly how the schema may be im plem ented . This dem onstration which 

will unfold through the eight hypotheses has not yet been presented. So is there  an im m ediate  

th rea t to  our in terpretation  on account o f the controversies which are associated w ith the schema?

Where to begin
It is hardly surprising that Parmenides' audience wish to hear a dem onstration o f the exercise as 

quoted in the  previous section or that Socrates declares that he does not understand w hat 

Parmenides is proposing;

"You are describing an immense undertaking, Parmenides," he said, "and I do not fully 

understand. But why not fram e some hypothesis yourself and w ork through it for me so that 

I may understand better?'"*®

W ith some reluctance in the face of this enormous undertaking and im pelled by the  insistence of the  

rest of the company, Parmenides agrees but, in view  o f the generality o f the exercise, he must first, 

as Socrates has observed, select some particular proposition. W hen he originally outlined the  

exercise Parmenides m ade use o f Zeno's proposition about m ultiplicity but now he has the  

opportunity to  choose a proposition of his own for the purposes o f the dem onstration. Here is his 

suggestion;

So then, w here shall we begin and w hat shall w e first hypothesise? Indeed, since we are 

apparently going to play this laborious game, do you wish to start w ith myself and my own 

hypothesis, hypothesising about the  one itself and w hat must fo llow , if it is one or not

one?''^

Parm,  136c, 6-8; A|jnxciv6v y ’ £cpr|, htyz\q, ( L  nap|j£;vi5r|, T rp a y ija T E la v , k q I  o u  acpoSpa pavSdvo). dAAd p io i  t i  o u  

SifjAGEq auTog UTTO0£p£v6^ TI, Tva paAAov KaraMdSiJj;

Parm, 137a7-b4; tto S e v  o u v  5 n  d p ^ o p e O a  K o i ti T rp u jT o v  UTro0r|o6|je6a; n  PouAeoSe, e t te iS h t t e p  5okeT 
Trpay|jaT£icjj5r| t t q iS ic iv  rrai^Eiv, 6 tt’ EpauToO ap^wpai Kai Tfjq E p a u T o u  UTroOEOEOJ ,̂ TTEpi t o u  Evoq auTou 
UTToBEpEvoq, e ite  £v  e o t iv  e ite  pq £v, tI x p h  oupPaivEiv; See Melnwald, Plato's Parmenides, pp 4 0 -4 5  for a 
discussion on translation options here.
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Zeno accepts this apparently random  proposition but like nnost o ther developm ents in the dialogue  

this step does require some m ore careful a ttention. Firstly there  is a textual issue at 137b4 above  

which presents itself again in part tw o  at 137c4 at the  very start o f the dem onstration. This revolves 

around the phrase, translated above as 'w hether it is one or not one' and this has been the subject 

of much scholarly attention  and the foo tnote  to the above quotation refers the reader to an 

extensive discussion in M einw ald 's book which also includes fu rther references. Allen too provides a 

useful d is c u s s io n .H o w e v e r, w hen w e come to consider the beginning of the hypotheses in detail 

we shall find th a t there  are also tw o  significant alternative readings of the text at 137c4 w here the  

first o f the eight hypotheses begins. But we shall m ake the case that it is a m atte r o f indifference to  

our overall reading of the first hypothesis w h eth er one variant or the o ther is adopted and w e shall 

present the reasoning behind this assertion when w e come to consider the first hypothesis in detail 

in the next chapter. Accordingly, w e shall explain in the next chapter that regardless of which variant 

we adopt we shall end up discussing w h eth er a particular proposition is true or false and the  

proposition under consideration will be 'if one is'. As Allen puts it;

Parmenides offers tw o  and only tw o hypotheses: th a t Unity is and that Unity is not. These

tw o hypotheses are considered respectively from  the  point o f v iew  of consequences for

Unity itself and consequences fo r the others.''^

So the proposition for consideration throughout the second part of the dialogue will be 'if one is'.

W e know that the schema and the  unfolding of the analysis o f this proposition will generate eight 

subdivisions in the second part o f the dialogue. W e need only note tw o  concerns at this stage. The 

first is a slight divergence betw een the term inology used by Allen and the term inology th a t we  

ourselves shall prefer. The second concern is the seeming change of topic. W e w ere discussing 

aporiai about form s but now we are all set to spend the second part o f the dialogue analysing a 

proposition about 'the one'. Does this la tter developm ent underm ine our assertion that the second 

part o f the dialogue will help us deal w ith  the earlier aporia i in relation to form s, because form s are 

not the them e of the eight hypotheses o f part two?

On the question o f term inology Allen, as we have seen, finds only four 'deductions' and here he says 

that there  are only tw o  'hypotheses' each of which is considered in tw o d ifferen t ways in order to  

yield the fourfold structure which he discerns. There is potential for some confusion o f term inology  

here because a tradition has arisen w hereby all of the  eight subsections o f the second part o f the  

dialogue are referred to as 'hypotheses'. Allen prefers to refer to  these eight subsections as

Allen; ibid, pp 208-210 
Allen; ibid, p 212
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'deductions' and he prefers the notion, as explained above, th a t there  are only tw o  actual 

'hypotheses'. W e shall find that various interpreters introduce term inology of the ir own while  

others, as w e do, stick to  the traditional 'eight hypotheses' term inology. In our term inology w e have 

a single 'proposition' about unity as selected by Parmenides and this is analysed fo r its consequences 

based upon the phrase 'if one is'. On account o f the approach outlined in the schema the trea tm en t 

of this single proposition yields a series o f eight analyses w ith eight corresponding sets of 

consequences and each of these eight analyses, w ith its corresponding set o f consequences, is 

referred to as a 'hypothesis'.

W e should now consider Parmenides' choice o f that particular proposition about unity as his 

candidate fo r the dem onstration o f the schema. If Parmenides' selection of that proposition about 

unity is entirely random  then he may not be attem pting to do any m ore than dem onstrate a logical 

or procedural exercise and he may be doing so by making use of an exam ple whose prepositional 

content is o f no particular significance. But having given his sum m ary o f the exercise earlier by 

invoking Zeno's proposition about plurality as an exam ple why did he not just stay w ith that 

proposition from  Zeno? He selected a proposition about unity as an alternative and this may well 

indicate some defin ite in tent on his part yet and could be a declaration that the trea tm en t o f that 

subject in part tw o will be instrum ental in the resolution o f the opening aporiai. Yet it is still open to  

an in terpreter to  contradict this and make the case that the earlier schema is just an exercise and 

w hat will be dem onstrated in the hypotheses is a dem onstration of a m ere exercise and, as such, we 

should not expect to  find that the proposition about unity that Parmenides selected has any 

particular significance in its own right arising from  its philosophic or indeed metaphysical content.

If this la tter claim is true  then our exploration o f the assertion that the  eight hypotheses of the last 

part o f the dialogue resolve the aporia i o f the first part will reveal a purely logical or methodological 

intent to  the schema, this will in turn be reflected in the hypotheses and the philosophical content of 

the proposition about unity will prove not to  be central to  the process. As long as the concepts, 

distinctions and argum ents o f the hypotheses allow us to resolve the  opening aporiai it does not 

m atter fo r the purposes of justifying our interpretation  w h ether th e ir contribution is purely logical 

and methodological or derives from  the actual philosophical content o f Parmenides' chosen 

proposition. If on the o ther hand the nature o f the proposition selected by Parmenides fo r his 

dem onstration is not random  but is significant in term s of its propositional content then our use of 

the eight hypotheses to resolve the  opening aporiai will reflect to some extent how these eight 

hypotheses unfold when they set about exploring Parmenides' proposition about unity. Accordingly, 

our exploration o f the hypotheses in the  context o f the opening aporia i should elucidate the precise
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relevance and im portance o f the particular proposition about unity that Parmenides has selected  

and clarify w h eth er the actual content o f that proposition is indeed significant. Only our detailed  

analysis o f the applicability o f the hypotheses o f part tw o  to  the aporiai o f part one can reveal 

w hether considering a proposition about the one can help us resolve the opening aporiai about 

forms. The fact that the relevance o f the selected proposition remains an open question for the  

m om ent does not underm ine or th reaten  our proposed in terpretation  at this stage.

The first of eight hypotheses
Now that w e described Parmenides' proposition and the schema w hereby it m ay be analysed w e are 

in a position to begin our evaluation o f the final three quarters o f the dialogue. If we look again at 

our earlier diagram and adopt 'if one is' as our proposition and accept that the direction o f the "nrpo  ̂

relationships is w hat determ ines the final division which w e have called basis X then w e shall obtain  

eight hypotheses as set out below;

Proposition; 'if one is';

I. Consider the consequences fo r the one in relation to itself (npo^ auro)

II. Consider the consequences for the one in relation to others (npoq aAAo)

III. Consider the consequences for the others in relation to the one (Trpo^ aAAo)

IV. Consider the consequences fo r the others in relation to themselves (Trp6<; auro)

Proposition; 'if one is not';

V. Consider the consequences for the one in relation to itself (rrpo^ auTo)

VI. Consider the consequences for the one in relation to others (irpo^ aAAo)

V II. Consider the consequences for the others in relation to the one (irpoc; aAAo)

V III. Consider the consequences for the others in relation to themselves (irpog auro)

(W here rrpoc; auTO means in relation to itself, and Trpoq aAAo means in relation to  another.)

The above is broadly in line w ith  w hat M einw ald presents^” in her book although she herself is in tent 

upon assigning param ount emphasis and a technical significance to the irpoq auTO, rrpo^ aAAo 

distinction based upon her overall in terpretation of the dialogue w hereby these tw o variants o f any 

relationship are the key to understanding the Parmenides. The above also reflects an approach  

recognised by Proclus^^ who gives a num ber o f examples o f how it may be applied although he also

Meinwald; Ibid, pp 36-37
Proclus. Commentary on Plato's Parmenides. Trans. By Glenn R. M orrow  and John M . Dillon 

with introduction and notes by John M . Dillon. Princeton University Press, 1987. 1008, pp 357-8
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states that these eight are really a simplification o f w hat are properly tw enty  four hypotheses^^ and 

w hen he eventually comes to analyse the hypotheses themselves he recognises nine o f them  and 

explains th a t this is because there are three senses o f 'O ne' and tw o  senses of 'Not-Being'.^^ A 

reading based upon the irpoq relationships is not favoured by many m odern com m entators  

including Rickless^'' and Gill“  because they cannot adequately detect and trace the operation of the  

tw o  TTpoq relationships w ithin the actual hypotheses themselves. Indeed M einw ald herself, in spite 

of the ir im portance to  her interpretation, acknowledges a similar textual support issue because the  

actual hypotheses do not actually use the word rrpoq with the frequency and technical rigour which 

w ould strongly support her argum ent. This she puts down to Plato's 'program m e of making us work  

actively, w ith w ritten  work proving at most an occasion for thought'^®. Gill and Rickless are both 

satisfied how ever th a t the first tw o hypotheses are indeed concerned w ith the one and the next tw o  

are concerned w ith the others (things other than one). However, they prefer to say that the final 

distinction betw een the hypotheses i.e. basis X, is determ ined by w h ether the conclusions drawn are 

negative or positive and w e will appreciate why they make this claim in a m om ent when w e analyse 

the first o f these hypotheses from  part tw o. W e should note here that neither Rickless nor Gill 

indicate the actual process w hereby such positive or negative consequences are generated. 

Accordingly, they do not tell us w hat approach we should adopt in the  argum ents within the  

hypotheses themselves in order to  generate either the negative consequences or the positive 

consequences th a t are required to com plete the final division of the  schema.

So on the basis th a t Parmenides does develop the argum ent in fidelity to  the first set o f divisions in 

the above structure w e should expect the first hypothesis (H I)  to  begin the consideration o f 'the  

one' in relation to  itself and introduce our first set of np6(; auTO consequences according to  

M einw ald  or our first set o f negative consequences according to Rickless and Gill or dem onstrate  

Parmenides' ambiguous use o f the phrase 'there is a One', according to Cornford. Here is how the  

dem onstration of the  exercise actually begins;

"If one is, the  one would not be many?"

"Indeed, how could it be?"

"So the one does not have parts, nor is it a whole?"

"W hy is that?"

"The part is presumably part o f a w h o le ." / "Yes."

Proclus; ibid, 1000-1008, pp 351-357  

Proclus; ibid, 1039, pp 400-401  
Rickless; Ibid, pp 109 - 111
Plato. Parmenides. Trans, by Mary Louise Gill and Paul Ryan with introduction by M ary Louise Gill. Hackett, 

1996. pp 5 6 - 5 9 .
Meinwald; Ibid, pp 177-8, note 2.
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"But w hat about the whole? Is not a w hole that from  which no part is missing?"

"Yes, certainly."

"So in both cases, the one would consist o f parts, w h eth er it is a whole or has pa^ts." /  "It 

must be so."

"So in both cases, it follows that the one would be many and not one."'' "True."

"But it should, in fact, be just one and not many." /  "It should."

"So if the  one is to be one, it will neither be a w hole nor will it have parts."

"It will not."

"Now , if the one does not have a part, it would have neither a beginning, nor end, nor 

m iddle, fo r such things would then be parts o f it." /  "Correct."

"And indeed, beginning and end are the limits o f a thing." /  "Of course."

"So the one is limitless and does not have a beginning or end." /  "Limitless."”

Thus begins the first hypothesis and we can see im m ediately  why Rickless and Gill categorise this as 

constituting an enum eration o f the negative consequences o f the opening proposition 'if one is', in 

the short extract above the one has been denied any involvem ent with part or w hole and it has been 

denied any limits. This all happens because of the initial acceptance that it will have no multiplicity  

whatsoever; it is a strictly non-m ultiple One. The analysis goes on in the same way deducing that 'if 

one is' then the  one is devoid o f shape, is neither in itself nor in another, neither at rest nor moving, 

is not the same as itself or another nor o ther than itself or another. The same conclusions are also 

drawn in relation to the absence o f likeness and unlikeness, equality and inequality, e ither w ith itself 

or with another. All tem poral relations such as being older, younger or the same age as itself or 

another and any involvem ent w ith  past present or fu ture tim e are also denied to  the one, if it is. in 

summary then we can say that this argum ent, called the first hypothesis (H I) , concludes that if one 

is, it is devoid o f any m ultiplicity w hatsoever and, in consequence, enters into no relations 

w hatsoever e ither w ith itself or w ith another and is devoid o f any tem porality. How ever, having 

accumulated these conclusions throughout some five pages of argum ent in a fo rty  page dialogue it 

then proceeds to  draw  the following additional conclusions about the one;

"So then, if the one does not participate at all in any aspect o f tim e, it has never become, 

nor was it becoming, and it never was, nor has it becom e now, nor is it becoming, and it

Farm;  137c4-d8: E k v  5n, cpdvai- ei £v eotiv, aAAo t i o u k  av Eiq TToAAa to  ev; {— }  Dujq ydp dv; {— Cute dpa 
MEpoq auTou ouTE oAov auTO 5eT eTvqi. {— I  T i 5n; {— To pspoq tto u  oAou Mepo? eotIv. {— i  Nai. {— Ti  5e to  oAov; 
ouxi ou av MEpoq pn<5£v dTTfj oAov av Ei'n; {— Rdvu y£. {— }  ApcpOTEpco^ dpa to  ev ek p£pd)v av Eir), oAov te 6v ko i 
pspri Exov. {— I  AvdyKr). {— \  ApcpoTspcjq av dpa ouTUjq to  ev ttoAAo Eir| dAA’ oux £v. {— }  AAr|0n. {— }  AeT 5e yE pii 
TToAAd dAA’ ev auTO slvai. {— }  AeT. {— }  O u t’ dpa oAov Eorai oute pEpp e^ei, Ei ev eo to i to  ev. {— } Ou ydp.OuKoOv 
Ei phSev exei |J£pO(;, o u t’ dv dpxnv oute teAeuthv oute pEoov exoi- |j£pr| ydp av qSn auTou to  Toiaura Ei'n. {—  
Op0d)q. {— }  Kai pnv teAeuth ye Koi dpxn TTEpaq EKdarou. {— I  r io jq  5 ’ ou; [ — "ATTEipov dpa to  ev, eI phte dpxnv 
pt^TE teAeuthv exei. {— ’ArrEipov.
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never is, nor w ill it come to be hereafter, nor be becoming, and it w ill never be." /  "Very 

true."

"However, is there any way that something can partake o f being unless it is based on any of 

these?" /  "There is not."

"So the one does not partake o f being at all." /  "It seems not."

"So the one is not, in any way at all." /  "It appears not."

"Nor is it, on this basis, able to be one for, if this were so, it would then be and partake of 

being. Rather it seems that the one neither is, nor is it one, if we are to be persuaded by 

such an argument." /  "Very likely."

"But if something is not, could anything relate to it or belong to this something that is not?"

/  "How could it?"

"Therefore, there is no name o f it, nor any account, knowledge, perception or opinion." /  "It 

appears not."

"Then it is neither named, nor spoken of, nor is it subject to  opinion or knowledge, nor is it 

perceived by anything that is." /  "It seems not."

"Now can all this apply to the one?" /  "Well, I don 't th ink so anyway."^®

Now we should step back from the complexities o f H I fo r a moment and remind ourselves o f our 

earlier expectation tha t these hypotheses in the second part o f the dialogue might resolve the 

aporiai o f the firs t part o f the dialogue. This hope might now appear to have been dashed because of 

the u tterly  aporetic nature o f what appears at the end o f the very firs t o f these hopeful hypotheses. 

We began w ith  the proposition that 'one is' and having followed through the consequences o f that 

admission we find that we are led to the conclusion that 'one is not' and one is 'no t even one'. This 

sounds like a classical reductio ad absurdum and we are led to suspect that something must be 

seriously wrong somewhere.

This outcome o f H I has led to a tw o thousand five hundred year history of diagnosing the source of 

the problem, explaining the problem away, or using it as the basis fo r a very negative reading o f the 

entire dialogue. One thing is certain however; no one can ignore what happens at the end of H I. 

Proclus the fifth  century head of the Academy in Athens, a successor o f Plato himself, refers to  this 

conclusion as 'unexpected' and he declares that it 'raises a grave doubt' and so he asks the question

F arm ,  1 4 1 e3 -1 4 2 a8 : Ei a p a  to  £v (jr|5a(jn |jr|5£v6<; Xpo^ou, oute tto te  y^YOvev o u t’ EyiyvETO o u t’ qv
TTOTE, ouTE vOv yEyovEv ouTE YlyvETai ouTE EOTiv, OUT’ ETTEiTO yEvnoETai ouTE y£vr|6naETai oute eotqi. {— } 
AAnSEOTaTQ. {— I  "Eotiv ouv ouoiaq orrcjq av ti pETdaxoi aAAujq n kotci to u tw v  ti; {— } Ouk eotiv. {— } OuSapd)^ 
apa to  ev ouaiai; petexei. {— Ouk eoikev. {— }  Ou5a^jojq ap a  eoti to  ev. {— }  Ou (paivETai. {— } O u 5 ’ ap a  ouTwq 
EOTIV (jjoTE EV Eivof eI'h yop ov qSn 6v Koi ouoiaq ijetexov- aAA’ eoikev, to  ev oute ev eotiv oute eotiv, eI 5eT tcL 
toi(I)5e Aoyw ttioteueiv. {— } Kiv5uveuei. {— "O 5e pq tou tio  tuj pn °v ti ei'ri av ti quto) auTou; {— }  Kai tt(I)(;; 
{— } O u 5 ’ apa ovopa eotiv auTW ou5e Aoyoq ou5e Tiq ETTioTripn ou5e aTo0r)aiq ou5e 56^a. {— \  Ou (paivETOi. {— } 
O u5’ ovopa^ETai a p a  ou5e Aeyetoi ou5e So^o^etoi ou5e yiyvojaKETai, ou5e ti t(I)v ovtw v auToO aioSdvETai. {— \
OUK EOIKEV. {—} ’'H SUVOTOV OUV TTEpi TO EV TOOTa OUTLOq EXEIV; {— }  OUKOUV EpOiyE 50KET.
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'are not all the foregoing arguments dismissed by this single remark?'^® He then goes on to state that 

'some people have therefore  been persuaded by this passage to say th a t the First Hypothesis 

reaches impossible conclusions, and so that the one is not a real subject'. The 'some people' is 

inferred by Dillon to be the Platonist, Origen, a contem porary o f Plotinus w ho was writing some tw o  

hundred years before Proclus. This is also the point w here Allen's in terpretation  of the dialogue  

diverges som ew hat from  our own. Having accepted that the Parm enides/Socrates exchange 

develops a series o f aporiai he sees the  developm ent o f aporia i continuing into the second part o f 

the dialogue and being reflected in the  eight hypotheses;

The exercise that concludes the Parmenides, like w hat has gone before, is aporetic; the  

wrong admissions have been made. But the Parmenides does not undertake to do the  work  

m eant for the reader and determ ine which admissions are wrong.

And also

The structure o f the concluding part o f the Parmenides is absurd and since it is not subtly but 

blatantly absurd, we are surely m eant so to understand it.®°

His concluding rem ark is that "The final result is the perfection o f aporetic structure."®^ At no stage 

therefore  does Allen apply any of the concepts, distinctions and argum ents o f the hypotheses o f part 

tw o  to  the resolution of the aporiai o f part one. Like Turnbull he resolves the so called 'th ird man 

argum ent' in its own term s with no recourse to any aspect o f the  hypotheses.

W e wish to make the case that the aporia i o f the  first part o f this dialogue may be resolved through  

recourse to the concepts and argum ents presented in the eight hypotheses o f the second part o f the  

dialogue. In considering the  very first o f these hypotheses we have an encountered an issue 

w hereby H I has presented us with a concept o f unity, a one, that is strictly devoid o f m ultiplicity, 

does not en ter into any relations and has no tem porality  whatsoever. H I  then proceeds to  draw  

some fu rther and even more dram atic conclusions w hereby this 'pure one' seems not to  exist and is 

not even one. So, w e are faced w ith the question of w h eth er or not this 'pure one' should now be 

discarded as the m ere subject o f a reductio like the notion o f a right angled equilateral triangle. But 

if w e discard it how should w e regard the substantial argum entative edifice of H I  w ith  which it was 

analysed and found to be so problem atic? If w e discard it shall w e  find something in the  next 

hypothesis that will be m ore useful to  us in tackling our part one aporiai?  In order to do justice to  

these questions we shall devote our entire  second chapter, the next chapter o f this thesis, to  an

Proclus. Ibid, 64K, p 596 

“ Allen, ibid, p 218 
Allen, ibid, p 339
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analysis of H I  in order to  deternnine how the argum ents therein should be appreciated, how the  

conclusions presented at the end o f H I  should be construed and w hat status we should accord to  

the 'pure one' that H I  presents to us, a one that w e shall hereafter refer to  as the one of H I. Once 

we have com pleted this effort we shall be in a position to consider w hat use, if any, we may m ake of 

the one of H I  for the purposes of developing philosophical arguments and, in particular, of resolving 

the opening aporiai o f the  Parmenides.

The overall plan
W e have stated our intention to establish and defend the argum entative unity o f Plato's Parmenides 

by showing th a t the concepts, distinctions and argum ents of the eight hypotheses in the second part 

of the dialogue may be used to resolve the aporiai o f the first part in the precise term s in which 

those aporiai are form ulated . W e have satisfied ourselves that none of the o ther developm ents in 

the  first part o f the dialogue seriously underm ine or th reaten  our overall intention here. The 

developm ents in question are: the nature of the opening exchange betw een Socrates and Zeno with  

its introduction o f the theory o f forms; the exchange betw een Socrates and Parmenides and the  

problems fo r the theory o f forms that are form ulated there; the variety o f possible interpretations o f 

the exercise given to Socrates by Parmenides and the schema that it presents; and the status o f the  

actual proposition, 'if one is', that Parmenides selects for analysis in the hypotheses of part tw o.

However, we have just highlighted the need to revisit the first o f these hypotheses (H I)  o f part tw o  

in some detail in order to  ensure that our entire project is not underm ined by the problem atic  

nature and structure o f that argum ent and its relationship to the subsequent part tw o arguments. 

Provided we succeed in defending the cogency of that opening argum ent of part tw o and its 

associated subject, the 'pure one', we can then make the case that the concepts, distinctions and 

arguments therein  are defensible and th a t the subject of that first hypothesis, the 'pure one', should 

be capable o f being used in fu rther argum ents in order to solve philosophical problems. This will 

com plete our second chapter. W e shall then be justified in making use o f that subject, the 'pure  

one', combined w ith an analysis o f the  second hypothesis (H2) o f part tw o  in order to develop a 

resolution o f the so called 'third man argum ent' o f part one based upon the precise term s in which 

that particular aporia  is form ulated. This will constitute our second chapter and having com pleted  

these tw o chapters w e shall have established w hat w e set out to  establish; that the, concepts, 

distinctions and argum ents of the second part may be used to resolve the aporiai o f the first part in 

the precise term s in which those aporiai are form ulated.

At that point w e shall step back from  the precise task we have set ourselves here in order to revisit 

some m ore ancient interpretations o f this dialogue, readings which are o ften  classed as Neo-
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Platonic. We shall assess the cogency o f such Neo-Platonic readings in the light of our own overall 

analysis to assess whether, in the case o f Plotinus in particular, such interpretations represent a 

defensible reading o f the Parmenides or, as some critics allege, a misunderstanding or a mystical 

interpretation which undermines the credibility o f the exegesis. Based upon this approach to our 

work we shall have four chapters in this thesis: this introduction; chapter tw o on the first hypothesis 

and the use tha t may be made o f its philosophic concepts; chapter three on the application o f the 

first and second hypotheses o f part tw o to the resolution o f the so called 'th ird  man argument' o f 

part one; chapter four on Plotinus' use o f the Parmenides and the cogency o f his exegesis thereof.

We have argued in this chapter that interpretations which place primary emphasis upon the thought 

o f the historical Parmenides and Zeno do not succeed in establishing a precise and detailed 

argumentative connection between the aporiai o f part one and the subsequent arguments o f part 

two. We have also noted the existence o f a rejectionist strand running through modern scholarship 

in particular and we can safely say at this stage that if we succeed in our own objective here we shall 

have undermined the case for such rejectionism. On this basis, neither o f these two interpretations 

or any variation upon them is likely to  assist us in establishing or defending the case we wish to 

make here.

We have also noted the revisionist or developmentalist reading o f the dialogue whereby, in the 

Parmenides, a later dialogue of his middle period, Plato is finding fault w ith  his own theory o f forms. 

We have seen that Turnbull is inclined towards this view and it is well expressed by McCabe, though 

her main concern is the question 'W hat is an individual?'

What Plato badly needs is to  consider 'W hat is an individual?' as a general question, leaving 

open the issue o f which entities qualify. And that general investigation, I argue, is on hand 

in the second part o f the Parmenides (hereafter Parmenides II), continues in the Theaetetus 

and the Timaeus, and is brought to a satisfactory conclusion in the Sophist. The agenda from 

here onward, that is, is not the viability o f the theory o f forms, but the nature of 

individuation. What is one? -  as Republic 523 has predicted -  is the question that demands 

an answer first.

We need not concern ourselves w ith  the details o f McCabe's assertions above but we should note 

her reiteration o f the very common claim that many issues raised in the Parmenides are resolved in 

the Sophist or even the Phiiebus. Hence Rickless' statement tha t "... as developmentalists agree, the 

Parmenides is succeeded by (at least) five dialogues; Theaetetus, Sophist, Statesman, Phiiebus, and 

Laws."^^ He too reads the Parmenides as featuring a revision o f the theory o f forms and he reads the

“  McCabe, Plato's Individuals, PUP, 1999, p. 99.
Rickless, S.C., Plato's Forms in Transition: A reading o f the Parmenides. (Cambridge University Press, 2009). 

p. 240
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aporetic ending o f the first hypothesis as a significant step in tha t process. By contrast we, fo r our 

part, have highlighted the need to revisit the first hypothesis (H I) o f part tw o in some detail in order 

to  ensure that our entire project is not undermined by the problematic nature and structure o f that 

argument and its relationship to the subsequent part tw o arguments. We shall need to argue that 

H I establishes a conclusion that connects it to the next part tw o argument and develops a concept 

tha t can be used to resolve the opening aporiai. Rickless needs to  make the case that H I is a 

reductio based argument highlighting problems w ith certain aspects o f the theory o f forms. 

Accordingly, we must come to terms w ith his arguments and make a case against them in our next 

chapter as we take the first step in defending the interpretation we have outlined above. In so doing 

we shall also be forced to highlight some of the shortcomings o f such revisionist readings o f the 

dialogue and make a detailed case for preferring our own interpretation. As Rickless has a consistent 

revisionist approach to the entire dialogue we shall also make use o f his in terpretation o f the 'th ird 

man argument', which he reads consistently as highlighting problems w ith the theory of forms, and 

we shall contrast this w ith our own reading o f that argument whereby the regress is resolved by the 

concepts, definitions and arguments provided by the hypotheses o f part two.

In recent scholarship there is one influential interpretation tha t does not easily fall into the category 

of rejectionist, revisionist or historicist, an interpretation tha t is capable o f being aligned closely w ith 

what we are proposing here. This interpretation is Meinwald's,®'’ who developed a reading o f the 

Parmenides whereby Plato is employing the tw o modes of predication we described earlier, 

predication w ith respect to the thing itself and predication w ith  respect to other. She claims that it is 

the failure to distinguish between these two modes o f predication tha t generates the aporiai o f part 

one and the apparent contradictions in the hypotheses o f part tw o and she claims that the aporiai 

are resolved and the contradictions and difficulties o f part tw o  are explained once we distinguish 

these tw o modes of predication. According to Meinwald and other scholars who have developed 

and refined her approach, these tw o modes o f predication, as prefigured in the schema and 

exemplified in part two, enable us to resolve the aporiai o f part one. Therefore when we are dealing 

w ith our own interpretation o f the 'th ird  man argument' we shall have to consider Meinwald and 

one pair®  ̂of authors who refined and developed her work, in order to argue tha t our own 

interpretation offers a more textualiy fa ithful, coherent and precise connection between the two 

parts of the dialogue than that afforded by the 'tw o modes o f predication' reading.

M einwald, C. C; Plato's Parmenides. Oxford University Press, 1991. 
Francis Jeffry Pelletier, Edward N. Zalta; NOOs 34;2 (2000) 165 -2 02
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Therefore, just as we have made much use o f Allen's work in this chapter, we shall use Rickless, 

Meinwald and Meinwald's successors as a test o f the cogency o f our own interpretation o f the 

dialogue and the steps whereby we establish and defend tha t approach. We shall reserve more 

comprehensive accounts o f the views o f these interpreters until the tim e comes for the detailed 

presentation o f our own interpretation o f the relevant parts o f the dialogue.

We should now proceed to  our next chapter and revisit the strange conclusions o f the first 

hypothesis, the first step in the exercise which was intended by Parmenides to  enable Socrates to be 

"...perfectly trained and see tru th  clearly."®® At firs t sight it is offering fu rthe r obscurity rather than 

increased clarity. We know that Proclus the fifth  century head o f the Academy in Athens, a successor 

o f Plato himself, refers to  this conclusion as 'unexpected', declares tha t it 'raises a grave doubt' and 

asks the question 'are not all the foregoing arguments dismissed by this single remark?'®^ He then 

goes on to state that 'some people have therefore been persuaded by this passage to say that the 

First Hypothesis reaches impossible conclusions, and so tha t the one is not a real subject'. We should 

now take up the challenge o f seeking out the clarity we were promised, amid the array o f difficulties 

w ith which we are presented by the unexpected conclusions o f the firs t hypothesis.

Parm, 136c, 4-5: ei peAAek; t£A£CJ(; y u p v a o d M E V o q  K u p iiO (; SioyjtaGai t o  aAr|0£(;. 

Proclus. Ibid, 64K, p 596
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Chapter Two 

What is going on in the first hypothesis?

Introduction
We now have a good general sense o f what is going on in Plato's Parmenides and have explained our 

favoured interpretation o f the dialogue. In the last chapter we explained the tw o part structure o f 

the work and we surveyed the firs t o f those parts in some detail in case any of the developments 

there were entire ly inconsistent w ith  our proposed reading. Although we found controversies of 

interpretation surrounding many o f the developments in part one we satisfied ourselves 

nevertheless tha t none o f those uncertainties posed an immediate threat to  our proposed 

interpretation. Our most serious concern arose over the actual demonstration o f the exercise given 

to  Socrates by Parmenides. We saw that the presentation o f that exercise arose out o f an overall 

assessment o f the aporiai of part one and the general threat to the acceptance o f forms posed by 

those aporiai. The exercise was supposed to enable the young Socrates to  be "...perfectly trained 

and see tru th  c l e a r l y . A n d  so it held out the hope that its implementation might lead to a 

resolution o f the aporiai and elim ination o f any doubt over the theory o f forms implied by the 

aporiai in part one. We noted some controversies over the interpretation o f the exercise and how it 

should work in practice and again we could see no particular threat to our own interpretation of the 

dialogue emerging from the controversies about the implementation o f the exercise. The exercise is 

generally agreed to  be a response to the part one aporiai and is generally agreed to anticipate and 

set out a schema fo r the eightfold structure o f the second part of the dialogue.

We declared our intention to  make the case that the TLA aporia of part one can resolved by recourse 

to the certain concepts, distinctions and arguments in selected hypotheses o f part two, so we 

considered the firs t o f those hypotheses (H I) at the end o f our last chapter. In doing so we 

encountered the firs t threat to  our proposed interpretation because the conclusions o f the overall 

argument o f H I seemed to contradict the opening assertion and indeed seemed to render any 

assertions about the subject o f H I impossible. In short we were faced w ith an argument whereby 'if  

one is' then we must conclude tha t 'the one is not' and 'is not even one'. Nothing here seems, at 

first sight, to o ffe r us any assistance in our project of resolving the TLA aporia o f part one and we 

face a bigger problem because the practical demonstration o f this exercise fo r which so much was 

promised has added more aporiai rather than resolving the one we are interested in. This 

development surely places a serious question mark over the entire status o f all the arguments in the

Parm, 136c, 4-5: el TsAEwq yuiJvaadpEvoq K upiioq 5i6i(JEa9ai to  aAr)9£q.
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second part as they all originate in the same schema derived from  the exercise, a schema that has 

generated this first very problem atic outcom e th a t is the first hypothesis.

This leaves us w/ith quite a few  questions to deal with before w e can reinstate our intention of using 

these hypotheses fo r the purpose we proposed. U ltim ately we need to revisit the startling  

conclusions at the end o f that hypothesis and offer some explanation o f them  which places the  

entire argum ent in the context w e require in order to defend our proposed in terpretation and 

prevent it from  being to tally  underm ined by serious problems w ith  the second part of the  dialogue, 

the part in which w e had placed our hopes of finding the resolution of the aporiai. W e explained that 

the conclusion o f H I  reads like a classic reductio which should falsify some initial assertion and could 

well force us to discard the very concept we require fo r the defence o f our interpretation. W e  

therefore  need to  consider this hypothesis in detail to  determ ine w hat precise concept it is 

proposing, w hat precise conclusions it establishes and w hat w e are to make of its final conclusions 

w hereby 'the one is not' and 'is not even one'.

How many subjects?
If we remind ourselves o f the exercise given to Socrates by Parmenides and the schema associated 

therew ith  we will see that the starting point th ereo f is some single proposition which is then  

considered in a num ber o f d ifferent ways. If the schema at 136a-c is entire ly  based upon a single 

proposition which is then considered in a num ber o f d ifferent ways, then the  subject of the  initial 

proposition is the subject o f each of those d ifferen t ways o f considering th a t proposition. Since the  

different ways o f considering the initial proposition are reflected in the schema which corresponds 

exactly to  the num ber o f hypotheses in part tw o, the subject of each o f the hypotheses o f part tw o  

should be the same. W e may therefore  argue, on this basis, that the schema is to be read as setting 

out a m ethodology fo r discussing a single re feren t in eight d ifferent senses or under eight d ifferent 

sets o f relations. Given the very simple proposition 'If one is' w e can take it that the subject is indeed 

unity or oneness in some sense or other. W e reviewed the start o f the first hypothesis in our last 

chapter and w e saw th a t oneness or 'the  one' was assumed in that argum ent to  be to tally  devoid of 

m ultiplicity and was consequently adm itted  to be devoid o f any relations or tem porality. However, 

the argum ent appeared to lead u ltim ately to the conclusion th a t the one therefore  'is not' and 'is 

not even one'. So the  initial premise 'th a t one is' is apparently contradicted by these conclusions. 

W hat are we to  m ake of this? Is this a classic reductio in which w e posit a one that is to ta lly  devoid 

of m ultiplicity, discover th a t proposing a one o f this nature leads to impossible conclusions, and 

therefore  discard the  concept o f the entirely non-m ultiple one as false. But w hat about our 

acceptance o f the fact that there  is only one proposition at w ork throughout the eight hypotheses  

and therefore  only one subject in all o f the hypotheses: Has this subject been falsified by th e  very
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firs t o f those hypotheses? If so, w h a t is th e  status o f th e  o th e r hypotheses given th a t th e ir  sub ject 

has been  fa ls ified  by th e  first?

W e  have read  enough  o f  Cornford  in o u r first ch ap te r to  an tic ip a te  th a t he regards th e  subject o f th e  

firs t hypothesis as d iffe re n t fro m  th a t o f th e  second and he assum es th a t th e  p ure  o ne o f H I  is to  be 

discarded because it has been falsified  by a redu ctio  based a rg u m e n t. H2 w ill, in his v ie w , o ffe r  a 

m o re  accep tab le  co n cept o f th e  one. And so C ornford  w rites:

If P arm en id es ' O ne and Socrates ' U n ity  itse lf are  to  be rescued fro m  se lf-d es tru ctio n ... both

m ust be so m eth in g  m o re  th an  'just one and noth ing  e lse'. The least w e  can add is 'be in g '.

W e  shall th e n  have a one th a t ]s and can be tru ly  said to  ^  o n e ."“

In tre a tin g  th e  sub ject o f th e  first hypothesis as d iffe re n t fro m  th a t o f th e  second C onford fo llo w s  an 

ap proach  w hich  seem s to  have been  ad o p te d  by th e  N eo-P la to n is ts  w h o m  w e  w ill consider in o u r  

last ch ap te r. H o w eve r, w h ile  C ornford  discards th e  fa lsified  sub ject o f th e  first hypothesis th e  N eo - 

Platonists re ta in  it and accord it a very  significant status. The approach  w h e re b y  d iffe re n t re fe ren ts  

are proposed fro m  one hypothesis to  a n o th e r is called a 'm u ltisu b je c tis t' in te rp re ta tio n  and  

Rickless^° sides w ith  M e in w a ld  and A llen  in re jecting  it and po in ting  o u t th a t  it co n trad icts  th e  

opening  o f  th e  schem a w h e re  it is ind icated  th a t th e  sub ject is th e  sam e th ro u g h o u t. It is s im plest fo r  

us to  fo llo w  th ese  o th e r co m m e n ta to rs  and assum e th a t th e  su b ject o f th e  firs t and second  

h ypotheses is th e  sam e and tackle  th e  an o m alies  a t th e  end  o f H I  w ith in  th a t co n tex t avoid ing  th e  

te m p ta tio n  to  solve th e  p ro b lem  by d iscarding th e  re fe re n t o f  th e  a rg u m e n t o f H I .  in o u r last 

ch a p te r w e  shall have to  consider th e  m u ltisub jectiv ism  o f th e  N eo-P la to n is ts  and exp lo re  th e ir  

ra tio n a le  fo r  such a read ing  in th e  co n tex t o f o u r o w n  p re fe rre d  single sub ject in te rp re ta tio n .

On th is in te rp re ta tio n  th e  re fe re n t has th e  characteristics o f a form^^ and in th is co n tex t th e  fo rm  in 

question  w o u ld  be th e  one itself; th a t by w hich  any o f th e  m any p articu la r th ings, each o f w hich are  

one th in g  in kind, are  each one th ing  in kind. O r, to  copy th e  phraseo logy o f  th e  Phaedo, w e  m ay say 

th a t ju s t as 'by  b eau ty , all th a t is b eau tifu l becom es beautiful'^^ so also 'by  th e  one , all th a t is one  

becom es o n e '. In th e  case o f th e  a rg u m e n t o f H I  such a one partakes o f no m u ltip lic ity  w h a tso ev er  

and th e re fo re  does n o t e n te r  in to  any re la tion s such as sam eness o r o thern ess even  w ith  itse lf nor is 

it not involved  in any te m p o ra lity . T he  a rg u m e n t o f H I  in considering  such a one leads to  a n u m b e r

Cornford, Plato and Parmenides, p 135, underlining is mine 
Rickless, ibid, p 100, note 4.
It is not a part of our overall argument here that the one of the first hypothesis corresponds in every way to 

a form as discussed in the Phaedo or Republic.
Phaedo, lOOd, 7 -8 ;  t u  koA o) Trd vT a  to  k o A q  Y iyvE T a i kqAci.
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of aporetic conclusions including the conclusions th a t such a one is not, is not one, and is, among  

other things, unknowable and not am enable to discourse. In this chapter we wish to;

i. Assess any implications o f these aporetic conclusions which are 

damaging fo r our overall in terpretation here

ii. Isolate possibly damaging conclusions from  those which are more  

acceptable in order to  give special consideration to these damaging  

conclusions

iii. Consider w hether any apparently damaging conclusions may be 

understood as u ltim ately non-problem atic

iv. Give a possible context fo r all o f the key H I conclusions with respect to  

the next hypothesis, H2, and the aporetic argum ent o f the TLA.

V. A ttem p t to establish a non-problem atic status for the strictly non

m ultip le one o f H I  w ithin the overall fram ew ork o f H I,  H2 and the 136a- 

c schema

It is im portant fo r the defence of our overall in terpretation  here that we develop a reading of the  

first hypothesis that is consistent w ith that overall in terpretation  and which gives us an 

understanding o f the very puzzling final conclusions o f H I  w hereby they do not underm ine our 

efforts to use the distinctions, concepts and argum ents of the hypotheses in order to resolve the  

aporiai o f part one o f the dialogue.

The conclusion of the first hypothesis (H I)
The first hypothesis proposes that 'one is' or, on another reading of the text, 'it (the one) is one'. W e  

discussed the question of these textual variants in our first chapter but Rickless^^ points out that 

these form ulations may be reconciled as follows;

If the one is 

Then the one is one

It is the second form ulation, the statem ent that the one is one, th a t leads quite directly to the  first

conclusion of the overall H I  argum ent, namely that the one is not many. W e  would have preferred a

translation of the opening o f the H I argum ent which presents the hypothesis as proposing this 

second wording and thus opening w ith  the words 'if it is one', but it can be seen that even if we 

begin from  the first wording we may derive the second form ulation and thus arrive at the first 

conclusion that the one is not many. It is simplest fo r our present purposes to adopt the reading  

most favoured by modern com m entators and avoid a situation w hereby our entire in terpretation  

stands or falls upon a controversy about textual variants. W e have noted the admission th a t 'if the  

one is' it is just one and therefore  devoid o f any m ultiplicity w hatsoever and we have seen that this

”  Rickless, ibid, p. 114
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leads to th e  conclusion that this 'pure one' is utterly devoid o f any relations even w/ith itself and is 

devoid o f any tem porality . The real challenges are presented by the additional conclusions which are 

drawn fo r these conclusions. W e should remind ourselves o f these now;

"So then, if the one does not participate at all in any aspect of tim e, it has never become, 

nor was it becoming, and it never was, nor has it become now, nor is it becoming, and it 

never is, nor will it come to be hereafter, nor be becoming, and it will never be." /  "Very 

true."

"How ever, is there  any way that something can partake of being unless it is based on any of 

these?" /  "There is not."

"So the one does not partake of being at all." /  "It seems not."

"So the one is not, in any way at all." /  "It appears not."

"Nor is it, on this basis, able to be one for, if this w ere so, it would then be and partake of 

being. Rather it seems that the one neither is, nor is it one, if we are to be persuaded by 

such an argum ent." /  "Very likely."

"But if something is not, could anything relate to it or belong to this something that is not?"

/  "How  could it?"

"Therefore, there  is no name of it, nor any account, knowledge, perception or opinion." /  "It 

appears not."

"Then it is neither named, nor spoken of, nor is it subject to opinion or knowledge, nor is it 

perceived by anything that is." /  "It seems not."

"N ow  can all this apply to the one?" /  "W ell, I don 't think so anyway."^'*

W e may readily accept that the concluding section o f H I  is aporetic in nature and reflective of 

Aristotle's concept th e reo f when he says that 'the equality of opposite reasonings is the cause of 

aporia ’^̂ . Here we have a num ber o f negative assertions including the statem ents that the one 'is 

not' and is not even one, statem ents which contradict the earlier proposition which attributed unity 

and being to the one. Hence we have the  overtly aporetic statem ents that 'the one is and is not' and 

that 'the  one is one and is not one'. The crystallisation o f a reductio would o f course resolve the  

aporia  by falsifying the proposition which is initially proposed but we would then be faced with a 

fu rther difficulty as to the status of the referent of that proposition; the strictly non-m ultiple one. If 

we accept th a t a reductio is at work are w e forced to discard that referent as being a flawed and 

incoherent concept? How ever, if there is no reductio we are left w ith a concern about the precise

”  Farm, 141e3-142a8: Ei dpa to  £v [jr|5aM n Mn^Evoq |J£T£X£i xp d vo u , o u te  tto te  yEvovev o u t ’ EyiyvtTO o u t’ rjv 
TTOTE, o u te  vu v yEyovEV ou te  yiyvETai ou te  e o tiv , o u t’ e tte ito  yEvnoETai ou te  yEvr|0naETai ou te  e o to i. {— } 
AAr|0£aTaTa. {— }  "E o tiv  ou v ouaiaq orrioq dv t i ^lETdaxol dAAwq q  k o to  to u tc jv  ti; {— }  O u k  eo tiv . {— } Ou5a|j(I)(; 
dpa TO £v o u o ia q  [jetexei. {—i  O u k  eoikev. {—} Ou5a^J(I)q dpa eo ti to  £v. {— } Ou cpaivETai. {— } Ou5’ dpa ou Tu q  
EOTIV (jjoTE Ev eTvoi' Eir| ydp av n5n  6v Kai ouoiai; petexov- dAA' ujq eoikev, to  ev ou te  ev e o tiv  ou te  eo tiv , si 6eT to) 
to iw S e Aoyoj ttiq te u e iv . {—\ K iv5uveuei. {— "O 5e e o ti, to u tw  tu j pn ° v t i  eI'h dv ti auTto n auTou; {—} Kai TTd)^; 
{— i  Ou5’ dpa ovopa e o tiv  o u to j ou6e Aoyoq ou 6e Tiq ETTiOTnpr) ouSe aioBnoiq ou6e 56^a. {— } Ou cpaivETai. {—} 
Ou5’ ovopd^ETQi dpa ou6e Aeyetoi ou5e So^o^etoi ou5e yiyvajOKETai, ou5e ti t(I)v ovtwv outoO aio0dvETai. {—  
Ouk EOIKEV. {— ’'H SuvaTov ouv TTEpi to ev toutq ouTwq EXeiv; {— OuKOuv EpoiyE 5okeT.

Aristotle; Topics, 145b, 18
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status of those aporia i and the ir role in the  second part o f the Parmenides and therefore w ith in  the  

dialogue as a whole. W e may adopt a standard definition of a reductio here as:

reductio ad absurdum : (1) The principles (A =3 - A) 3  -A and (-A 3  A) 3  A. (2) The 

argum ent form s 'If A then B and not-B; therefore , not-A ' and 'If not-A then B and not-B; 

therefore , A' and argum ents o f these form s. Reasoning via such argum ents is known as the 

m ethod of indirect proof. (3) The rules o f inference th a t perm it (i) inferring not-A having 

derived a contradiction from  A and (ii) inferring A having derived a contradiction from  not-

On the basis o f this definition we certainly have the contradictions expected o f a reductio in the  

concluding argum ent o f H I  as it is presented here fo r we find that the proposal that the one is and 

that it is one leads to the conclusion th a t 'the  one is not' and th a t 'the  one is not one'. Accordingly, 

if we accept that the argum ents of H I  conclude in a reductio should w e expect that a negative truth  

value is being assigned to  the proposition which posits the one of H I; a one which does not involve 

any m ultiplicity and therefore  enters into no relations w hatsoever and involves no tem porality?  

Cornford adopts this understanding of the u ltim ate conclusions o f H I  when he writes;

W hy should this conclusion not be accepted as w hat Plato means, w ith the inference he 

actually draws, that this cannot be a satisfactory account of Unity itself, but w e must at least 

add ' being ' to  unity, as w e proceed to do in the next Hypothesis?^^

So based upon this account we should discard the concept o f unity presented in H I as incoherent 

and adopt some other; perhaps the concept offered by the next hypotheses, H2, w here being is 

'form ally' added to 'the one' so that it 'is' and partakes o f being. But w here does that leave our 

proposed in terpretation o f the dialogue w hereby the  aporiai o f part one are resolved by the 

concepts, distinctions and argum ents o f part tw o? As this exposition proceeds it will becom e clear 

that there are particular concepts, distinctions and argum ents in H I th a t w e will need to preserve 

from  falsification so th a t they may be used in the resolution o f the part one aporiai. If we read H I  as 

a reductio that renders incoherent all o f the concepts and distinctions w ithin the  argum ent we shall 

end up discarding the very m aterial from  H I  th a t w e require to resolve the opening TLA aporia.

The consequences of H I being a reductio
Let's assume that the  reductio in terpretation  could lead to the conclusions that: Proposing such a 

one generates problem atic conclusions insofar as these contradict and negate the very  

characteristics, nam ely unity and existence, that are initially asserted o f that very one itself; the  

problem atic consequences highlight genuine issues w ith the  propositional content o f w hat has been

Cambridge Dictionary of Phiiosophy, 2"'' edition, p 778 
”  Cornford, ibid, p 133
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asserted nam ely th a t there  is a one which does not involve any m ultiplicity and therefore  enters into  

no relations w hatsoever and involves no tem porality; the proposition which posits such a one is 

false; it is not appropriate to assign any philosophic status or utility to such a one in v iew  o f the  

problem atic and contradictory consequences which em erge from  the overall argum ent o f H I.

The first point above is hard to dispute as the entire tone o f the last section of the H I argum ent is 

aporetic in character and this is fu rther emphasised by the nature o f Parmenides' own com m ents 

upon the conclusions which are reached. There is no escaping the fact the there  is a denial of being 

and unity to  the one at the end of H I  and th a t such a denial apparently contradicts the opening  

assertion o f the hypothesis itself, the assertion that the one is and is one. Consequently w e shall 

revisit these conclusions and the  precise wording em ployed in th e ir form ulation in order to assess 

the ir exact im port and implications.

It also seems inevitable that the  conclusions w hereby being and unity are denied to such a one 

must, if they are to stand, cause us to reconsider the propositional content and the status of w hat 

has been asserted nam ely that there  is a one which does not involve any m ultiplicity and therefore  

enters into no relations w hatsoever and involves no tem porality . It therefore  seems difficult, once 

we adm it those conclusions, to avoid the third consequence and actually accept that the proposition 

which posits such a one and indeed the concept of this 'pure one' are false. How ever, we should 

also note that a typical appreciation o f a reductio based argum ent is that it renders the concept in 

question devoid of any fu rther philosophic status or utility in the construction of positive arguments 

- t h e  subject o f the reductio, like a right angled equilateral triangle, proves, in general, to be a 

genuine and literal aporia; a philosophic dead end.

W e are left w ith the question as to  how far we should go in accepting the consequences o f a 

reductio based reading of H I. If w e only accept the first th ree sets o f consequences listed above 

then we are, in truth , reading H I as a reductio. However, even if w e do allow the actual referent of 

H I to be called into question and falsified we may be able to avoid the damaging im pact o f the last 

consequence listed above. In o th er words w e can make a case that in spite o f the problem atic  

consequences which arise when w e assert a one such as the one o f H I  and in spite o f the fact that 

this may reflect upon the propositional content o f the H I argum ent and perhaps even falsify it, the  

strictly non-m ultiple one of H I  may nevertheless preserve a status which allows us to em ploy it in 

argum ent in o rder to pursue and develop certain metaphysical issues and indeed to develop the  

second hypothesis o f this very dialogue. On such a reading w e could accept the first tw o  possible 

consequences and even the third but would escape the fourth outcom e -  the uselessness of the  

subject concept itself. If we read the overall argum ent of the first hypothesis in this way w e shall be
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departing form  a very literal reductio based reading and taking it instead to  involve a degree o f 'self

refutation '. W e  shall therefore  explore the nature o f self-refutation based argum ents later in this 

chapter.

It w/ill be im portant fo r our overall thesis here to  at least avoid the fourth  o f the above consequences 

of a reductio based reading of H I. If we cannot avoid the consequence th a t the one of H I  is akin to  a 

right angled equilateral triangle and accordingly does not represent a concept w ith  any logical utility 

then we cannot expect such a one to  be capable o f resolving any of the aporiai o f the first part o f the  

dialogue as w e would have to discard the concept entirely. How ever, we shall wish to argue in the  

next chapter th a t the one of H I  or its counterpart in the context o f o ther form s may be invoked in 

order to avoid the regress which constitutes the TLA aporio, the so called 'third man argum ent' at 

132a-b. Accordingly, if w e are unable to justify assigning some status or utility to  the one o f H I  then  

this proposed application o f such a one to resolve the TLA regress will be unjustifiable and one o f our 

key argum ents in favour o f the overall unity of the  dialogue will fail. Hence it is im portant fo r our 

overall case fo r the unity o f the dialogue to be able to establish some status for the one o f H I  which 

will allow its em ploym ent in the construction of philosophic arguments.

The case that H I is a reductio
The case th a t H I  is a reductio can be m ade quite persuasively by reference to the  concluding extract 

of H I as quoted above. If we look for the  basic form ula '(A =3 - A) =) -A' then w e do indeed observe 

th a t there  is an evident contradiction o f the opening assertion that 'the one is', by the later 

conclusion at 1 4 1 e l2  th a t 'the one neither is nor is it one'. The assertion th a t 'the  one is one' is also 

contradicted by this same conclusion. W e shall make the assumption in this chapter that Plato 

intends the argum ents o f H I to  be read as valid argum ents and w e shall deal w ith some o f the  

allegations th a t there  is invalidity or unsoundness in these arguments, in the appendix to  this 

chapter. Consequently w e ourselves are open to the counter-assertion th a t this is a validly 

constructed reductio on the basis of which w e should discard the concept enshrined w ith in  the  

initial proposition; the concept o f a one which involves no m ultiplicity w hatsoever, which enters into 

no relations and therefore  involves no tem porality  and therefore  cannot be said to be or to  be one. 

Once we deny any m ultiplicity to the one all o f the other consequences fo llow  through a series of 

valid argum ents, consequences which include the u ltim ate denial o f existence and indeed unity to  

the one. As the  la tter consequences contradict the opening assertion this clinches the reductio and 

falsifies the opening proposition o f a one that is entirely devoid o f multiplicity. Should such a 

concept therefore  be discarded?
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Such a reading is given fu rther emphasis by Parmenides' phrase at 1 4 1 e l2 ; 'if w e are to be 

persuaded by such an argum ent'. Since this phrase follows the tw o damaging conclusions which 

falsify the opening assertion of a pure and non-m ultiple one w e could reasonably assume that it 

highlights the fact th a t there is a problem  w ith the initial hypothesis or, as Cornford puts it; 'the  

reasoning is not entire ly  trustw orthy'. W e have already indicated the presum ption of the  validity of 

the overall series o f argum ents which constitute H I,  and Rickless, fo r his part, dem onstrates that the  

entire series o f argum ents which are presented in H I may u ltim ately be traced back to  the opening 

proposition that the one is one and accordingly does not partake o f any multiplicity. Hence we may 

be faced w ith  a fu rther indication, through this com m ent by Parmenides, that there  is an issue with  

the opening proposition and that there is an intended falsification o f this opening proposition as a 

result o f which we should discard the associated concept of a one which is just one, enters into no 

relations and is devoid o f tem porality.

To add to the case fo r a reductio reading, Parmenides closing question (142a7) as to w h eth er the  

conclusions w hereby the one, as presented here, is unnam eable, unknowable etc. are actually  

applicable to the one, may also be read as implying a reductio if he is indicating th a t such 

conclusions are impossible and some assertion upon which they are based is therefore  false. Indeed, 

since this final question in H I is soon followed by the series o f analyses that constitute the second 

hypothesis and its argum ent and conclusions, we may easily read Parmenides' question as falsifying 

some aspect o f the opening proposition o f H I  and then developing this argum ent fu rther w ithin the  

overall argum ent o f H2 in order to rem edy the weakness highlighted w ithin H I. If we are to 

substantiate our case that H I  is not a reductio we shall need to  find some o ther basis for 

understanding the tw o  reservations which are expressed by Parmenides towards the end of the H I  

section o f this dialogue so that these do not force us to  discard the concept enshrined in such a one.

W e should note how ever that these tw o  concluding reservations as expressed by Parmenides are  

som ew hat ambiguous. It is not entirely clear w hat argum ent is being indicated as 'unpersuasive' 

when th a t term  is used. W e may o f course presume th a t the com m ent refers to the entire argum ent 

which is constituted by H I  and its conclusions and such an understanding would indeed be 

consistent with a reductio style argum ent. However, w e should also consider w hether there are any 

other possibilities as to w here precisely the unpersuasive reasoning lies. A similar issue arises with  

Parmenides' closing question as to  the applicability o f 'these' (rauTa) to  the one. 'These' may of 

course refer to  the aporetic conclusions about its non-being, non-oneness and the added  

consequences that it is un-nam eable and unknowable. Such an in terpretation  would again be 

consistent w ith a reductio based reading and would receive fu rther support from  the nature o f the
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argum ent which follows in H2. Nevertheless w e should also consider o ther possible readings o f 

Parmenides' concluding question and its im plications for our overall understanding of H I.

The structure o f the opening argum ent o f H2 seems to provide additional evidence that H I  is a 

reductio. W e have seen that being is denied to the one at the end of H I, an aporetic conclusion 

which supports a reductio based reading as it establishes t h a t ' the one is not' which is a 

contradiction o f our opening proposition w hereby 'the  one is'. At the beginning o f H2 a reductio  

reading of H I  receives fu rther support from  the assertion (142b6) that if the one is it must partake  

of being. This seems to highlight the  unacceptability o f the conclusion about the non-being o f the  

one as stated at the end of H I  by emphasising that being is of course essential to  the one. The H I  

argum ent then appears to establish th a t positing a one which is entirely devoid o f m ultiplicity and 

which is therefore  w ithout parts, enters into no relations w hatsoever and has no tem porality , leads 

to  the conclusion that such a one is not, that this conclusion about the one is unacceptable and so 

we must revisit this H I  argum ent recognising that the  one must partake o f being and th ere fo re  be. 

This is precisely w hat w e see happening at the start o f H2 and this fact lends fu rther support to  the  

reductio based in terpretation  o f H I.  Such is Cornford's reading of the first hypothesis and its relation  

to  the second hypothesis;

...this cannot be a satisfactory account o f Unity itself, but we must at least add ' being ' to

unity, as w e proceed to  do in the next Hypothesis?^®

One could also infer (as does Rickless) that the overall argum ent o f H I, being a reductio, falsifies the  

initial proposition w hereby any m ultiplicity is denied to  the one. Because all o f the conclusions 

within H I  u ltim ately depend upon this opening assertion o f non-m ultiplicity all o f the aporetic  

conclusions could serve to falsify the concept o f a one which involves no m ultiplicity. Such a reading  

receives support from  the argum ent o f H2 w herein , at 143a2 and also at 144e5-6 , the one is indeed  

alleged to partake o f m ultiplicity and to  be many. This represents a fu rther piece o f evidence that 

the  aporetic conclusions of H I  are unacceptable and indicate the problem atic nature o f th e  one of 

H I: the one cannot have the single characteristic o f unity alone -  it must also partake o f  m ultiplicity  

and being.

If we are to  m ake a case th a t H I  preserves some philosophic utility for the one of H I  th en  w e must 

respond to all the above evidence that H I  is obviously intended as a reductio which com pels us to  

discard the concept enshrined in such a one. W e must therefore  show some o ther context w ithin  

which the aporetic conclusions may be placed other than a pure reductio context that w ill lead us to

Cornford, ibid, p 133
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discard the one of H I. W e  must also provide other possible explanations fo r the reservations 

expressed by Parmenides when he refers to the unpersuasive argum ent and questions the  

applicability o f the aporetic H I conclusions to the one. And finally w e must consider a possible 

in terpretation  of H2 w hereby it does not read purely as a rem ediation of the reductio which 

crystallises at the end o f H I. W e also need to consider how the overall argum ent o f H I  integrates  

into the dialogue as a w hole and serves a role and purpose there which is not based solely upon a 

reductio role in which it m erely falsifies a particular proposition or concept.

Reconciliation of the hypotheses to the schema at 136a-c
W e have seen that Parmenides gives an outline o f his overall m ethodology at 136a-c and that most 

com m entators accept th a t this anticipates the eightfold structure o f the hypotheses. These eight 

hypotheses are accepted by most as a dem onstration of the overall m ethodology summarised in 

136a-c based upon a particular instance, the case of the one. If we wish to defend our assertion of 

the argum entative unity of this dialogue we should make the case that the schema is adhered to  

throughout and anticipates the structure and inter-relations o f the eight hypotheses about the one 

because the eight hypotheses constitute a dem onstration o f that schema. There is quite general 

agreem ent th a t the first four hypotheses are concerned w ith the positive proposition th a t 'the one 

is'. It is also generally agreed that the first four hypotheses consider the consequences o f this 

assertion for the case o f the one in H I  and H2 and for the others (things o ther than one) in H3 and 

H4. The distinction betw een the nature o f the analysis taking in place in H I versus that o f H2 is not 

the subject o f universal agreem ent because some com m entators claim that H I  considers the one in 

relation to itself and H2 considers it in relation to the others (things other than one)^®. O ther 

com m entators how ever read H I as presenting the negative consequences of the analysis and H2 as 

representing positive consequences®” and they detect no significance in the nature o f the  

relationships being considered. W e have discussed this issue earlier and have indicated w hy we  

favour the fo rm er interpretation  but regardless of which view  we take there  is still appears to be 

issue w ith a purely reductio based reading o f H I  when considered in relation to the 136a-c schema.

W e need to ask w h ether we should anticipate any progression o f the argum ent from  H I  into H2. In 

other words, should the content of H2 be influenced by the consequences o f H I?  There is nothing in 

the wording o f the 136a-c schema which indicates that the content o f H2 should be in any way  

dependent upon the conclusions or outcom es of H I  or that any of the  hypotheses have an 

interconnectedness w hereby the outcom e o f one determ ines the  opening position of the next. The

M e in w a ld  an d  S co ln ico v. 

Gill an d  Rickless
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schema outlines the developnnent o f the hypotheses in such a way as to  imply that they are  

independent o f one another because the progression from  one to the next is driven by the  

m ethodology o f the schema itself and not by the conclusions of the previous hypotheses. 

Accordingly, despite quite obvious contradictions betw een the outcom es o f the arguments in H I  and 

those in H2 there  is no highlighting of such contradictions or any indication that this is a problem atic  

state of affairs. And so we find, fo r instance, in H I  that the  one is neither the same as itself nor the  

same as another while in H2 it is both the same as itself and the same as another. How ever, when  

this conclusion is reached in H2 there  is no reference to the fact that it contradicts a conclusion 

reached in H I.

If H I  is m erely a reductio based argum ent then it is not unreasonable to expect that the  

consequences o f its conclusions would be addressed and the  propositions rem ediated in the  

succeeding parts o f the dialogue. On this basis w e would anticipate that H2 would deal w ith  the  

consequences of the H I reductio and would a ttem p t to resolve those aporetic conclusions about the  

one. If that is the case then there  is a connectedness betw een H I  and H2 which is not explicitly 

indicated by e ither o f the tw o  readings (self/o thers or positive/negative) o f the 136a-c schema as 

described above. A lack o f fidelity to the m ethodology outlined at 136a-c certainly weakens any case 

fo r the overall unity o f the dialogue as it implies that the m ethodology introduced in order to resolve 

the aporiai o f part one o f the dialogue, is not adhered to w ithin the interrelated structure o f the  

hypotheses themselves. It therefore  raises the possibility th a t w hat we find in the  hypotheses is not 

actually intended to resolve the opening aporiai but has some other purpose because the  

connection linking part one to the eight hypotheses via the 136a-c schema has now been broken.

W e shall wish to apply the concept o f the one o f H I  to the 'third large argum ent' in our next chapter 

and we will make the case that the one of H I  is presented there  fo r that very purpose, the  purpose 

of resolving the aporia i o f part one. This will constitute part o f our overall case for the unity o f the  

dialogue as a w hole but such a case will be much dam aged if w e cannot show th a t th e  hypotheses 

reflect the  schema at 136a-c and do not involve additional interrelations which are not anticipated  

by that schema.

If we are fully to appreciate the status and consequences of the  aporetic conclusions o f H I  we will 

need to exam ine the transition from  H I  into H2 in order to  determ ine w hether the overall 

developm ent o f the argum ent is being driven by the m ethodology reflected in the 136a-c schema or 

by the conclusions which em erge in the course o f the analysis w ithin the hypotheses them selves. It 

may be the case that H I  ends aporetically and this m andates a revision o f certain assumptions 

because the proposition which posits the one of H I  has been falsified. This revision m ay be reflected
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in H2 which then proceeds to show th a t the revised assumptions, in contrast, do not lead to any 

aporetic conclusions and there is no falsification o f the proposition which posits the one o f H2. 

Alternatively the H I argum ent may lead to aporetic conclusions which are the consequences of the  

sense in which the one is considered in H I as m andated by the schema. The adherence to the  

m ethodology o f the schema may then, o f itself, provide an alternative sense in which the one may 

be considered and the aporetic conclusions may be resolved within that context. The distinction 

betw een these tw o  alternatives may appear m inor but if w e wish to use the concept enshrined  

within the one o f H I  as a means of resolving the aporiai of the first part o f the dialogue then we will 

wish to avoid reading H I  as a reductio and will favour the second alternative over the first, an 

alternative w hereby the content o f H2 is not determ ined by the falsification via a reductio of the  

concept of the one as enshrined in H I.  Consequently we should analyse the transition from  H I  into 

H2 to see how the argum ent develops in the second hypothesis and the m anner in which its 

developm ent relies upon concepts in H I.

The transition from H I to H2
W e should first consider the opening words o f the H2 argum ent to determ ine w h eth er these imply a 

direct connection back to H I which would justify reading H2 as rem edying the consequences of a 

reductio at the end o f H I.  W e should also note that H I  is the only one o f the eight hypotheses to  

end with any obvious indication that its conclusions should be read aporetically. On this basis we  

would anticipate the  reductio at the end of H I  would lead to a d ifferent wording in the transition  

from  H I to  H2 than betw een other pairs of hypotheses w here no reductio is involved. W e should 

therefore exam ine the opening wording of some other hypotheses to determ ine w h ether the H I to  

H2 transition is exceptional in this respect.

H2 begins w ith an invitation from  Parmenides;

Now do you w ant us to go back over the hypothesis from  the beginning, in case something  

different may becom e evident to us in the review?

This wording may indeed be read as consistent w ith a reductio based reading and seems to imply an 

intended revision o f the H I  argum ent consequent upon its aporetic conclusions. How ever, a similar 

wording also occurs in the transition from  H3 to H4:

Therefore, if we now accept these points as obvious, should we consider once m ore, if one 

is, do these conclusions apply to things other than one, or do they not apply?®^

®^Porm, 141bl-2, PouAei ouv ETii Ttiv uTioBeaiv TrdAiv d p xn ?  £Trav£A6tjJM£v, iav  ti h|jTv ETravioOaiv aAAoTov 
cpavfi;
“  Farm, 159b2-4, o u k o Ov , t i laOra |j£v qSn £(I)|J£v toq (pavepd, £TTiaK0TT0T|j£v 6 i ttciA iv  e v  ei e o t iv , ap a  k q I o u x  

ouTCjjq £X£i TO aAAa t o u  £v 6<; n o u t u ) |j 6 v o v ;
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Again between HS to H6 we find:

"Now let us go back again to the beginning to see if matters will appear the same to us as
they did just now or differently."^^

And from H7 to H8 we find:

"Now let's go back once more to the beginning and ask what must be, if one is not, but
things other than one are."®'*

Based upon review of these transitions we can see that there is nothing particularly exceptional 

about the way in which the transition from HI to H2 is introduced. The wording declares the 

intention to reconsider the hypothesis from the beginning but so also does the wording of the H3 to 

H4 transition and the H5 to H6 transition and the H7 to H8 transition. So we find a consistency in the 

way in which the second manner of considering either the one (HI to H2) or the others (H3 to H4) is 

introduced when we are considering the consequences of the hypothesis 'if one is'. In the case of 

the negative version of the same hypothesis namely 'if one is not' we find that similar wording 

recurs in the case of the consequences for the one (H5 to H6) and for the others (H7 to H8). In every 

case the intention is to go back to the beginning in order to see if the same consequences arise when 

the hypothesis is revisited. In this respect the HI to H2 transition is no exception and there are no 

special implications in the opening wording that the relationship between H I and H2 is significantly 

different from the relationship between any of the other pairs of hypotheses.

In each of the transitions above there is no question of a review of a previous and problematic 

argument about the same subject; instead the transitions involve the development of a different 

aspect of the schema and they are determined by the schema itself and not by the consequences of 

the previous hypotheses. So after the aporetic closing wording of HI we do not find that H2 is 

introduced in a manner which is particularly reflective of resolving an aporia or remedying some 

error which has given rise to a reductio. H2 is introduced in a similar manner to other corresponding 

hypotheses in the dialogue and in those other cases the hypotheses are not preceded by any 

indication that the ending of the previous hypothesis is aporetic or may constitute a reductio. It is as 

if the aporiai at the end of HI are effectively ignored and we are proceeding forward into the next 

hypothesis in fidelity to the schema as if they had never arisen in the first place.

Farm , 163b7-8, a u 9 iq  5 n  £Tri Tiiv a p x n v  FujpEV ird A iv  6 i | j6 m £ v o i ei t q u t c i  n p iv  (paveTiai o it te p  k q i  v O v  n  E iE p a .  

Parm , 165e2-3, e t i  6 n  QTra^ e A S o v te ^  TrdAiv e t t i  rq v  a p x n v  e i'ttu jm e v , e v  e i l̂^ e o t i ,  tqAAo 5 e  t o O Evoq, t I x PH 

Eivai.
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After the transitional connment as quoted above, the argument of H2 proceeds to propose the 

hypothesis this time with a different word order from the proposition in HI; 'one, if it is - £v el e o t iv ’ . 

And it then argues that if one is it must partake of being and if it partakes of being it must be other 

than being. Accordingly, we now have a one that partakes of being and therefore 'is', a 'one that is', 

let's call it an existent one. This existent one, the one of H2 must be a whole with two parts; one and 

being. This of course contrasts with the one of HI which did not have parts because having parts 

would have rendered it multiple. We saw that the overall H I argument can trace all of its aporetic 

conclusions back to this single statement at the very beginning, that the one is not multiple and 

therefore does not have parts and cannot be a whole because a whole is characterised by the 

possession of parts. But now, in the argument of H2, we find that the existent one, in contrast, is a 

whole with parts.

However, if we consider these two parts of this existent one of H2 we are faced with the question as 

to the nature of the one that partakes of being and becomes the existent one of H2. We are told that 

the one that partakes of 'being' is not itself 'being' because it must be different from being as the 

process of partaking implies that what partakes is different from what is partaken of. But what now 

is the status of the one which partakes of being and becomes the existent one of H2?

In introducing the overall argument of the hypotheses Parmenides explained that his subject would 

be 'the one itse lf ( a u io  t o  e v )® .̂ We then find that the argument of H2 introduces a quite consistent 

terminology to describe its own subject, the existent one. It is referred to as 'the one that is' ( t o  e v  

6v at 143a2 and 143a5®® and in the genitive at 142dl, 142d3 and 142el) and it is a whole with two 

parts; one and being. H2 distinguishes this existent one from its component part by referring to the 

latter as 'the one itse lf (q u t o  t o  £ v  -  at 143a6 and 144e6) and it refers to it as 'the one itself which, 

we say, partakes of being' ( q u t o  t o  £ v , 6  6 q  (papev ouaiai; ij e t e x ^ i v -  143a6-7). This distinction 

between the existent one and the one itself is made very clear in a twofold conclusion within the 

overall context of the H2 argument, a conclusion which brings together a pair of arguments about 

the multiplicity of the one and concludes that 'not only is what is one multiple but the one itself 

must also be multiple having been apportioned by being'®^. This conclusion follows two arguments 

within the overall H2 argument one of which (142d9 to 143a2) establishes that the existent one is 

multiple and another which establishes (144bl to 144e7) that the one itself can be multiple. The

137b3
The phrase recurs in H5 at 162c3
Farm, 144e5-7; Ou p o v o v  apa to  6 v  e v  ttoAAci e o t iv , aAAd Kai auTO  to  ev  utto  t o u  o v t o ^ 5 ia v £ V £ p r)M £ v o v  rroAAd 

a v a y K ri e iv a i.
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details of the arguments need not concern us here*® but we should note that there are two distinct 

arguments relating individually to these 'two ones'; the existent one and the one itself. H2 is clearly 

distinguishing two kinds of one.®®

One of these ones partakes of being and the other does not. And we really have only one candidate 

in the dialogue so far for a one which does not partake of being. The overall HI argument has 

already used this very terminology to refer to the one of HI when it stated that 'the one does not 

partake of being at aN'®° and so we can see that this is how the one of HI has effectively been 

defined. The one of H I is a one which does not partake of being and such a one is referred to as the 

one itself within the argument of H2. Once this one itself partakes of being it forms a whole with two 

parts (one and being) and this one which is a whole with parts is referred to as the existent one. We 

may hereafter refer to this existent one as the one of H2.

Is the one itself as produced by the abstraction step in H2 the same as the pure one of H I?
We have seen that the existent one of H2 is a whole with two parts namely 'one' and 'being' and

that the 'one part' is considered, in the mind (ifj SiavoLg), in isolation from the being of which it 

partakes. The product of this abstraction step is referred to as 'the one itse lf (a iiT o  t o  e v ) , and we 

have noted that this is the same phrase that is used by Parmenides in introducing the subject o f the 

eight hypotheses. The one of H I does not partake of being while its counterpart, the existent one of 

H2 is a one that is partaking of being. However, the abstraction step in H2 'removes' the being from 

the one of H2 and we have suggested that the product of the H2 abstraction step, a one devoid of 

being, is the same as the pure one of HI. Nevertheless, in spite of the plausibility of this conclusion, 

we should note that the one of H I is not formally introduced in that hypothesis in the context of an 

abstraction step and so we should justify our assertion that the pure one of HI may be equated with 

the product of the abstraction step performed upon the existent one of H2. Scolnicov does indeed 

consider the possibility that the one of HI and the one produced by the abstraction step in H2 are 

the same but he rules this out on the grounds®^ that the product of the abstraction step in H2 is a 

one that partakes of being but also partakes of 'difference' in order that it may be different from 

being, this he contrasts with the one of HI which does not partake of being or difference or any

^  The existent one is many because it is a whole with parts while the one itself is many because it is 
apportioned by being.

Melnwald, ibid pp 108 /9  and p 112 recognises these facts but questions their significance due to w hat she 
refers to  as 'textual problems' and the precise significance that should be attached to each of the 'tw o ones'. 

141e9; Ou5a|jd)^ dpa t o  e v  ouoia^
Scolnicov, Plato's Parmenides, Cambridge, 2003. p 102
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o th er relation. Yet, this argum ent by Scolnicov is surely questionable since, once the abstraction step 

has been presented, H2 continues to  state explicitly that;

N ow  if being is one thing and one is another, it is not by being one th a t one is d ifferent from

being, nor by being being that being is other than one. No, it is by the d ifferent and by the

o th er that they  d iffer from  one another.®^

The extract establishes that the one generated by the abstraction step is indeed d ifferen t from  being 

but it is not d ifferent on account of w hat it, itself, is. It is d ifferent because o f something else, namely  

'd ifference'. Therefore it is certainly not, of itself, a one that is d ifferent although o f course it may 

and does partake of difference in order to become d ifferent from  being. But nothing in the nature of 

the  one produced by the abstraction step makes it, of itself, d ifferent from  being and so, considered 

just by itself, it is not d ifferent from  being or from  anything else. Therefore, in this respect too, the  

product o f the abstraction step in H2 is the same as the one o f H I  insofar as it is not, by its own 

nature, d ifferen t from  anything else just as the one of H I enters into no relations and is, by its own 

nature, not d ifferent from  anything.

How ever, in spite of the fact that the product o f the abstraction step in H2 has now dem onstrated  

tw o  features in com m on with the one of H I, namely non-participation in being and failure, of itself, 

to  exhibit the characteristic o f difference, w e must still face the fact that H I  does not explicitly 

present the pure one as an abstraction. Accordingly, we should look again to the beginning o f H I  

and the m anner in which that particular consideration o f the one is introduced there , in order to  

determ ine w hether there  are any fu rther indications o f a com m onality of approach betw een the H I  

and H2 argum ents as they introduce th e ir respective concepts o f the one. H I  begins as follows:

If one is, the one would not be many? /  No, how could it be?

So the one does not have parts, nor is it a whole? /  W hy is that?

The part is presumably part o f a whole. /  Yes.

But w hat about the whole? Is not a whole that from  which no part is missing? /  Yes,

certainly.

So, in both cases, the one would consist of parts, w h ether it is a w hole or has parts.

It must be so.

So, in both cases it follows that the one would be many and not o n e ./T ru e .

And yet it should be not many but one. /  It should.

So if the one is to  be one, it will neither be a whole nor will it have parts.

It will not.®^

Farm, 143b3-6; o u k o u v  £i ETEpov p tv  q o u a ia , ETEpov 6 e  t o  ev, o u te  tcI )  ev  t o  ev  Tfiq o iio la ^  ETEpov o u te  to j  

o u a ia  eTvqi q o u a ia  toO  e v o i; aAAo, aKKa t ( I )  e te p o j te  Kai aAAio ETEpa oAAnAujv.

Farm, 137c4-d3; Ei ev e o tiv , aAAo t i ouk av Ei'n ttoAAo to  ev; /  ttcI)^ y d p  av ; -  ou te  a p a  auTOU o u te  oAov 

auTO 5eT Eivai. /  t I 5n; -  to  |J£po^ ttou  oAou pspoi; eo tIv . /  vol. -  t I  5e to  oAov; ouxi ou av iJEpo^ pqSEV OTTfi oAov
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W e note an initial reluctance on the  part of Aristoteles to accept that the one cannot be a w hole or 

have any parts. This is understandable for surely a whole w ith parts is a unity and is one in th a t 

sense, so why can the one not be a whole w ith parts? The argum ent establishes that a whole or 

anything w ith parts is undeniably m ultiple insofar as it has parts but is th a t an im pedim ent to  its 

being one? The answer is that it depends upon the kind o f one that this one is to  be and this point is 

emphasised by the statem ent that:

And yet it should be not many but one.

5eT 6e ye MH TroAAa aAA' ev q u t o  eTvai.

The occurrence of the tw in strictures of being "not many but one" determ ine the kind of one we  

encounter in H I  and although these tw in strictures do not equate to  an abstraction step such as we  

encounter in H2 the ir effect is surely the same. In order to  preserve its status as being "not m any but 

one", the one cannot partake o f anything else nor can it exhibit any other characteristic apart from  

unity. In H I  any other characteristic, even the characteristic o f being or difference, is denied to  the  

one in o rder to  adhere to these requirem ents o f being "not many but one". In H2 we encounter an 

existent one which is a whole w ith  parts and which will, as the argum ent progresses, be said to  

partake o f d ifference and o ther relations. But in the abstraction step in H2 we rem ove being from  

this existent one to yield a one that is devoid o f being and w e also find, in the o ther passage quoted  

above, that the  one produced by the abstraction step is not, by its own nature, d ifferent from  being. 

Accordingly, the  one produced by the abstraction step, by its own nature, exhibits neither being nor 

difference and these surely are the  only tw o  qualities it should exhibit apart from  its own oneness®'*. 

On this basis w e may claim that the abstraction step in H2 rem oves all characteristics from  the one 

apart from  its oneness while the  tw in strictures in H I, w hereby the one is "not m any but one", 

prevent the one from  having any other characteristics apart from  its oneness. In this sense the  

strictures imposed in H I w hereby the one must be "not m any but one" have the same effect as the  

abstraction step in H2 which rem oves all o ther characteristics from  the existent one. In either case 

the result is a one that is just one, enters into no relations and does not partake of being. So w e have 

recognised th a t the product o f an abstraction process need not necessarily constitute a genuine 

entity  in its own right. However, w e have m ade a case that the opening argum ent of H2 can be read 

as arriving at the 'one w ithout being' o f H I  through the application o f an abstraction process to  the  

existent one o f H2.

av Ei'n; / T ra vu  y £ . - d|j(po T£pu)q  apa t o  ev ek ijepcLv av £ ir|, oAov te  6 v  k q I ^J£pr| e /o v .  / a v d y K ri. - aiJcpoTEptoq av 
apa OUTO)^ TO ev  tto AAq  eih qAA' o u x  ev. /  d A r|0 n . -  SeT 5e ye ttoAAq  dAA' ev q u t o  e iv q i. / 6eT. - o u t ’ apa oAov
EOTOI OUTE ^JEpq E^EI, Ei EV EOTOI TO EV. /  OU y d p .

Omitting consideration of being 'the same as itself, another relation specifically denied to the one of H I.
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It might  still be objec ted  t h a t  the  m ere  fact o f  being able to per form an abst ract ion s tep  and arrive 

a t  an ent ity of  a part icular  kind, in this case a on e  th a t  is devoid of be ing and  of difference,  does  not  

establish t h a t  th e re  m u s t  indeed be a o ne  of this nature.  HI pr esen ts  us with an a rg u m e n t  which 

s e e m s  ambiva len t  as  to  w h e t h e r  the  one  of  HI  is a c oh e re n t  concept  o r  not.  Yet w e  are arguing in 

this chapt e r  th a t  th e  pure  one  of HI is indeed a cohe re n t  and defensible concep t  who se  na ture  is 

estab li shed  by valid a rg u m e n ts  and th a t  it is, in turn,  capable of being used,  in its own right, in th e  

d e v e lo p m e n t  of  philosophic a rguments .  This goes s om e way to w ards  answer ing such an objection 

and  ye t  th e r e  mus t  still be fur ther  to  go in considering th e  precise na tu re  of  the  one  of HI, a one  

f rom which all o th e r  characteri st ics and relat ions have been  excluded,  or  th e  one  produced  by the  

H2 abst rac t ion  step;  a o n e  abs t rac ted  f rom any o th e r  qualities or  relations.  In our  next  cha pt e r  we  

shall p r esen t  a f ur the r  a rg u m e n t  wh e reb y  forms,  cor responding  in na t ure  to  the  pure  one  of  HI, 

actually have a par t  to  play in the  de v e lo p m e n t  of  an overall theory  of  forms,  the  e m p lo y m e n t  of 

which assists in th e  resolut ion of  th e  TLA. In our  final c hapte r  we  shall see how th e  neo-Platonic 

t radi t ion in te rpre ted  t h e  relat ionship b e tw e e n  th e  pure on e  of HI and  the  existent  one  of  H2 within 

th e  contex t  o f  an overall metaphysics  and  a system of ontological priority which relies upon  both of 

th e se  concepts  of  th e  o n e  and regards the  pure  one  of HI as ontologically fundamenta l .  Hence, by 

m eans  of th e  cu r ren t  ch ap te r  and  th e  next  tw o  chapters  we  shall sh o w  th a t  HI deve lops th e  concept  

of  a pure  one  by excluding all o th e r  characteri st ics or  relations f rom t h e  one;  t ha t  H2 arrives at  this 

same pure  pure o ne  by abstract ing th e  one  f rom any o th e r  qualit ies characterist ics or  relat ions th a t  

may a t tach  to  it; and  t h a t  this pure  o ne  can play a fundamenta l  role in the  construc tion of  a theo ry  

of forms  or  a f u nd am en ta l  metaphysics  and  its associated system of ontological priority.

The one of HI in the second hypothesis
We have m a d e  th e  case t h a t  the  on e  itself which is refer red to  in H2 can be e qu a t ed  with th e  one  of 

HI, a o ne  which, within t h a t  hypothesis,  does  not  partake of  being a t  all. This one  wi thout  being, t he  

one  of  HI, does  -  s o m e h o w  -  partake  of  being within th e  following hypothesis ,  H2 and  forms  a 

whole  with two parts,  o n e  and being, a whole  which const i tutes  th e  existent  one  of H2. W e should 

no te  th e  s t ruc ture  of  t h e  opening a rg u m e n t  in H2 in ord er  to  un der s t an d  t h e  s ta tus  of  th e  o ne  itself, 

th e  one  of  HI within t h a t  a rgument .  The following is a suggested su m m ary  of the  opening  a rgu m ent  

of  H2:

The on e  is

Therefore  th e  one par takes  of  being

Therefore  the  o ne  is o th er  than  being

Therefore  th e  one,  if it is, contains  tw o  parts;  one  and being 

Therefore th e  one,  if it is, is a whole with t w o  par ts

This whole  with par t s is th e  existent  o ne  of  H2
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We are now faced with the question as to how the one of H I, a one which here partakes of being to 

constitute the existent one, nnay be discussed in H2. The H2 argunnent immediately proceeds to 

show (142d6 -  143a2) that the one itself (the one of H I), as it is part of a whole which constitutes 

the existent one of H2, is  and therefore partakes of being. So, this whole which is the existent one of 

H2 has two parts 'a one part' and 'a being part' but being cannot be missing from the 'one part' -  it 

makes no sense to have a part which is not. But this 'one part' is the one of H I so the one itself, the 

one of H I, always partakes of being once it becomes part of that whole which is constituted by the 

existent one of H2. It is as if there is no longer a one of H I any more - a one which does not partake 

of being in any way. Once such a one becomes a part of a whole it must always be and partake of 

being. So we are left wondering once more about this one of H I and whether it is a false concept 

and it is only acceptable to consider a one which partakes of being and 'is'. In short if there is a 

whole with two parts, one and being, how can we avoid the conclusion that the one must 'be' and 

'being', for its part, must be one? So how may we consider the one which does not partake of being, 

the one which we have termed the one of H I? Is this one of H I a false concept after all which must 

be discarded to arrive at an acceptable understanding of the one as the existent one of H2, a one 

which must partake of being and must therefore be?

In the lines which follow the early H2 argument for the multiplicity of the existent one we do 

however find a basis on which we can consider this one of H I, this one which does not partake of 

being and therefore is not. The argument first asks us to consider 'the one itself, giving it this very 

title whereby it is distinguished form 'the one that is', the whole with parts that constitutes the one 

of H2, the one that is said to partake of being. However, in this particular development of the H2 

argument we are asked to take hold of it 'in the mind' (in 5iavoig -143a7), without that of which we 

say it partakes i.e. without being. Once we take this step in the mind (we may refer to this as 'the 

abstraction step') we are dealing thereafter with the product of that abstraction step in the mind 

and we arrive at a one which corresponds to the one of H I as it is a one without being. The outcome 

of the abstraction step must correspond to the one of H I as it is a one which does not partake of 

being. The product of this abstraction step is then made the subject of an entire argument (143b l to 

144e6) which demonstrates how number arises and also indicates that this one of H I actually 

becomes multiple as it is apportioned by being. Hence we have a clear demonstration within the 

argument of H2 that the one of H I, despite not partaking of being, can be used in a philosophic 

argument in order to draw certain conclusions. If H I is read as a reductio which falsifies the concept 

enshrined within the one of H I then that one, like a right angled equilateral triangle, would not be 

amenable to use in constructing positive philosophic arguments. Rather the one of H I would be
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discarded and would certainly not be expected to reappear as an integral e lem ent in the  

developm ent of the H2 argum ent. But now we can see th a t it survives the th reat o f annihilation at 

the  hands of a reductio and features in the argum ent o f H2.

This abstraction step which we are asked to take in the mind at 143a7, isolates the one itself from  

the  being o f which it is said to partake. The product of such a step is therefore  a one which does not 

partake o f being, a one which is called 'the one its e lf, a one that corresponds to the one of H I. W e  

see th a t this one itself is actually one of the parts o f the existent one o f H2 while the o ther part of 

the existent one is being. The one itself also features as the subject o f an extensive section of the  

overall H2 argum ent (1 4 3 b l to 144e6) once the one itself has been introduced into the H2 argum ent 

via the abstraction step. So, far from  being discarded as false at the end of H I  we find the one itself, 

the one of H I, playing an integral role in the developm ent of the concept o f the existent one o f H2 

and in the overall argum ent o f H2.

The one of H I as an abstraction
W e have seen that the one itself, the one of H I,  may be derived from  the existent one of H2 through  

an abstraction step. W e  have also seen at the end o f H I  that the non-being o f the one is presented 

as aporetic. W e now have a context in which we may appreciate the nature o f this aporetic 'one that 

is not', the  one itself o f H I.  Had the H2 argum ent been presented first, before the H I argum ent, we 

would have been presented initially w ith a less aporetic existent one, the one of H2, and we could 

then have seen that w e can derive the concept of the one itself from  this existent one through an 

abstraction process carried out in the mind. From the existent one which is a whole with tw o parts, 

one and being, we can arrive at the one itself, a one which is w ithout being, through an abstraction  

process in the mind. This one itself does not have parts, only the existent one has parts. So the one 

itself is not a w hole w ith  parts and is therefore  not in any way m ultip le. Hence, beginning w ith the  

existent one of H2 which is a whole w ith parts and therefore  m ultiple, we can arrive by abstraction  

at the one itself, the  one o f H I  which is not a whole, has no parts and is therefore  devoid of 

m ultiplicity. Of course it does not partake o f being as being would then be a part o f it and, having 

parts, it would therefore  be multiple and not strictly one.

W e know from  the argum ent o f H I  that once we have accepted the non-m ultiplicity o f the one and 

the conclusion that such a one is not a whole w ith parts, all o f the other conclusions follow  through a 

series o f argum ents which, as we have claimed, Plato intends us to  take as valid. This series of valid 

argum ents will lead us to  a conclusion which is presented at the end of H I  w hereby the one does 

not partake o f being. How ever, if the argum ent w ere constructed in a d ifferent way, beginning from  

the existent one o f H2 and proceeding through an abstraction step to  derive the one itself which
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does not partake o f being, the aporia  at the end of H I  would appear in a d ifferent light because the  

abstraction process itself would generate a one which does not partake of being - a one which 

therefore  is not. Hence, beginning from  H2 w e may conclude, via abstraction in the mind, that there  

can be a one which is devoid o f being. Such a one will be non-m ultiple and the argum ent set out in 

H I will confirm th a t a non-m ultiple one does not partake o f being. Positing a strictly non-m ultiple  

one as w e do in H I or abstracting the 'one part' o f the existent one, from  its 'being part' as w e do in 

H2 lead in e ither case to the developm ent o f a one th a t does not partake o f being. This one  

corresponds to  the one itself, the one of H I  and we should also note that at 137b3, just before H I  

commences, Parmenides form ulates his initial proposition em ploying this precise phrase 'the  one  

its e lf. Earlier in this chapter we wondered w h ether there  is a single subject or referent fo r all o f the  

hypotheses. Here w e have evidence that in H I  and in H2 the subject is the one itself, considered in 

H I w ithout participation in being and in H2 w ith  participation in being and we have now noted that 

Parmenides him self declares this to be that actual subject before he ever begins the elaboration o f 

H I.

On this basis w e may clarify the relation betw een the abstraction step in H2 and the argum ent o f H I  

as follows:

In H2

The abstraction step -> the one which does not partake of being 

The one not partaking of being -> a one which is not

In H I

The one which is not m ultiple a one which does not partake o f being 

The one not partaking of being -> a one which is not 

Therefore

Since both the abstraction step o f H2 and the non-m ultiple one o f H I  a one which does 

not partake o f being

And

A one which does not partake of being a one which is not.

W e may conclude that the conduct o f the abstraction step in H2 is equivalent to positing a 

one which is just one and devoid o f m ultiplicity and such a step therefore  corresponds to the  

initial conclusion in Hl®^ that the one itself is strictly non-m ultiple.

137C4-5
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The nature of the aporetic conclusions of H I
If w e now revisit the aporetic conclusions o f H I  in the light o f the  above discussion w e may find that 

w e can accept th e ir aporetic nature and indeed may even accept th a t they constitute a reductio  

provided w e can avoid certain consequences thereof. Our only serious concern about accepting a 

reductio was the associated rejection o f the one of H I  as a concept w ithout any philosophic utility 

and status. How ever, if we do adm it that a reductio is at w ork in H I  w e still need to decide w hat 

exactly is being falsified thereby and consider w h ether perhaps it is not, a fter all, the one o f H I  or its 

strict non-m ultiplicity. W e have now seen that the one itself, the one of H I,  may be generated via an 

abstraction step from  the  existent one o f H2. The product is this abstraction step is a one which does 

not partake o f being and it is therefore  a one that is not. How ever, this 'one that is not', a one that 

corresponds to the one of H I, is actually used in the developm ent o f the H2 argum ent and becomes 

therein a part o f the existent one of H2. On this basis our concern that 'a one which is not' would  

lack any philosophic status or utility has been shown to be unfounded. This one which is not is 

clearly em ployed in developing the concept o f the existent one o f H2 because the one which is not, 

the one o f H I, is actually a part o f that existent one of H2. The concept o f a one that is not, the one 

itself of H I,  is also em ployed in the account o f the origins o f num ber w ithin the early argum ent of 

H2. Furtherm ore this same one is m ade the subject o f an argum ent for the m ultiplicity o f the one 

itself once the origin o f num ber has been set out in H2. Accordingly, we can see that w hatever  

conclusions we may draw  from  the aporetic ending o f H I  w e should not conclude that the one which 

is discussed in H I, the one itself which is w ithout being, should be discarded as incoherent and 

useless at the end of the  H I argum ent. W ere that the case w e would not see its use in the three  

instances described above in the early argum ent o f H2, an argum ent which follows im m ediately  

upon the aporetic ending o f H I.

Although it is im portant to  revisit the precise wording at the end of H I  and decide how w e should 

understand the aporetic conclusions, w e have now m ade a significant case th a t the one of H I  is a 

useful abstraction which may be em ployed in philosophic argum ent. W e have avoided the damaging 

conclusion that the  one of H I  is being presented as a flaw ed concept devoid o f any status in 

philosophic argum ent and on this basis w e may justify our proposed application of the concept 

enshrined in the one of H I  in order to  resolve one of the aporia i o f the first part o f this dialogue. W e  

shall dem onstrate how such an application of the one of H I  actually operates, in the next chapter. It 

would be useful how ever at this stage to revisit some of the aporetic statem ents from  the end of H I  

and satisfy ourselves that we can adequately deal w ith the issues that are flagged as problem atic at 

the end o f H I.  In doing so w e shall look at a broader concept of argum entative refutation than the  

simple reductio by turning our consideration to the overall topic o f self-refutation.
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Castagnoli in his analysis of ancient self-refutation®® affords us a broader scope for describing the  

issues which arise at the end of H I  than the simple definition o f a reductio we provided earlier. 

Developing the analysis o f Burnyeat and Mackie among others he provides an investigation o f self

refutation argum ents in which he also refers to  Plato's Parmenides. Burnyeat, to  w hom  Castagnoli 

acknowledges most debt, defines self-refutation as follows;

The verb peritrepein  means to turn around or over hence to refute a claim or idea - w hether 

because this is thought o f as turning it around into its contradictory opposite or because the  

notion o f overturning is dom inant. Any refutation, o f course, establishes the contradictory of 

w hat it refutes, but peritrepein  tends particularly to  be used of the special case w here the  

thesis to be refuted itself serves as a premise fo r its own refutation , where starting out with  

"p" w e deduce "not-p" and so conclude th a t the original premise was false...®^

Castagnoli differs from  both Burnyeat and Mackie by arguing that the final claim, 'therefore not-p', is 

characteristically absent from  self-refutation argum ents at the tim e o f Plato and thereafter. W e can 

see from  the Burnyeat extract above th a t he does indeed regard the 'no t-p ' conclusion as an aspect 

of the self-refutation process -  he also says;

For precisely w hat self-refutation consists in is a reversal w hereby advancing a proposal 

com m its one to its contradictory opposite.

W e could summarise H I as an argum ent which states th a t if one is and is just one then the one is 

not, and is not one and is not nam eable. On this basis it reads as an exam ple o f self-refutation as it is 

'...advancing a proposal commits one to  its contradictory opposite'. Now w e have seen from  the  

concluding extract from  H I  as quoted at the beginning o f this chapter th a t the fact that the one does 

not partake o f being at all and th a t the one therefore  'is not', is not overtly flagged as problem atic by 

Parmenides. This is com m ented upon by Castagnoli as follows;

It is w orth  noting that the  first deduction o f the Parmenides  m ight have been described as a 

damning reversal o f 'the one is' into 'the one is not (in any way)'; Plato, however, does not 

seem to be interested in making this point, but im m ediately goes on to draw  fu rther  

problem atic consequences ... Proclus (in Prmd 6 .1241, 25-8) signals this possible argument: 

'the most ridiculous thing of all was to  say straight from  the beginning "if the one is, the one 

is not: fo r this very thesis seemed to  e lim inate itself".®®

The 'damning reversal' referred to  above lies in the  assertion th a t 'the one is not in any w ay' and this 

is the very basis upon which both Rickless and Cornford categorise H I  as a reductio. But w ith no

Castagnoli; Ancient Self-Refutation, CUP, 2010
M. F. Burnyeat, Protagoras and Self-Refutation in Later Greek Philosophy, The Philosophical Review, Vol. 85, 

No. 1 (Jan., 1976), pp. 44-69 -  p 48  
Burnyeat, Ibid, p 49
Castagnoli; Ancient Self-Refutation, p 237, footnote 115



67

emphasis placed upon the conclusion th a t 'the  one in no way is' and an expressed reservation about 

some of the  later conclusions w e are led to re-exam ine the exact nature o f any reductio or self

refutation which is at work here and take note of the tw o  fu rther conclusions that are derived from  

the initial conclusion that the one is not.

Parmenides' phrase at 1 4 1 e l2 ; 'if we are to be persuaded by such an argum ent' follows an 

argum ent which implies that if the one is not then the one is not one. It would appear that 

Parmenides is questioning the persuasiveness o f such reasoning, reasoning w hereby non-being  

implies non-unity. The conclusion that the one does not partake o f being and therefore  is not, has 

been left w ithout any overt indication by Parmenides that this is problem atic. However, there is a 

clear indication that the fu rther conclusion that non-being implies non-unity is to be regarded with  

some reservation through Parmenides' phrase at 1 4 1 e l2 ; 'if w e are to be persuaded by such an 

argum ent'.

Furtherm ore, Parmenides closing question (142a7) as to w h eth er the conclusions reached are 

indeed applicable to the one seems also to refer to  the additional series o f conclusions which are 

drawn from  the non-being of the one. These conclusions really begin w ith the assertion that the  

impossibility o f any relation w ith that which is not implies that there will be no nam e of the one nor 

any account, knowledge, perception or opinion of the one. Parmenides closing question in H I flags 

these conclusions and fu rther conclusions which fo llow  th e rea fte r as problem atic. Castagnoli^°° 

discusses the e lem ent o f self-refutation which is involved in conclusions of the kind which 

Parmenides indicates as problem atic. He points out the self-refuting nature o f a claim such as 'non- 

being implies non-unity' as it is couched in language which does actually a ttribu te  unity to  the one 

by the use o f the singular defin ite article and so the very assertion o f the non-unity raises a self

refutation issue. A similar problem applies to any conclusion asserting that there  is no nam e or 

account o f the one since this very conclusion, by its own verbal form ulation , is naming the one and 

giving some account thereof. In both cases therefore w e find an elem ent o f self-refutation.

The unpersuasive argum ent referred to by Parmenides at 142a7appears to be that in order to be 

one the one must partake o f being and, as a consequence, 'be '. This has an im m ediate e lem ent of 

un-persuasiveness due to  the self-refuting nature o f the statem ent itself - in the form ulation we are 

attributing unity by the very gram m atical construction. W e may therefore  be cautious about this 

conclusion on grounds o f self-refutation alone. However, the succeeding analysis in H2 goes on to  

show that an argum ent may be developed which avoids the conclusion that the one is not one

Castagnoli, ibid, p 240. His arguments here relate to Sophist 238d5-239b4
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because of its 'non-being'. It does this by establishing a one that 'is not' but which is nevertneless 

still one and it establishes this by an abstraction process in the mind. So w h eth er we give emphasis 

to the self-refutation aspect or not we should certainly note the reservation expressed by 

Parmenides as to the validity o f the argum ent th a t non-being implies non-unity and w e should also 

note th a t H2 goes fu rther and shows that the non-being o f the one does not imply its non-unity. 

Indeed it is central to the argum ent o f H2 th a t the one which does not partake o f being is still one in 

any case.

The o ther questionable conclusion at the end o f H I  revolves u ltim ately around the argum ent that 

non-being implies non-nam eability etc. Again, this involves an elem ent o f self-refutation as w e have 

actually named the one even though it is not. In H2 w e shall, via the abstraction step, arrive at this 

same one which is not and although we shall give it a special nam e (the one itself) we shall nam e it 

nevertheless and its non-being will not be a barrier to its being named. Hence these tw o  

consequences of the non-being o f the one which feature  at the end of H I  are flagged as problem atic  

at the end of that hypothesis because they present aporia i which require fu rth e r exam ination, 

aporia i which are resolved by the d ifferent emphasis afforded by the H2 argum ent. As Castagnoli 

points out, the non-being o f the one as a conclusion in its own right is never flagged as problem atic  

near the end o f H I  when this concept is first introduced. Furtherm ore, in H2 this 'one th a t is not', 

this 'one itse lf o f H I,  is actually allowed to stand un-faisified alongside 'being' as one of the tw o  

parts o f the existent one of H2. In addition the same 'one itse lf o f H I  is arrived at again in H2 

through an abstraction in the mind w hereby the one itself is derived from  the  existent one of the  

second hypothesis itself. For something that does not exist it is surely dem onstrating a great 

persistence.

W e have seen th a t Castagnoli^°^ highlights the tw o  elem ents of self-refutation which occur at the  

end of H I  as described above but he effectively restricts his consideration o f self-refutation in the  

Parmenides to its occurrence in the concluding part o f H I  alone. Poiitis points out that the entire  

argum ent of H I  from  its inception to its aporetic conclusions may be read as self-refuting insofar as;

The hypothesis is th a t (H I)  'The one is'; or, on a d ifferent reading, ( H I * )  'The one is one [and 

not m any]' (137c4). One among several u ltim ate consequences derived from  this hypothesis 

is that (C) 'The one is not in any way' and (C *) 'The one is not one' (141e9-12). This clearly 

exem plifies the pattern: (p ->  not-p). Plato goes on conclude th a t these things (including, 

that the one should both be/be one and not b e /n o t be one) cannot possibly be true  o f the  

one; and he goes on to  set this hypothesis aside in favour o f the contradictory hypothesis 

(H2) th a t the one is both one and many. This Platonic argum ent, therefore , looks like a

Castagnoli, ibid, pp 236-9



69

perfect example of a self-refutation in conformity with CM. Castagnoli (237-8) considers, and 

quotes from, the ending of Plato's argument in response to H l /H l * .  Remarkably, however, 

he places the whole emphasis on the conclusion that the one is not an object of thought and 

speech, and does not mention or comment on the fact that the overall structure of the 

argument is its deriving not-p (the one is not/is not one) from p (the one is/is one). Plato's 

argument, moreover, clearly is not situated in the dialectical context of a person's 

entertaining or asserting the statement that the one is/is one, but takes as its starting-point 

simply the content of this proposition and hypothesis.

Both Castagnoli^°^ and Burnyeat refer to Mackie who defines pragmatic self-refutation as arising 

when a certain propositional content is denounced as being in conflict with and perhaps falsified by 

the particular way it is being put forward. Castagnoli^'' divides this pragmatic self-refutation in two -  

ad hom inem  and strict. Ad hom inem  self-refutation means that the act of asserting is inconsistent 

with what is asserted but what is asserted might still be true. Strict self-refutation means that there 

is actual falsification e.g. the refutation of the monists in the Sophist is described as actual self

refutation 'as by their assertion the monists exemplify the existence of more than one word' (this 

falsifies their strict monism). He goes on to cite examples from the Theaetetus and the Euthydemus 

which, by contrast, are ad-hom inem  self-refutations. However, even in the case of the monists 

Castagnoii^^ says that although they have been reduced to silence their thesis 'has not been 

explicitly rejected as false.' The suggestion by Castagnoli that a proposition can be falsified but not 

rejected as false is very subtle and in the case of the treatm ent of the monists in the Sophist this 

same argument (the details of which need not concern us here) is indeed described by McCabe as 

leading to actual falsification;

"...he must show that the Parmenidean doctrine — that all there is is one — is false. This is 

the purpose of the pair of arguments which follow at 244— 5, and it is accomplished by 

243d."^°^

This contention by McCabe that there is actual falsification in this part of the Sophist is noted but not 

adopted by Castagnoli^°^ He himself comments on the refutation of the Heraciiteans in the Sophist 

that they '... have very little to cheer for the fact that they have not been convicted of absolute self- 

r e fu ta t io n '.H e  is satisfied that Socrates has dismissed them but he does not wish to go so far as to

The Classical Review, Volume 62, Issue 01, April 2012, p 88.
Castagnoli, ibid, p205
Castagnoli, ibid, p 221. Burnyeat's analysis is different. He has 3 (or four) categories of SR: strict (falsified by 

its own content), pragmatic (falsified by the way it is expressed -  but this has two subdivisions) and dialectical 
(falsified by arising in a dialectical context where it is opposed)

Castagnoli, ibid, p 224
McCabe, Plato and his Predecessors, 2000, p.63 
Castagnoli, p 224, n79 
Castagnoli p 218
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say that their assertions have been falsified so he says that there is no absolute self-refutation here. 

Castagnoli therefore differs from McCabe , Burnyeat and Mackie by arguing that the absence of the 

explicit final claim, 'therefore not-p', an absence characteristic of self-refutation arguments at the 

time of Plato and thereafter, implies that the proposition in question is not rendered false by the 

self-refutation argument. We can see from the Burnyeat extract that he, by contrast, certainly does 

regard the 'not-p' conclusion as an aspect of the self-refutation process;

Any refutation, of course, establishes the contradictory of what it refutes, but peritrepein 

tends particularly to be used of the special case where the thesis to be refuted itself serves 

as a premise for its own refutation, where starting out with "p" we deduce "not-p" and so 

conclude that the original premise was false...“ ®

The overall structure of the HI argument from beginning to end effectively derives not-p from p as 

it derives 'is not one' and 'one is not' from the proposition that 'one is' or 'one is one'. It may be 

possible to make a case that this refutation is purely ad hominem. In other words we could attempt 

to argue that in this instance "...the act of asserting is inconsistent with what is asserted but what is 

asserted might still be true...". However, it is the propositional content of the opening assertion in 

HI which is subjected to scrutiny within the H I argument itself and this propositional content itself 

is contradicted in the conclusion of the argument of HI. It is therefore perhaps simplest to accept 

these as the bald facts of the HI argument and on this basis it certainly reads as an absolute or strict 

self-refutation. As such it is effectively equivalent to a reductio except that 'the thesis to be refuted 

itself serves as a premise for its own refutation...'. One other distinction we can make between such 

absolute self-refutation and a classic reductio per the definition at the start of this chapter is that HI 

lacks a typical feature of reductio based arguments which is the formal conclusion in the form 

'therefore not-p'. Castagnoli expresses this aspect of a self-refutation based argument as follows 

"...the crucial inference from 'if p, then not-p to not-p' is, as a matter of fact consistently missing 

from our t e x t s . H e  claims that the absence of this 'crucial inference' is a particular feature of 

self-refutation and we see from our dictionary definition that the presence of this inference is by 

contrast a standard feature of a reductio. We have seen that Burnyeat and McCabe do regard the 

final step ('therefore not-p') as implied in a strict self-refutation argument. This H I argument, 

exemplifying the structure 'if one is' then 'one is not', comes very close to a classic reductio structure 

and yet the clinching 'therefore one is not' is indeed absent from the argum ent. Nevertheless it is 

simplest to classify the overall argument of H I as a self-refutation on the basis of Burnyeat's

M. F. Burnyeat, ibid, pp. 44-69 -  p 48 
Castagnoli p 356
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criterion that 'the thesis to be refuted itself serves as a premise fo r its own refutation...' and since 

we prefer not to make the case that it is an ad-hominem self-refutation we are led to classify it as an 

absolute or strict self-refutation. We should therefore consider the consequences o f H I being a strict 

self-refutation equivalent in its consequences to a reductio. But what is refuted is the proposition 

that 'one is' or 'one is one' when the referent o f these statements is the strictly non-m ultiple one o f 

H I. And we are now satisfied that although these propositions are the subject o f a reductio and are 

falsified by the argument o f H I, we need not regard the concept enshrined in the referent of these 

propositions, the pure one o f H I, as also rendered incoherent by this reductio. The pure one survives 

the refutation process and this is the most im portant outcome for us because we w ill need this 

concept in our next chapter in order to apply this and other concepts, distinctions and arguments 

from  the hypotheses to the resolution o f the TLA aporia from the first part o f the dialogue.

W hat really happens at the end of H I?
We have seen that the non-being o f the one as a conclusion in its own right is never flagged as 

problematic at the end o f H I. In H2 this one which is not, this one o f H I, survives un-falsified to 

become an integral part o f the H2 argument. The same one o f H I makes its appearance again in H2 

as an abstraction which can be derived in the mind from  the existent one of the second hypothesis 

itself.

Accordingly, we may say that H I does not highlight any problem w ith the reasoning that:

If one is, 

then one is one.

If one is one, 

then one is not many.

If one is not many, 

then one enters no relations.

If one enters no relations, 

then one cannot partake o f being.

If one cannot partake o f being, 

then one is not.

In going thus far we just need to appreciate that at the second step and thereafter we are 

considering the one itself, a one which has no m ultiplicity, a one which arises again in H2 through 

considering the existent one o f H2 w ithout the 'being' o f which it must partake in order to 'be'.

Based upon the reasoning o f the five steps above, steps which Parmenides does not flag as suspect, 

H I goes on to draw tw o fu rther conclusions which are indeed flagged as problematic;
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If one is not, 

then one is not one.

And finally

If one is not, 

then one is not nam eable etc.

Both these form ulations, as Castagnoli points out, involve an elennent o f self-refutation and both are 

flagged as suspect by the w/ording used by Parmenides himself in referring to  them . H2 will go on to 

show th a t the one can 'not be' and still be one. H2 will also give a name to this one which is not but 

will make a concession to  the H I conclusions by giving it a nam e which distinguishes it from the  

existent one o f H2. Hence we see th a t at the end of H I  there is no need fo r any questioning o f the  

conclusion that a non-m ultiple one does not partake of being and therefore  is not. H2 will show that 

this one, a one which is not, can be arrived at via an abstraction process from  the one that is, the  

existent one of H2. There is an effective im plication in all this that the abstraction step has 

effectively been taken at the second step in our above summary of the start of the H I argum ent and 

we noted the phrase which asserts that "it should be not many but one". Therefore our summary 

above may be am ended fo r emphasis to read;

If one is, 

then one is one.

If one is not many but one, 

then one is not many.

The addition o f the phrase 'not m any but one' clarifies the fact th a t the abstraction step which 

isolates the one from  being is also effectively in operation at the beginning of H I  as the insistence 

upon the strict non-m ultiplicity one o f H I  excludes 'being' from  the one because the addition of 

being to  the one would make it a whole w ith parts and therefore  m ultiple.

Although H I does not flag the non-being of the one as problem atic it does question tw o  fu rther 

possible conclusions which may be derived from  the non-being of the one. These are;

If one is not, 

then one is not one.

If one is not,

then one is not nam eable
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There may actually be a sense in w hich these tw o  conclusions are acceptable^^^ but in both cases 

Parmenides highlights th e ir  aporetic nature  and in both cases H2 presents a sense in w hich they are 

both fa lsified because it presents 'the  one th a t is not', the  one itse lf o f H I, as one nevertheless and, 

as such, an integral part o f the existent one o f H2. Accordingly, it fa lsifies the firs t conclusion above 

w hereby the  one is not one if the  one is not. H2 also gives a name, a lbe it a special name, to  th is 

same one which is not and, in nam ing 'the  one th a t is no t', H2 fa lsifies the second conclusion 

w hereby it is unnam eable because it is not.

We are led to  the conclusion th a t the one o f H I has the fo llow ing  features: It is an abstraction 

derivable from  the  existent one o f H2; It does not partake o f being and in th a t sense it 'is no t'; The 

fact th a t it 'is no t' does not prevent it from  having the characteristic o f unity; the  fact th a t it 'is no t' 

does no t p revent it from  being named. We are the re fo re  le ft w ith  a sum m ary o f H I as an argum ent 

which states th a t if  the  one is and is ju s t one then the one is n o t“ .̂ This a rgum ent may now  be 

to le ra ted  even as a reductio  or s tric t se lf-re fu ta tion  as it is not damaging to  our overall thesis here 

once we accept th a t such a one, which is ju s t one, excludes being and the re fo re  is not, is developed 

as an abstraction in the  m ind. The s tric t se lf-re fu ta tion  outcom e is no t damaging because it does not 

lead us to  discard the  concept enshrined in such a one, a one which is jus t one, has no m ultip lic ity , 

enters in to  no relations, has no tem pora lity , does not partake o f being and the re fo re  is not. It is the 

nature o f such a one as the product o f an abstraction step th a t leads to  the  se lf-re fu ta tion  and 

consequent fa ls ifica tion  o f any proposition  which posits such a one. The argum ent may fa lsify such a 

proposition  and in doing so it points to  the  particu la r nature  o f the one o f H I, a nature  which derives 

from  the  fact th a t such a one is the p roduction  o f an abstraction step. It is the  nature  o f such a one 

as an abstraction w hich gives rise to  the  se lf-re fu ting  outcom e o f the  H I argum ent. However, the 

fact th a t the overall H I argum ent does no t deprive the  concept enshrined in such a one o f 

philosophic u tility  is a ffirm ed  by the em p loym ent o f such one in the argum ent o f H2 in o rder to  

develop the  existent one o f H2 and to  describe the origins o f num ber.

The fact that the strange conclusion that 'the one is not even one' is not formally rejected In H I receives 
further support from its restatement, this time w ithout any reservation. In the brief summary of the first four 
hypotheses presented at 160b2-3; "Consequently, if one Is, the one Is both everything and not even one, both 
In relation to Itself and in relation to the others, on the same basis." o u tu )  5n ev eI e o t iv , T rdvTa  te  e o t i  to  ev Koi 

o u 5£ e v  e a i i  k q i rrpoq e o u to  k q i iTpoc; to  oAAa obaauTcoq. This fact lends force to reading the Parmenides as 
exemplifying operational self-refutation as described by Castagnoli, Ibid, p 205ff.

Burnyeat (p 49) questions whether the requirement for an additional premise prevents an argument from 
being a self-refutation: "But caution is needed. If in a peritrope a proposition Is turned round into its 
contradictory, does this mean that to classify an argument as a reversal is to claim for it the form "(p not-p) 
->not-pH-ln other words, that 'p' is the sole premise used on the way to 'not-p'..." -  my emphasis.
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W ere such a one rendered utterly devoid o f any applicability in argum ent by the  reasoning of H I  

then, like a right angled equilateral triangle, it would not be o f any utility as a positive e lem ent in the  

developm ent o f the H2 arguments. But we see th a t it plays just such a positive role on H2 and at the  

same tim e w e need not deny that strict self-refutation is in operation in the overall argum ent o f H I  

in relation to the proposition which posits such a one. Accordingly, we may accept the outcom e of 

H I and the  facts of the  developm ent o f the H2 argum ent simultaneously. How ever, we can 

reconcile the ir apparently contradictory outcom es by arguing that the one o f H I  is an abstraction  

and it is this aspect o f its nature which leads to aporetic conclusions when any proposition which  

posits such a one is analysed in argum ent. In spite o f these aporetic conclusions the concept of such 

a one is not a concept devoid of philosophic utility and this in evidenced by the fact that w e can 

em ploy such a one in the developm ent o f the argum ent o f H2. This im portant outcom e will justify  

us in applying the concept enshrined in such a one to  the resolution of the  third large argum ent as 

contained in part one o f the dialogue.

Overall conclusion
A one such as the one o f H I  is not a concept unique to the Parmenides  but it occurs also in Sophist 

245a-b^^^ -  'w hat is truly one must be entirely w ithout parts' and also in Republic VII, 525e^^"' 'being  

careful lest the one ever prove to be not one but a m ultiplicity o f parts'. W e have now m ade a case 

for the status and significance of the non-m ultiple one o f H I  w ithin the first tw o  hypotheses of the  

Parmenides  and w e have argued th a t w e can account fo r the aporetic conclusions o f the H I  

argum ent in a m anner which avoids the entire  falsification of the concept enshrined within the one 

of H I. On this basis w e have defended the philosophic utility o f the one of H I, a one which does not 

partake o f being, is entire ly  devoid o f m ultiplicity, enters into no relations and has no tem porality . 

Accordingly, we may now be justified in applying the concept o f the one of H I  to  the aporia i o f part 

one o f this dialogue and so, in the next chapter w e shall argue that the concept o f a one such as the  

one o f H I  may be used to  resolve the regress in the third large argum ent at 132a-b. W e will also 

provide textual evidence th a t the concept o f the  one of H I  is indeed intended to  resolve that 

particular regress. This will provide fu rther evidence fo r the philosophic utility o f the basic concept 

presented in H I  and will support our case fo r the overall argum entative unity o f the dialogue itself 

as it will dem onstrate that the, concepts, distinctions and argum ents o f the hypotheses provide a 

basis fo r resolving the aporiai o f the first part o f the dialogue.

dpepEq Shttou 5eT TTavTtAajq t o  y t aAr|6(I)<; £v 
EuAaPouptvoi pn fT O T t (pavfi t o  e v  pn aAAa rroAAa popia
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Appendix to Chapter 2 
Is the First Hypothesis based upon invalid arguments?

Introduction
The plausibility o f the case advanced here in favour o f the applicability o f the concepts distinctions 

and argum ents of H I  to  the third large argum ent w/ould be som ew hat underm ined if the arguments  

w ith in  H I itself w ere  shown to be lacking in integrity or w ere invalid. Any significant exposure of 

weaknesses w ithin the arguments o f H I  itself must also weaken the case for making use of the core 

concept o f H I, the one w ithout being which enters into no relations, as it must lead us to  consider 

w h eth er Plato himself intended us to afford any significant status to that hypothesis or, even if he 

did, w h ether it is truly acceptable to do so if there are weaknesses in its internal reasoning.

W e have seen that the analysis in H I begins by positing a strictly non-m ultiple one and w e have seen 

th a t such a one turns out to  enter into no relations whatsoever. Among the relations denied to such 

a strictly non-m ultiple one is the relationship o f 'otherness' or 'd ifference' -  these are alternative  

translations o f the same Greek word. It is denied the relationship of otherness e ither w ith itself or 

w ith  another and it is the first of these instances of otherness or difference that we focus upon here 

-  otherness from  itself. According to this argum ent the one is not o ther than itself and Rickless 

explicitly singles out this argum ent as being unsound although he does regard the associated 

conclusions within H I as true nevertheless.

The schema as set out at 136a-c does not indicate th a t such independent evaluation o f the  

argum ents themselves and their validity is envisaged by the overall m ethod o f hypotheses.

Therefore if w e fo llow  an independent approach in order to  satisfy ourselves as to the validity of the 

hypotheses we would be departing from  the 136a-c schema by employing some independent means 

of evaluating and establishing the validity of the H I conclusions, and em ploying methods of 

authentication not indicated by Parmenides himself. In addition w e must recognise that there  is not 

universal agreem ent among modern com m entators as to which H I  argum ents are sound or unsound 

and in the absence of a universal m ethodology for agreeing this we are faced w ith a degree of 

arbitrariness in the interpretation of the first hypothesis and its conclusions which must make us 

very cautious about how w e apply them . If some arguments are valid and some are invalid then  

some conclusions may be false and other true, come concepts by be acceptable while others may be 

doubtful, and we would lack any certain means of determ ining which w ere which. Accordingly, our 

reliance upon the concepts, distinctions and arguments o f H I  would be potentially unsafe.
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Hence there is merit in exploring the extent o f any potential invalidity w ith in  the arguments o f H I 

and since Rickless analyses this issue very closely and indeed claims to  find weakness it should prove 

useful to  consider his analysis in order to explore the extent o f the possible d ifficu lty which this may 

raise for our overall thesis here.

The possible invalidity o f 139b, 4-7
Rickless makes the case^^^ tha t the argument used in what he terms D1A9 is unsound and that Plato 

is unaware of its unsoundness. The extract in question (first conclusion only) reads as follows;

"W hat's more, it would be neither the same as itself nor the same as another, and it would 

not be d ifferent from  itself or another." /  "How is that?"

"Well presumably, being d ifferent from itself, it would be d ifferent from  one and would not 

be one." /  "True."^^®

However, Rickless does regard the tw o conclusions o f this section as obvious in any case and states 

that "...nothing could be more obvious than, that if X is, then X is neither d ifferent from  itself nor the 

same as another."^^^ His analysis transforms the last sentence above into three propositions and a 

lemma as follows;

PI: If X is d ifferent from  itself then X is d ifferent from what it is 

P2: What the F is is F

P3: If X is d ifferent from  F then X is not F

LI: If the one is d ifferent from  itself the one is not one

Rickless asserts that the valid ity o f this hypothesis must stand or fall on the question o f employing 

the is o f identity as distinct from  the is of predication in the second is o f his P3 form ulation. He 

argues fo r the invalidity o f the argument by asserting that the tw o usages are 'fudged' by Plato here 

and he makes that case quite persuasively based upon his own analysis and reconstruction o f this 

part o f the dialogue. Hence He states; "...if D1A9 is valid then it is unsound and if its premises are 

true then it is invalid. Either way the argument is unsound; it gives the appearance o f being sound 

only because it fudges the distinction between the 'is' o f predication and the ' is' o f identity ." He then 

proceeds to consider w hether Plato is aware or unaware o f the unsoundness and concludes that he 

is unaware o f it. The essence o f his case for unsoundness is that we cannot validly proceed from the 

negative identity statement at P2 to the negative predication at P3. Now we can certainly accept

Rickless, ibid, pp 121-123
Farm, 139b, 4-7; o u 5 e ijqv  t q u t o v  yt o u t e  etepoj o u t e  eq utc I) Eorai, ou6’ au ETEpov o u t e  q u t o u  o u t e  ETspou 6v 

Efr]. /  TTfi 5i^; --ETEpov M^v TTOU EQUToO 6v Evoq ETEpov 6v Efr) K o i ouK Q v eTh e v . /  ciAr|9n.
Rickless, ibid, p 123
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that, as a general principle, this is a good objection. The question is whether the objection applies in 

this particular case. The full text from Rickless is as follows: -

It is something o f a vexed question whether D1A9 is sound. On balance, I th ink it is 

not. The problem is that the phrase "d ifferent from " appears to  mean d ifferent 

things depending on whether it is followed by a singular term  (such as "itse lf" or 

"the one") or a predicate (such as "one"). Where "X" is a singular term , to say tha t X 

is d ifferent from Y (where "Y" is a singular term) is to say that X is not numerically 

identical to Y...

On the other hand, assuming again that "X" is a singular term , to say tha t X is 

d ifferent from Y (where "Y" is a predicate) is to say tha t X is not Y, in the sense o f not 

having the property o f being Y. Thus, when Parmenides says that the one would be 

"d ifferent from  one, and would not be one," he means not that the one would not

be (numerically identical to) the one, but that the one would not be one, in the sense

of not having the property o f being one.

Given the ambiguity o f "X is d ifferent from Y" (depending on whether "Y" is a 

singular term  or a predicate), the follow ing problem arises. In order fo r P I to be 

true, "what it is" needs to be read as a singular term  referring to X. And in order for 

LI to fo llow  from PI, P2, and P3, "what the F is" in P2 must also be read as a singular 

term  referring to the F. Now the second occurrence o f "is" in P2 might be read as 

the "is" of identity or as the "is" o f predication. If it is read as the "is" o f identity, 

then LI follows from PI, P2, and P3, but P2 is clearly false: it is false, perhaps even 

meaningless, to say that the F is identical to F (where "F" is a predicate). But if the 

second occurrence o f "is" in P2 is read as the "is" o f predication, then P2 turns out 

to be true (at least w ith in the higher theory, since it is a mere restatement of SP), 
but LI does not fo llow  from  PI, P2, and P3. Thus, if D1A9 is valid, then it is unsound; 

and if its premises are true, then it is invalid. Either way, the argument is unsound; it 

gives the appearance o f being sound only because it fudges the distinction between 

the "is" o f predication and the "is" o f identity.^^®

Hence we may summarise his interpretation o f the argument and its alternative readings (in my

italics) as follows:

PI: If X is d ifferent from itself then X is d ifferent from  what it is

P2: What the F is is F - The second IS (highlighted), is either predicative or existential

P3: If X is d ifferent from F then X is not F -  the highlighted IS is predicative (per Rickless) 

11: If the one is d ifferent from  itself the one is not one 

- f in a l IS is predicative (per Rickless)

We note tha t he rules out the possibility that the second IS in P2 is existential as making the 

statement false and thus making the argument unsound. Let's accept this fo r the moment. He then 

says that having taken the second IS to be predicative P2 becomes a fam iliar self-predication, which

Rickless, ibid, p 122
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is quite acceptable, but the overall argument then becomes invalid. Let's just accept all of Rickless 

assignments of predicative or existential import to each IS in the arguments as he reconstructs and 

see whether there is any possibility of arriving at an understanding of this argument whereby it is 

valid in spite of those assignments of meaning to the word IS in each case.

The Validity of 139b4-7
Rickless' fundamental basis for declaring unsoundness comes back to his claim that (above quotation 

repeated with highlighting): "Thus, when Parmenides says that the one would be 'different from 

one, and would not be one,' he means not that the one would not be (numerically identical to) the 

one, but that the one would not be one, in the sense of not having the property of being one."

Hence this conclusion is predicative and the predication is said to follow from a negative identity 

statement and hence it is invalid in the way that (given that Sodium metal is white) it is invalid to 

argue;

I. It is different from Sodium -  a negative identity relation
II. So it is different from that white entity -  a valid conclusion

III. So it is not white -  invalid conclusion from the previous valid step - a negative
predication

Of course it could be a snow flake and therefore still be white so the argument is invalid. Hence, in 

general, we obviously cannot construct a valid argument by following a negative identity relation by 

a negative predication as is illustrated by the above example. However, consider the following 

example (given that Sodium has an atomic mass^“  of 23);

I. It is different from Sodium -  a negative identity relation
II. So it is different from an element with atomic mass 23 -  a valid inference from the

previous statement
III. So its atomic mass is not 23 -  a valid conclusion from the previous two statements -  

a negative predication about atomic mass

On this basis we can see that following a negative relation by a negative identity statement may be 

valid and in this second case it is valid because Sodium IS that which has an atomic mass of 23 and 

nothing else can have that atomic mass unless it is Sodium. In the case of the HI argument about the 

one we may maintain that it parallels the argument based upon Sodium being equivalent to that 

which has the property of having an atomic mass of 23. However, it does not parallel the argument 

based upon Sodium as having the property of being white. With this interpretation of the argument, 

and leaving Rickless' assignments of meaning to the word IS we may now understand this argument

It actually has an average Atomic Mass of 22.98976928.
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as valid, given th a t the one is one and not many in the same way th a t Sodium has a mass o f 23 and 

no other;

I. It is d ifferent from  its e lf- a negative identity relation

II. So it is d ifferent from  one - a negative identity relation

III. So it is not one -  a valid conclusion from  the previous tw o  statem ents as difference

must imply at least one characteristic being d ifferen t -  a negative predication

So for the transition step from  1 to iii to  be valid in the above examples we must select a 

characteristic which is essential to the subject in question as is atom ic mass o f 23 to Sodium and 

oneness to the one. In the case of the one the selection of the appropriate property is easier than in 

the case o f Sodium; Sodium has many properties and characteristics but the pure one of H I  has only 

the single characteristic or property o f oneness, w ithout which it is no longer w hat it is, just as 

Sodium w ithout an atom ic mass of 23 is no longer Sodium. Once w e recognise this w e can construct 

a generally valid argum ent as follows;

I. X is d ifferen t from  Y -  a negative identity relation

II. Y has a characteristic d ifferent from  the characteristic that makes X be X -  a valid

conclusion from  the previous statem ent because if Y actually had that characteristic 

it would not be d ifferent from  X

III. Y is not X -  it does not have the characteristic called X which makes X be X -  a valid 

negative predication

Hence we can see that Rickless' detection of the unsoundness of this particular H I  argum ent based 

upon the general invalidity o f the third step in the examples above is questionable. Once w e accept 

that the argum ent at 139b, 4-7  can be sound under the circumstances of this particular instance 

then we can m ake the case that there is no unsoundness here based upon a predicative reading of 

P3.

The Validity of 139b, 4-7 by other means
W e have seen th a t Rickless makes his case for invailidity by assigning particular meanings to the  

word 'is' in the extract under consideration. On the o ther hand, Rickless' reconstruction of the  

overall argum ent is not the  only possible way of reading this passage and Brumbaugh^^° employs an 

approach using m athem atical notation which does not discover any unsoundness in this passage -  

his reading, opening w ith his translation of the text, is as follows;

1.45 (139b7) If it w ere other than itself, this would be being other than one; and thus it 

would not be one. Ar: True.

Brumbaugh, R; Plato On The One, Yale, 1961, p 71
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An application of the notion of "other than" to the one. Compare "alteration" in 1.24. Here if 

[0(y,x) 3  y 7; x], by definition, then, by substitution, [0(x,x) 3  x;̂  x], which contradicts 1.01. 

This quickly eliminates the first of the four cases to be considered.

For Brumbaugh this is very simple because 1.01 referred to above is the very first assertion of H I 

where it is stated 'that one is', but the otherness proposed here leads to the conclusion that the one 

is not identical with the one and the fact that this contradicts the opening assertion clinches the 

reductio. We also note that he relies upon a reference to 1.24 and this is a reference to an earlier 

argument in H I 138cl-2  which we need not consider in detail here. We may now reword^^^ his 

interpretation of this argument as follows (The 3  in this notation means 'logical implication'.);

So 0(x,y) implies y *  x where O stands for "other than" -  i.e. otherness implies non-identity 

(In English "if x is other than y then y is not equal to x".)

[0(x,x) =) x?i x] -  By definition of Otherness if x is other than x it is not equal to x and so Is not 

X. Hence, in the case of the one we conclude that the one is other than one and is not (the) 

one which is absurd.

Hence the reading here is that the relationship of other, by definition of that relationship, 

presupposes non-identity. The opening phrase 'other than itself is not formally a statement of non

identity but once the concept of different or other is recognised as mandating non-identity of the 

accordingly related entities, then that concept and the associated reductio operate, as 'other than 

itself -> 'non-identity with itself and that is absurd. The fact that he translates the Greek word 

eiepov as 'other' rather than 'different' does make the point conceptually clearer. Brumbaugh 

simply reads all of the uses of the copula 'is' in this passage as existential and so he finds no 

invalidity; otherness implies non-identity and for something to be non-identical with what it is, is 

absurd. Rickless, for his part, detects invalidity based upon the meanings he assigns to the copula 'is' 

in the passage but we have shown that, even with the senses of 'is' which Rickless insists upon, the 

passage may still be read as a valid argument.

Conclusion re 139b4-7
Based on the above analysis we can certainly make the case that 139b, 4-7 need not necessarily be 

regarded as unsound. Indeed a good case can be made for its soundness based upon either a 

predicative or identity based reading of the use of the copula 'is' throughout. This is important for 

our overall thesis here as the unsoundness of the H I arguments would certainly introduce an 

additional layer of justification for any use we might make of their associated conclusions, concepts 

or definitions. Rickless' argument, that the conclusions are often true independently of the

Courtesy of Arthur Hughes, TCD Computer Science departm ent, who also assisted with the understanding 
of the next Brumbaugh extract.
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associated unsound argum ents advanced by Parmenides, would certainly require much careful 

consideration before it could be adopted as it raises many fu rther issues as to the overall status of 

H I.

The argum ents in this part of H I  are rem iniscent o f the arguments in Euthydemus 298a;

ETCpo^ tov xpuaou ou xpuooq el; ...being d ifferent from  gold you are not gold

In this case the relation o f difference is taken again to imply non-identity as does our reading o f the  

above argum ent o f Parmenides. However, the nature o f the highly sophistical argum ents in 298a-b  

of th a t dialogue certainly shows that Plato was fully aw are of the scope fo r invalid m anipulation of 

certain expressions which involve the word fo r 'd ifferent' or 'o ther'; eiepo^. This very evident 

exploitation o f the ambiguities associated with this word in the Euthydemus must som ew hat weaken  

Rickless' contention th a t Plato was unaw are of the unsoundness o f the 139b argum ent in the  

Parmenides  and render superfluous his conclusion that: "...even the  most sophisticated of m odern- 

day philosophers are trapped by background assumptions they do not see themselves making. That 

Plato is no d ifferent is no skin o ff his nose."^^^

In order to  discover w h eth er there indeed is a good overall prim a-facie case fo r the soundness of 

the H I  arguments and the acceptability o f the associated conclusions it is best also to consider 

Rickless' next objection which arises in the context of the next argum ent that 'the  one is not 

different from  a n o th e r '.

The Soundness of 139c3-dl
Rickless goes on to maintain^^^ that the argum ent, at 1 3 9 c 3 -d l in H I,  asserting that 'the  one is not 

different from  another' is valid but likely to be unsound. He bases much o f his argum ent on the  

falsity o f one of the premises as detailed below although his own particular analysis o f the argum ent 

into seven propositions would also m erit fu rther consideration. The extract reads as follows;

Nor indeed will it be d ifferent from  another as long as it is one, for it does not belong to the  

one to be d ifferen t from  something. No, it belongs only to d ifferent and to nothing else to  be 

different from  another. /  Correct

So by actually being one it will not be different: or do you disagree?" /  O f course not 

However, if it is not d ifferent by being one, it will not be d ifferent by itself, and if it is not 

different by itself, it is not itself d ifferent. /  Correct

But not itself being d ifferent in any way, it will be d ifferent from  nothing at all.^^^

Rickless, ibid, p 123 
Rickless, ibid, pp 123-4
Parm, 139c3-dl; "EiEpov y£ ETEpou ouk Eaiai, etoq av n ou yap £vi TTpoanKti £T£pw Tivoq Eivai, dAAd 

povuj ETEptiJ ETEpOU, qAAoJ 5£ OuSevI. {— } DpGd)^. {—}  Tll) P£V a p a  EV eIvQI ouk EOTQI ETEpOV- fi OlEi; {—I  Ou 5nT0.
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Proclus regards th is particu la r p roposition  about the  one as 'm ore  difficult'^^^ to  prove tfiough he 

proceeds, o f course, to  defend it. He does show  an awareness o f the  problem  o f m ainta n ing the 

distinctness o f the  one w h ils t asserting th a t it is no t d iffe ren t, a problem  which is also highlighted by 

Rickless as part o f his a rgum ent fo r  unsoundness here. Ficino describes th is claim  by Parmenides and 

the  claim which fo llow s as 'beyond the  com m on range o f perception'^^®, though he too  cefends it. 

Cornford^^^ declares it to  be sound and offers a very b rie f supporting  argum ent w hich  M einwald 

refers to  as 'ga llan t' and 'unconvincing '. M einw ald  herself argues qu ite  extensively^^® fo r its 

soundness em ploying her own thesis o f the rrpoq au io , rrpoq aAAo d is tinc tion  betw een modes o f 

predication. Gill also accepts much o f the  H I argum ents as "...p lausible, once we recognise th a t it is 

exam ining w ha t the  one is by itself, th a t is, solely by v irtue  o f oneness." Her overa ll thesis in th is 

area captures the  approach o f m ost m odern com m enta tors in avoiding any step by step analysis o f 

the argum ent in favour o f an overall thesis that;

In these tw o  argum ents Parmenides contends th a t the  nature  o f the  d iffe re n t and the 

nature o f the  same d iffe r from  the nature  o f the one. So if the one is one in the very strong 

sense th a t the  only features it has are those explained by its oneness, then it cannot be the 

same as o r d iffe ren t from  anyth ing at all, because these features w ou ld  be explained by 

natures o the r than its own.^^°

She natura lly  refers fo r support to  Sophist 255e "...each one is d iffe ren t from  the  others, not 

because o f its own nature, bu t because o f the  character o f the  different"^^^. Allen^^^ also finds the 

argum ent sound based upon a som ew hat sim ilar jus tifica tion . Scolnicov^^^ accepts the argum ent 

because d ifference is a rrpoq aAAo re la tion  which is 'denied in the  cu rren t hypothesis ' a hypothesis 

(i.e. H I) w hich he regards as Parmenidian - again he does no t analyse the a rgum ent step by step. 

Proclus, Ficino, Rickless and Brumbaugh, in contrast to  the  five  com m enta to rs  summarised above, 

do analyse every step o f th is argum ent and Rickless alone o f the  fo u r concludes th a t it is unsound. It 

is w o rth  considering the basis o f Rickless' concerns in the  con text o f Brumbaugh's approach in o rder

{—I'AKKa [ jp v  £i j jp  t o u t o j , o u x  EauTW  Eaiai, ei 5t [jq  q u t w , o u S e  q u t o - q u t o  5 i p n S a p f j o v  E T tp o v  o u S tv o q  e a r a i  
ETEpOV. {—} Dp0(I)(;.

Proclus, ibid, pp 531-2
Ficino. Commentary on Plato's Parmenides. Evermore Shall Be So. Trans, by Arthur Farndell. Shepheard- 

Walwyn, 2008. pp 131-2 
Cornford (1939), pp 123-4 
Meinwald, ibid, pp 54-66 
Gill, ibid, pp 72-74 

i “ G ili,ibid, p73 
Gill, ibid, p 74 
Ibid, p 235
Scolnicov, Samuel; Plato. Parmenides. Trans, w ith introduction and commentary. University of California 

Press, 2003. p 86
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to satisfy ourselves that a more rigorous case can be made in support of the soundness of the 

argument than the more general justification captured by Gill above.

Analysis of 139c3-dl
Brumbaugh's initial analysis here is more difficult to summarise than the very succinct mathematical 

logic he uses in dealing with the two previous extracts. He employs the concept of the 'complement' 

of a set which is defined as everything which is not an element of that set or, in the case of the one, 

everything other than the one. The complement of x is symbolised below as x*. He opens with his 

own translation of the passage and then presents his analysis:

1.48 (139c3) But it will not be other than some other thing while it is one; for it is not a 
proper attribute of one to be "other than" something, but only an "other" is other, and 
nothing else. Ar: Right (a strong assent).
Something strange is involved in the notion of "complement" introduced here: apparently 
0/0(x,y) does not imply S(x,y). ..The present distinction of an entity from the complement of 
its complement illustrates the added complexity. But the idea is perfectly sound. If y is other 
than X,  y is included in x*, the total complement of x, and x is included in y*. But neither is y 
=  X * ,  nor is X = y*: z may well be other than y, but not the same as x. If we were to define x 
as "neither a, nor b nor c . . . , "  this would at once make it a composite entity, a whole with 
parts a*, b*, c*; which is just what 1.01 prevents.

The overall point here seems to be that if we allow the one to be different from the complement of 

the one it will enter into a relation of being different from the, perhaps, unlimited number of things 

which constitute that complement. Therefore it will be defined not as one but as one and also 

different from a, b, c, etc. Hence it will no longer be one but many and this contradicts our opening 

hypothesis which he refers to as 1.01. We can see that Gill's general thesis, as quoted above, is 

supported by Brumbaugh and receives additional support from two textual references in the 

passage indicating the conditions under which this conclusion is valid:

as long as it is one - eoj^ av fi ev 
by being one - tu |j£v apa ev elvai

The requirement that the one must remain as the 'pure one', as captured by the stipulation 'as long 

as it is one', reminds us of the strict non-plurality of the one of HI. The further assertion that it 

cannot be different 'by being one', once it is understood as "by being not many but one", 

emphasises that the strict non-multiplicity of the one of HI debars it from any other property

Brumbaugh, ibid, p 71
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besides oneness. Therefore it cannot have the characteristic o f otherness. Brumbaugh's point above 

is actually similar to McCabe's assertion about the effect o f relations upon forms;

"If, however, something is forbidden to  be many in any respect (as forms are required to be 

austere individuals), then it cannot enter into relations tha t would make it one among many, 

since this would pluralise it and destroy its austerity."^^^

The pluralising effect referred to means that the relation o f the one to its complement w ill 'pluralise' 

it and it w ill no longer be just one -  hence such a relationship cannot be tolerated 'as long as it is 

one'.

Rickless claims that the argument here is unsound and he develops a generalisation, as in his 

previous analysis o f 'o ther than itse lf. Using his generalised argument he can only make the case 

that it is problematic in this generalised form ulation but we are still left w ith the question as to 

whether or not it is acceptable fo r the particular case o f the pure one o f H I. Rickless's generalised 

propositions need to  be treated very cautiously as they detach the steps o f the argument from  the 

precise context in which they occur in the dialogue and can make them appear invalid because of 

the ir isolation from context. We were able to argue for the validity o f the argument in the previous 

passage by restoring the precise context in which the assertion was made while accepting that it was 

invalid when generalised outside o f that context. Rickless breaks this current argument into seven 

sections;

PI: It is proper to the different-from -another and to nothing else to be d ifferent from 

something

P2: If PI is valid then it is not proper to  the one to  be d ifferent from  something 

P3: If P2 is valid then the one is not d ifferent by being one 

P4: If P3 is valid then the one is not d ifferent by itself 

P5: If X itself is not d ifferent by itself then X is not d ifferent in any way 

P6: If X itself is not d ifferent in any way then X is d ifferent from  nothing 

P7: If X is d ifferent from nothing then X is not d ifferent from  another

For Rickless the non-identity certainly does imply difference and fo r him it is this point which makes 

the argument unsound as it forces a false step to be taken at what he terms P5 " If  X itself is not 

d ifferent by itself then X is not d ifferent in any way";

D IAIO  is clearly valid. W hether it is sound depends entirely on the tru th  values o f P1-P7. 

Although reason might be found to question PI, P3, and P4, I take it tha t the most 

questionable premise is P5. For from  the fact that X is not d ifferent by itself (i.e., by being 

what it is), it does not fo llow  that X itself is not d ifferent in any way. In fact, it seems obvious

McCabe (1999), ibid, p 86
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that a thing should be d ifferent from  (in sense of not being num erically identical to) anything  

that is o ther than it, even though its being w hat it is is not responsible fo r the fact that it is 

different. So it is not surprising that Parmenides should fail in his a ttem p t to  argue for 

something th a t seems obviously false, even self-contradictory, nam ely that the one does not 

differ from  anything that is other than it, i.e., that the one does not d iffer from  anything that 

differs from  it.

For Proclus, Ficino, Brumbaugh and McCabe the response to this is th a t the one is o f course not 

num erically identical to its com plem ent how ever it cannot en ter into a relation o f d ifference w ith  

the elem ents o f its com plem ent as this will pluralise it and it will no longer be the strictly non

m ultip le one o f H I. Again it is Rickless' use o f a generalised form ulation th a t allows us to agree w ith  

him th a t, in general, an assertion such as P5 (If X itself is not d ifferent by itself then X is not d ifferent 

in any way) is indeed questionable. However, in the specific case o f the one o f H I, d ifference must 

be denied to  a one o f this kind because it would otherwise partake o f m ultiplicity by being both one 

and d ifferent. Once 'd ifference' is denied to the one it relies upon its own nature in order to  be 

d ifferen t as it cannot do so by means of 'd ifference'. However, by its own nature it is just one and 

not d ifferen t and there  is no aspect to its own nature apart from  strict oneness devoid o f any 

m ultiplicity. It is Rickless' failure to allow for the strictures of the pure, strictly non-m ultiple one, that 

makes it impossible fo r him to discern a sense in which P5 may be true.

Summary and conclusions
By taking Brumbaugh's reading o f these passages and elaborating our own analysis th ereo f we have 

m ade a case that the argum ents here are valid and sound and this should give us a degree of 

confidence in applying any H I conclusions or concepts to any aporiai, such as the  'third large 

argum ent' in the first part o f the dialogue. In spite of the strangeness of the conclusions arrived at in 

H I we have been able to argue that they are derived from  defensibly valid and sound arguments  

which u ltim ately rest upon the opening premise o f H I  and its assertion o f a strictly non-m ultiple  

one. It was explained at the beginning of this appendix th a t it is necessary to  have an overall 

confidence in the argum ents within H I if w e are to  apply any conclusions from  this hypothesis to  the  

first part of the dialogue w ith  some degree o f confidence. W e have dem onstrated here that the  

allegations of invalidity and unsoundness as presented by Rickless are certainly not beyond dispute 

and, in so doing, w e have shown a num ber o f bases upon which the validity and soundness of tw o  

som ew hat suspect argum ents can be defended and the  logical integrity of the  first hypothesis be 

rendered plausible. Having done so w e may now proceed to take the concepts, distinctions and

Rickless, ibid, p 124
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arguments o f H I  and of H2 and apply them  to  the resolution o f the  TLA w ithout the lurking doubt 

that they are all born o f problem atic arguments.
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Chapter Three 

The resolution of the Third Large Argument 
based upon the first and second hypotheses

Introduction
The first chapter o f this w ork set out in detail the nature and structure o f Plato's Parmenides, 

described a num ber o f difficulties normally associated with it and outlined in general term s the  

approach of scholarship, mostly recent, to  the interpretation of the dialogue. Our second chapter 

dealt w ith  one particular difficulty, namely the aporetic ending of the first hypothesis, an argum ent 

with which the second part o f the dialogue begins. W e showed that the first hypothesis despite its 

aporetic nature and the elem ent of self-refutation which it contains, does present us with an 

'austere one' which is carried into the next section of the dialogue and which is capable o f being 

em ployed as an acceptable and useful concept in philosophical arguments.

The purpose o f the present chapter is to  show how this austere one and the argum ents and 

concepts o f the first tw o  hypotheses of the Parmenides can be used to resolve one of the aporiai of 

the first part o f the dialogue, nam ely the Third-Large-Argum ent (hereafter the TLA), m ore commonly 

referred to  as the Third-M an-A rgum ent. W e will therefore  present a detailed analysis o f this 

argum ent and the aporia  that it presents and will contend that the distinctions, conclusions and 

argum ents contained w ithin the first tw o  hypotheses of the second part of the dialogue are capable 

of resolving this aporia  by affording a more precise understanding of w hat is actually occurring at 

each step in the developm ent of the TLA itself. If we can show that the resolution of the difficulties 

raised by the TLA lies in the first tw o hypotheses of the second part we will also have shown th a t any 

readings o f the TLA which do not recognise this fact are deficient insofar as they fail to  trea t the TLA 

in the context in which Plato presents it and they fail to resolve it using the argum ents and concepts 

which Plato develops for that very purpose.

W e will need to review some significant readings o f this particular argum ent and w e will find that 

these readings fall under tw o  main headings; those which regard the problems raised by the  

argum ent and its associated regress as being solvable in some way in its own term s and those which 

regard the  argum ent and its associated regress as indicating a problem w ith the underlying theory of 

forms itself. In e ither case the interpreters regard the regress as indicating a problem  and they differ 

only in w h eth er they offer some means to prevent the regress from  recurring or accept it as truly  

problem atic and incapable o f being prevented as it indicates problems with the theory o f forms 

itself. In one case the focus and emphasis will go to the actual TLA argum ent itself whereas in the  

other case the focus and emphasis is u ltim ately upon forms. In the end how ever we will see that
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consideration o f form s is unavoidable and w e will finally assess all interpretations on the basis of 

the ir trea tm en t of the theory o f forms.

Hence w e will summarise the TLA, explain its position within the dialogue as a whole, consider the  

tw o  main categories o f in terpretation  o f the argum ent and present our own in terpretation  thereof. 

W e will argue that our own interpretation is to be preferred on the basis th a t it utilises the actual 

argum ents and concepts o f the dialogue itself m ore faithfully and accurately and therefore  must 

capture Plato's intentions better than other interpretations which do this to  a lesser extent.

The third large argum ent itself occurs in the first part o f the dialogue and is based upon an exchange 

betw een an aged Parmenides and a young Socrates who is com m itted to the  concept o f form s. The 

TLA opens w ith a statem ent from  Parmenides himself which he directs to Socrates, saying;

I imagine you believe that each form  is one, based upon something like this:^^^

Here we have a reference to a form  and to its unity so we should say something more about forms 

and the unity th ereo f and situate these w ithin the context of the TLA.

Forms and abstraction
W e have already explained that the Parmenides has tw o main parts and th a t the first part is largely 

aporetic in character insofar as it presents a series o f aporiai in relation to form s which are left 

w ithout explicit resolution in the first part o f the dialogue. In this first part Socrates shows a 

com m itm ent to  these form s or 'things in them selves' which w e may understand in term s of the  

abstraction process referred to  in the previous chapter. In the case of m any items exemplifying a 

particular property Socrates maintains that there  is a single entity  called a form  which is instantiated  

in each o f those objects. The form  is one but the  instantiations are many and w e can arrive at 

consideration o f the form  only by an abstraction process such as w e described in the previous 

chapter. So in the case o f large objects we can consider the largeness itself, a form , through an 

abstraction process in the mind just as we previously considered the one itself in isolation from  the  

being o f which it partakes, via an abstraction process 'in the m ind' (in  S iavo ia  -143a7) when we  

w ere dealing w ith  H2. Socrates commits himself to  this approach based upon form s at a very early  

stage o f the dialogue a fter he has heard Zeno, Parmenides' companion, presenting a series of 

paradoxes w hereby Zeno shows th a t m anifest objects exhibit contrary properties as they are both  

one and many, like and unlike. Having heard this, Socrates com m ents that;

132al; oipal az ek  t o u  t o io u S e e v  EKaarov e i6 o <̂ oiEa0ai Eivai:
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However, I would have been even m ore pleased, if som eone w ere able to show this same 

complex w eb o f perplexity also arising among the form s themselves, among the things we  

apprehend by thought, (ev toT<; AoyiapcL AapPavopevoiq) just as you have done in the case of 

visible objects.

So w e note that Socrates himself introduces a particular step at this early point in the dialogue by 

using the phrase 'by thought' (Aoyiapoj), a step which takes him away from  the visible entities which 

are the subject of Zeno's argum ent about contrary properties in order to  consider w hat he refers to  

as 'the  form s them selves' which he regards as exem pt from  this phenom enon of contrariety. W e  

have already seen how Parmenides employs a similar process 'in the mind (xPj SiavoLg)' to  arrive at 

the one itself, the one of the first hypothesis by considering the existent one in isolation from  the  

being o f which it partakes. Socrates' preference for considering form s which are arrived at by this 

process of abstraction is directly endorsed a little later in the first part o f the dialogue by Parmenides 

himself;

I was pleased when you said to  him that you would not allow the exposition to consider 

visible objects and the ir realm , but those that one may apprehend mostly by reason (Aoyoj 

Adpoi) and may regard as forms.

W e note that we have a distinction here betw een w hat can be considered by the senses and w hat 

can be considered by thought and we have tw o phrases 'by thought' (\ovLO|a(I)) and by reason 

(Aoyco) which are rem iniscent o f the phrase 'in the mind' (if i S iavo ig  -143a7) which we m et in H2. In 

the first part o f the dialogue w e find the first tw o  phrases being em ployed mainly to mark a process 

of abstraction from  m anifest objects to the forms which they exem plify. In the second hypothesis we  

found the phrase 'in the m ind' (ifi S iavotg -143a7), being em ployed to mark an abstraction step 

leading from  an existent one to a pure one which does not even partake o f being.

W e should note that in part one of the dialogue form s are arrived at by a process of abstraction from  

manifest objects. In making this statem ent w e effectively define the  process o f abstraction as a step 

taken by thought or reason w hereby some aspect of a m anifest entity  can be considered in isolation 

from  the m anifest entity  itself and its o ther characteristics or qualities. So in the case of large objects 

we can consider largeness itself through a process o f abstraction from  the objects under 

consideration and consequently w e may refer to  largeness itself as an abstraction in this sense. In 

the H2 exam ple we looked at in the previous chapter w e w ere initially considering the existent

129e5-130a2: dyaaSEiriv ei' ti^ exoi thv auTtiv lauTriv an o p iav  £v auroTq toT<; Ei'Stai TravToSaTTujq TrA£KO|j£vr|v, 
(jjoTTEp £v ToTq op(jJiJ£voi<; 5inA0£T£, ouTwq KOI £v ToTq Aoyia|j(I) Aa|jpavo|j£voi^ £TTi5£l^ai.

1 3 5 e l- 4 ;  o o u  Kai TTpo(; t o O to v  n y d aS n v  e I t t o v t o i ; ,  o t i  o u k  eToc; £v  roTq opiopEvoi^ ou5£ TT£pi T au ra  t i ^ v  TrAdvr)v 
£TTiaKOTT£Tv, oAAd TT£pi £K£lva a iJdAiord riq a v  Aoyco Adpoi k o )  £i6n a v  nynoaiTo e Iv o i.
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one^'’°. This existent one may be arrived at by a process o f abstraction fronn the many m anifest 

objects, each of which is one (single) object. By considering these single m anifest objects w e  may 

arrive at an abstraction called the existent one. In H2 we saw th a t there is a fu rther abstraction step 

taken, w hereby the existent one, a one which partakes o f being, is considered 'in the mind' (xfi 

S iavo ia  -143a7), w ith o u t the being o f which it partakes. This additional abstraction step yields the  

one itself which we equated with the  one o f H I. W e can now see that such an abstraction step, 

which was critical to arriving at the  one itself in the argum ent in H2 in the second part o f th e  

dialogue, is also central to  arriving at form s in the first part o f the dialogue.

W e should clarify how ever that by referring to form s or the one itself as abstractions we are not 

reducing them  to  m ere concepts, indeed they are described as being responsible fo r the actual 

qualities or characteristics of m anifest entities and so in the case o f largeness we find the reference  

to  'some large by which all o f these appear large'^'*^ and in the case of the one we find that the one is 

responsible fo r the fact that o ther m ultip le entities are one;

W hat o f this? If w e tried, in the mind, to  take away as little as w e could from  such 

multiplicities, m ustn't that portion be a m ultiplicity and not one; if in fact it does not share in 

the one?^'*^

This is saying th a t w ithout the 'abstraction' which w e call 'the  one' there would only be ever- 

recurring m ultiplicity and nothing would be one. So largeness and the one, although w e are speaking 

of them  as abstractions because they are products o f an abstraction process, are not m ere  concepts 

or notions. Indeed in the last quotation we see an interesting counterpart to  the if i S iavo ia  process 

which w e introduced in the context o f H2 to consider the one in isolation from  the being o f which it 

partakes. In the above extract the same Tfj S iavo ia  phrase is repeated but here we have separated  

the one from  the entities in which it is instantiated, entities which are each one because of 

participation in the one and are left as undefined multiplicities in its absence. In contrast to the H2 

example, in this case w e do not isolate the one by abstraction and consider the one, rather w e  

consider those entities which are 'le ft behind' a fte r the one has been abstracted and we find th a t in 

the absence o f the one they present only an ever recurring multiplicity.

The One is included in Socrates' own list of forms at 129d8-el and Parmenides includes it in a list of forms 
at 130b5 which Socrates accepts without question.

132a7-8
l58c2-4; £i £ 0 £ A o ip £ v  Tfj Siavoiq to jv  to io u tu jv  acp£A£Tv wq oToi t£ £0 |J£v o t i  oA iy ioTO v, o u k  a v d y K n  Koi t o  

d(paip£0£v £K£Tvo, e i'ttep  to u  £voq PH p E ie x o i, TrAfiSoq £lvai Kai o u x  £v; -  this extract is from the third hypothesis.
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Having considered what is meant by forms and how these relate to the process o f abstraction we 

should consider what is meant by the next statement in the opening o f the TLA, a statement which 

asserts that each o f the forms is one.

Each form is one
Parmenides' statement to Socrates; "I imagine you believe that each form  is one, based upon 

something like this", reflects his awareness o f Socrates' com m itm ent to  the fact that each form is 

just one. This com m itm ent may be placed alongside four tenets which are central to  the unfolding of 

the th ird large argument. The follow ing is the ir form ulation by Pelletier & Zalta^''^:

The four principal propositions which play a role in the Third Man Argument can be 

stated as follows:

One Over The Many 'OM': If there are n pairwise-distinct things that are F, then 

there is a Form of F in which they all participate.

Self-Predication 'SP': The Form of F is F.

Non-Identity 'NT: If something participates in the Form of F, it is not identical w ith 

that Form.

Uniqueness 'U': The Form of F is unique.

It is the last o f these propositions which is o f interest to us here although we w ill explain the role 

which they all play in the unfolding o f the TLA. Rickless formulates this Uniqueness (U) principle by 

saying; "For any property F there is exactly one form  o f F-ness"^'*'' and he distinguishes Uniqueness 

from what he refers to  as Oneness whereby "every form  is one"^'*^. This distinction^''® need not 

concern us immediately but it w ill affect Rickless' own reading o f the third large argument. Here we 

need only note that in the case of largeness and large objects we expect, by U, to find only one 

(unique) form  o f largeness by which all o f the large objects will be large.

We may now consider the next step in the development of the th ird  large argument and this will 

illustrate another of the four principles. Parmenides continues as follows:

...whenever many things seem to you to be large, it probably seems tha t there is one 

characteristic that is the same, as you behold them all, and hence you believe tha t largeness 

is one.^''^

Pelletier, F.J. & Zalta, E.N., NOOs 3A:2 (2000) 165-202, p 168 
Rickless, p 28 
Rickless, p 37
In simple terms we nnay say tha t there are many fru its o f which the banana is one. Banana is one fru it but 

there is n ^  only one banana -  it is one but not unique. This is the d istinction made by Rickless (p 38)
1 3 2 a 2 -4 ; OTOv tto A A ’ aria pE ydA a  ooi 56^n E iva i, p ia  r iq  iau)^ 5okeT iSta q ourn eTvoi e tt I TTCivTa iSovii, 60ev tv to  

psya nvn Eivai.
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This developm ent o f the argum ent introduces the O M  principle as quoted "(One Over The M any); If 

there are n pairwise-distinct things that are F, then there  is a Form o f F in which they all participate." 

So in the case o f the large objects there is one form  of F-ness in which all the large objects 

participate. By U there  should be only one such form  but as the argum ent develops we will see that 

this principle is th reatened . So up to this point w e find that the O ne-O ver-The-M any principle leads 

us to conclude, from  the sameness of characteristic among the  large things, th a t there  is one form  

called 'largeness'. Uniqueness leads us to conclude that there  is only one such form  and by this we 

mean that there should be one and only one 'largeness'. So far Parmenides is m erely reflecting 

Socrates' own theory back to  him before he develops the argum ent fu rther and shows its 

weaknesses.

Two more tenets and the problem
Parmenides now has recourse once more to the O ne-O ver-The-M any principle and this tim e he 

includes this form  called largeness in the process as, by SP, it is also large;

Now, if you take largeness itself and the o ther large objects, and you behold them  all in the  

same way in the soul (tbaauTcoc; t P) liJuxfi), will not a fu rther single large en tity  appear by 

which all o f them  appear large?^'*®

There are tw o  significant points to note here. Firstly, as w e said, largeness is large; this is another o f 

our propositions about form s as stated by Pelletier & Zalta, the principle o f Self-Predication: The 

Form o f F is F. Accordingly, we have a num ber o f objects which are large, and largeness which is also 

large and so by O M  there  must be some additional form  o f largeness by which all o f these are large. 

But we should also note that this process is carried out 'in the same way in the soul (cooauTajc; xfi 

tjjuxn)' and so w e have a recurrence o f a m ental abstraction step which we have already used in the  

second hypothesis, in the mind, to isolate the one from  the being o f which it partakes. Here the in  

ijjuxfi step is used, in the soul, to arrive at the largeness w hereby the large objects and the form  

called largeness are all large. W e  should note th a t there  is a com m onality here betw een the Tpj il^uxfi 

step here and the  tf i SiavoLg step in H2 -  they both signify an abstraction step and in neither case 

are we only considering m anifest objects. Having noted these tw o  points it is best to consider the  

conclusion of the argum ent and then review  its impact.

It is evident that w e now have tw o  form s o f largeness and Parmenides confirms this and concludes 

th a t the process which produced these tw o  will produce and unlim ited num ber;

132a6-8; t i  5 ’ a u T o  t o  peya K a i laAAa id  pEydAa, £dv u)aauTU)(; rfj i)Juxn E'rri TTdvra î n?. ô Xi t i  au pcya 
(pavETrai, (L rauTa TTdvra iJcydAa (paiveoBai;
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So another form  of largeness will make its appearance alongside largeness itself, which 

already exists, and the objects that participate in it; then, in addition to all these, another 

one by which all these w ill be large, and each o f your forms will be one no longer, but 

unlim ited in multiplicity.^^®

Obviously the principle o f Uniqueness is entirely undermined by this argument as there are now an 

unlim ited number o f forms o f largeness rather than just one. Socrates confirms the unacceptability 

of this outcome by immediately attempting to preserve this uniqueness principle by presenting a 

d ifferent way o f considering forms, an attem pt which also ends aporetically.

Pelletier & Zalta introduce another proposition into the ir analysis which they call "Non-Identity 'NT:

If something participates in the Form of F, it is not identical w ith that Form". This means that 

whatever makes largeness large cannot be identical w ith largeness and on this basis the operation of 

OM generates a new form  o f largeness w ith every iteration of the process. They review the entire 

argument in terms of the four principles already quoted and summarise the outcome as follows;

Note that the firs t three principles alone jo in tly  yield an infin ite regress, given the 

assumption tha t there are two distinct F-things, say a and b. For by OM, there is a Form of F 

in which both a and b participate. Furthermore, by Nl, the Form o f F is distinct from  a and b. 

By SP, the Form of F is itself an F-thing. So, by OM, there is a Form o f F in which the Form of 

F, a, and b all participate. But, by Nl, this second Form of F must be distinct from  the first; by 

SP, it is itself an F-thing. Thus, OM yields yet a th ird Form, and so on. However, the larger 

d ifficu lty fo r the foundations o f Plato's theory o f Forms is not the infinite regress but rather 

the contradiction that results when the first three principles are coupled w ith the 

Uniqueness Principle. The inconsistency w ith the Uniqueness Principle arises as soon as the 

argument reaches the stage where it is established tha t there is a second distinct Form of
p 150

Hence we find that Uniqueness, one of the four key propositions o f the theory of forms as 

formulated above has been falsified. It is not directly obvious what the source o f the problem is and 

we know from  the fu rther development o f the dialogue that Socrates does not find this outcome 

acceptable as he immediately attempts to preserve the claim tha t each form  is one by presenting 

another conception o f forms. If any solution is offered to this problem w ithin the entire dialogue 

itself it is certainly not stated explicitly as a formal solution to the TLA in the firs t part o f this 

dialogue. And if we are meant to note a fundamental problem w ith the underlying theory o f forms 

then this is not explicitly stated at this point either although the theory is certainly under threat

1 3 2 a l0 - b 2 ;  a M o  Spa £ i5o (; |J£Y£0ou<; a v a c p a v n a E ia i, Trap' auTO te  t o  ije yeB oq  yE yo vo q  ko I tc i m e te x o v to  o u to u :  

Kai ETTi TOUTOiq Qu t tQ o iv  ETEpov, (I) TaOia TTCivTa iJEyaAa E a ia i:  Kai o u k e t i 5n £v E K a a io v  aoi t w v  eI5cI)v e c ttq i,  dAAa 
QTTEipa TO T lA n S o q .

P elle tier & Zalta, Ibid, pp 1 6 8 /9
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because one o f its principles, U, is being falsified. W e need to consider the precise nature o f the  

problem presented by the TLA and the exten t to  which any solution may reflect our own thesis here, 

a thesis w hereby the solution to the regress w ithin the TLA should lie in the second part o f the  

dialogue.

What is the problem?
In term s o f the  dating o f dialogues which deal w ith  the theory o f forms it is generally agreed that the 

Parmenides comes a fte r the Republic and Phaedo  and before the Sopi^istan6 th a t the Phiiebus is 

later again. This gives scope for reading the Parmenides in term s of the developm ent o f the  concept 

of forms by Plato over a period o f tim e and allows fo r a reading of the dialogue w hereby it highlights 

problems w ith this theory which are e ither resolved in this dialogue or in a later dialogue or, some 

say, are incapable o f resolution. This la tter m ore radical reading of the outcom e o f the TLA was 

advocated by Vlastos in his seminal 1954 paper in which he claimed that the TLA "is a record of 

honest p e r p l e x i t y " . I n  1969^”  Vlastos, revisiting his own earlier paper, stands by his original 

reading of the third large argum ent and even reiterates the phrase just quoted. His original assertion 

was that Plato himself had no solution to the third large argum ent;

In stating the Third Man Argum ent, and in leaving it un-refuted, he is revealing (a) th a t he 

did not know all of its necessary premises, whence it would follow  that (b) he had no way of 

determ ining w h eth er or not it was a valid argum ent.

He w ent on to state th a t fo r Plato the  argum ent, as form ulated was fatal to  the theory o f form s and 

that Plato was unable to determ ine precisely why this was so;

He begins to  feel that something is wrong, or at least not quite right, about his theory, and 

he is puzzled and anxious. If he has courage enough, he will not try  to get rid o f his anxiety 

by suppressing it. He may then make repeated attem pts to get at the  source o f the  trouble, 

and if he cannot get at it directly he may fall back on the device o f putting the troublesom e  

symptoms into the form  of objections. He can hardly make these objections perfectly precise 

and consistent counterargum ents to his theory unless he discovers the exact source o f its 

difficulties and can em body the discovery in the form al premises o f the objections. If he fails 

to  make this discovery, the objections are likely to be as inadequate in th e ir own way as is 

the ir target. They will be the expression o f his acknowledged but unresolved puzzlem ent, 

brave efforts to im personate and cope w ith  an antagonist who can neither be justly  

represented nor decisively defeated because he remains unidentified and unseen. This, I 

believe, is an exact diagnosis o f Plato's mind at the tim e he w rote  the  Parmenides}^^^

Gregory Vlastos; The Philosophical Review, Vol. 63, No. 3 (Jul., 1954), pp. 319-349, p 343 
Gregory Vlastos; The Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 19, No. 77 (Oct., 1969), pp. 289-30. The phrase in 

question is repeated in footnote 4.
Vlastos, 1954, p 329.
Vlastos, 1954, pp 343 /4



95

Vlastos himself identifies the unseen culprits which undermine the theory of forms as Self- 

Predication and Non-Identity and his terminology and approach to the analysis of this argument has 

set a direction for much subsequent scholarship. His highly influential and eloquently formulated 

analysis of the TLA nicely captures a reading of the dialogue whereby no solution whatsoever to this 

aporia would be expected from the second part of the dialogue as Plato had no solution to offer. 

Vlastos' own work generated a large volume of scholarly application to this problem which we will 

attem pt to capture through an analysis of Pelletier & Zalta's 2000 contribution^^^. This latter analysis 

pays tribute to that of Vlastos but it also draws significantly upon the 1990 work of Meinwald, an 

author who does, by contrast with Vlastos, present a solution to the regress in the third large 

argument and does so within the framework of the Parmenides as a whole. We will also consider the 

interpretation of Rickless who is closer to Vlastos in regarding the TLA difficulties as symptomatic of 

deeper difficulties with the theory of forms itself.

Hence we have two broad categories of readings the first of which recognises that there is a 

difficulty and sets about resolving that difficulty within the overall framework provided by the 

dialogue itself. We will consider the work of Meinwald and of Pelletier & Zalta as representative of 

this approach.

The other broad grouping regards the difficulties within the TLA as symptomatic of more 

fundamental problems with the theory of forms itself. These problems with the theory of forms are 

then said to be resolved either within the Parmenides itself or in later dialogues particularly the 

Sophist. Hence McCabe, though her main concern is the question 'W hat is an individual?' states that:

W hat Plato badly needs is to consider 'W hat is an individual?' as a general question, leaving 

open the issue of which entities qualify. And that general investigation, I argue, is on hand in 

the second part of the Parmenides (hereafter Parmenides II), continues in the Theaetetus 

and the Timaeus, and is brought to a satisfactory conclusion in the Sophist}^^

And Rickless similarly states that;

Given that the Sophist and Philebus (thematically) postdate the Parmenides, this evidence 

provides further support for the hypothesis that the main purpose of the Parmenides is to 

advocate, and provide reasons for, the rejection of these principles.

Pelletier & Zalta, 2000, p 198, footnote 9; "Vlastos (1954) is a landmark in the analysis of this argument, 
and we accept its presupposition that one way to show that a theory is consistent and worthy of being taken 
seriously is to try to reconstruct it using modern logical methods."

McCabe, Plato's Individuals, PUP, 1999, p. 99.
Rickless, Plato's Forms in Transition, CUP, 2009, p. 244.
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W e will see later that 'these principles' are principles o f the theory o f forms, principles which, 

according to Rickless, the  argum ents o f the Parmenides, the TLA among them , falsify. The principles 

in question are accordingly rejected.

Hence w e have one reading (M einw ald  and Pelletier & Zalta) which claims to  resolve the difficulties  

highlighted in the TLA and does so w ithin the context o f the argum ent as form ulated  in the  dialogue 

itself. And we have another which attributes the problems to the underlying theory of form s itself 

and sets about resolving the difficulties by adjusting the principles o f that theory. Then w e have our 

own reading which will apply the  arguments o f the first tw o hypotheses in order to resolve the  

difficulties o f TLA. One significant objective in the rest o f this chapter is to  analyse these o ther  

readings and com pare them  to our own reading. W e should discern any shortcomings o f these  

alternatives to our own reading and the extent to which they overlap w ith our own or are identical 

to our own in terpretation . It is not asserted that these o ther broad categories o f in terpretation  

capture all possible readings o f the TLA and its resolution. Nevertheless they are well argued and 

comprehensive and accordingly they offer a good basis for the assessment o f any deficiencies in our 

own interpretation  and a means of assessing w h eth er ours does indeed o ffer any new insights into 

the issues which surround the TLA and the dialogue as a whole.

Modes of predication
Given that the nub of this problem  should lie in the four principles quoted earlier from  Pelletier &  

Zalta, principles which w ere  originally form ulated by Vlastos, w e can see th a t some alteration  o f the  

form ulation or application o f these principles may resolve the regress and the associated 

underm ining o f the principle o f Uniqueness. It is obvious that the principle o f self-predication, 

w hereby largeness is itself large, is central to  generating additional form s o f largeness at each 

iteration o f the argum ent thus destroying the Uniqueness of the forms. If this self-predication can be 

construed in such a way th a t it does not repeatedly generate new  form s o f largeness the regress 

could obviously be prevented and the Uniqueness preserved. Meinwald^^® (1991) drew  upon the  

1967 work o f Frede^^® to  distinguish tw o  types o f predication in Plato's dialogues. Frede based his 

analysis prim arily upon a passage from  the Sophist;

Str: But I th ink you concede that some things that are, are always discussed just by

themselves, w hile  others are discussed in relation to  others.

Meinwald, C. C. Plato's Parmenides. Oxford University Press, 1991.
Frede, M; 1967, Pradikation und Existenzaussage, Hypomnemata 18, Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und 

Ruprecht.
Sophist, 255cl2-l3; aKK' oTmqI oe auyxtopETv t ( I)v  o v t o j v  t o  |J£v  auia Ka0' aura, t o  5 i Trpoq aAAa ati AtyEaGai.
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On this basis it is argued that we have two  modes of predication one of which is exemplified by the 

notion of 'difference'. Difference must always be discussed in relation to something else and so it is 

said to exemplify predication in relation to another or 'pros ta alia' predication. 'Being' on the other 

hand is not discussed in relation to another but only in relation to the entity itself and so it is said to 

exemplify predication relative to the entity itself or 'pros heauto' predication. Meinwald took this 

thesis of two modes of predication and applied it to the Parmenides relying heavily upon the 

recurrence of the word 'pros' in the 136a-c schema. She explains the overall approach as follows:

We may now sum up our present understanding of the in-relation-to qualifications as 

follows. The qualifications belong to the kind of use of the preposition pros in which a 

sentence of the form

A is B pros C 

A is B in relation to C

indicates that some relation unnamed in the sentence is relevant to A's being B. In the 

Parmenides, the qualifications mark a difference in the way in which B can be predicated of 

A. They do this by indicating the relations that ground each of the two kinds of predication. 

Thus, the difference between what holds of a subject in relation to itself and what holds of 

the same subject in relation to the others is not simply due to the distinction between the 

others and the subject. It derives more fundamentally from the fact that a different relation 

is involved in each kind of case. Predications of a subject pros heauto hold in virtue of a 

relation internal to the subject's own nature. Predications pros ta alia on the other hand 

concern individuals' displays of features, which Plato takes to involve a relation to natures - 

that is, to other things.

Meinwald spends the first seventy five pages of her book arriving at the definitive exposition of her 

dual predication thesis as encapsulated in the above extract. In the penultimate chapter she devotes 

only ten pages to revisiting the issues raised in the first part of the dialogue and makes the case that 

once we employ these two modes of predication the issues raised in part one are resolved. This of 

course does not in any way constitute the application of the conclusions of part two to the issues 

raised in part one. W hat we certainly find in her work is the employment of a consistent mode of 

interpretation based upon dual predications across the entire dialogue. But we are left with the 

question as to why we need the eight very elaborate hypotheses which constitute over 75% of the 

dialogue when a simple explanation of the two modes of predication, an explanation which she 

herself fits into the short extract above, would suffice to settle all the aporiai of part one? In fact, 

she herself notes the succinctness with which this distinction of predications is made in the Sophist

Meinwald, 1991, p 70
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(255c, 12-13) quoted above, though she claims that it may be emphasised less in th a t dialogue 

"because of the fanfare he gave the distinction when he introduced it in the Parmenides".

In spite of these reservations w e should now go on to see how her developm ent o f this dual 

predication thesis may be used to prevent the regress in the TLA and preserve the Uniqueness of 

forms. In general it is a quite straightforward application of the 'pros heauto', 'pros to alia' 

predication model which she applies consistently throughout the dialogue:

W e noted before that, w hile the argum ent is seriously underspecified, it relies on some 

version of the crucial claim

The Large is large

in order to reach the threatening conclusion

The Large and the o ther large things now require something new  in com m on, by 

which all o f them  will appear large

Indeed, the production o f new Larges depends crucially not just on the claim th a t The Large 

itself is large being m ade, but on that claim's being treated  in the same way that (say) 

'M ontb lanc is large' would be. To begin w ith, The Large itself and the  original group o f visible 

large things are treated  as being large in the same way. This induces the notion that w e have 

a new group o f large things whose display o f a com m on feature must now be analysed in the  

same way the display o f the com m on feature  o f the original group was. If this is taken to  

require the introduction of a new form , a regress is started. And the regress will be vicious, 

given the purpose of forms. Each form  purports to be the single thing th a t grounds and 

explains the predications it is invoked in connection w ith  and should therefore  not yield to  

an unending series o f fu rther forms....

But w e are now clear that that predication does not claim that The Large itself is large in the  

same way th a t the original group of large things is. It therefore  does not force on us a new  

group o f large things whose display o f a com m on feature  requires us to crank up our 

machinery again and produce a new form ....

The Parmenides  has now em erged as showing conclusively that Plato does not suppose each 

property to do its job by having the property th a t it is. Because his support o f the self

predication sentence does not require him to take The M an itself as an additional m em ber 

of the group th a t displays the feature com m on to  men, and as requiring a new form  to  

explain the display o f this new  group, there  will be no regress. Plato's metaphysics can say 

good-bye to the Third M an.

The d ifferent m ode o f predication, nam ely pros heauto  predication, applicable to  the  largeness of 

the large itself does not allow the regress to continue because the large itself is not large in the same 

way as the large objects are large. Hence, she claims, 'Plato's metaphysics can say good-bye to  the

Meinwald, 1991, note 19, p 179. 
Meinwald, ibid, pp 155-7
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Third Man.'^®'* It is evident th a t this analysis regards the eight hypotheses as an exercise in the  

application of predications which nnay, once m astered, be applied to  the resolution o f numerous 

philosophical issues. She does not refer specifically to  any of the  hypotheses in order to deal with  

the TLA, in the way that our analysis will apply the conclusions o f H I  and H2 to its resolution. This 

must raise the question as to why Plato occupies three quarters of the dialogue with eight 

hypotheses which are very elaborately developed when the only point to  be made is th a t there are 

tw o  modes of predication. W e can see from  her analysis how ever that tackling the self-predication  

issue by distinguishing tw o  modes of predication does indeed prevent the developm ent of the  

regress; and her claim th a t Plato intentionally employs tw o  modes o f predication is defended by the  

Sophist reference and the wording o f the 136a-c schema of the  Parmenides thus lending additional 

support to  her claim th a t this is a textually defensible solution to  the TLA aporia.

W e should how ever note a num ber o f issues with M einw ald 's approach at this stage. Firstly, on her 

own admission, Plato does not make frequent and evident use of the tw o  modes of predication in a 

m anner which would provide significant textual support to her reading. Secondly she makes no use 

of the analysis w ithin the hypotheses themselves in order to  resolve the TLA nor does she claim that 

this was Plato's intention. Accordingly, she offers no real basis for understanding the purpose served 

by the very extensive analysis within the hypotheses, apart from  treating these as a very elaborate  

exercise in the em ploym ent o f the dual predication approach. There are a num ber of o ther problems 

or deficiencies, relating to M einw ald 's not employing, the distinction betw een tw o  kind of 

predication, to  analyse each step of the statem ent and articulation, at 132ab, o f the TLA. But these 

will becom e apparent w hen we turn to  defending our own interpretation , one o f whose distinctive 

features is that it does indeed use the m aterial derived from  the  first and second hypotheses of the  

second part of the dialogue to analyse each and every step of the TLA as articulated by Plato.

Modes of participation rather than modes of predication
The Sophist, 2 5 5 c l2 -1 3 , extract from  which Frede developed his original analysis o f tw o  modes of 

predication is applied to  the Parmenides  by M einw ald in a m anner which repays more careful 

analysis. Predication is obviously a linguistic phenom enon and the Sophist quotation reflects this fact 

but then goes on to indicate that this distinction in the use of language reflects underlying  

ontological distinctions. Hence the tw o  relevant Sophist extracts read:

Str; But I think you concede th a t some things that are, are always discussed just by

themselves, w hile others are discussed in relation to others.

Ibid, p 157
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Here we have a deliberation upon the way language is used leading in the next extract to a 

conclusion about the non-identity of two forms (Being and Difference) which is drawn on the basis of 

this linguistic distinction:

Theae: So they are.
Str: And difference is always in relation to another. Is this so?
Theae:Just so.
Str: But this would not be the case if being and difference were not entirely distinct. But if 
difference were to partake of both relations, just as being does, some of the different things 
would sometimes be different but not in relation to another. But now we find, simply, that 
whatever is different turns out to be different because some other makes it so.^^^

And so, as Pelletier & Zalta point out;

If there are two modes of predication, then a Platonist could plausibly argue that there are 
two corresponding kinds of participation, since modes of predication are, in some sense, the 
linguistic mirror of participation.^®®

If we are discussing forms, and that after all is what the TLA is concerned with, then the fundamental 

issue which is directly relevant in the context of forms is participation not predication. Predication is 

a linguistic phenomenon while participation is the actual process which is directly associated with 

forms -  things have the characteristics they have through participation in the relevant forms. The 

large objects in the TLA are large due to participation in largeness. Hence we find that Meinwald's 

efforts to find textual support for her interpretation by reference to the second part of the 

Parmenides run into a problem: in spite of the frequent use of the word 'pros' in the 136a-c schema 

of the first part she finds that its occurrence is very rare in the eight hypotheses of the second part 

of the dialogue and it certainly does not preponderate in a manner which would directly support her 

assertion of the centrality of the two modes of predication to the overall integrity of the dialogue.

She admits this herself, albeit in a footnote, by saying:

There is in fact a great contrast between the language of the methodological advice (136a-c 
schema) and the summaries of the results of the dialectic (conclusions o f the hypotheses) on 
the one hand, and that of the actual arguments (the hypotheses themselves) on the other. 
While the in-relation-to qualifications occur very prominently in the former, Plato uses them 
extremely sparingly in the latter. I can only suppose this to be part of his program of making 
us work actively, with written work providing at most an occasion for thought.
(Bracketed elaborations mine.)

Sophist; 255dl-5; o u k  a v , d  yz to  6 v  k q i to  Sdiepov p n  TTdMiroAu 5i£(p£p£Tr|v: dAA’ e itt e p  B d iE p o v  dpcpoTv 
PETETXE TOTv  e ISo Tv  WOTTEP to  6 v , fjv  d v  TTOTE T1 KQ) TU)V ETEpCOV ETEpOV OU TTpdq ETEpOV: VUV 5 e dTEXVW q n|jTv OTITTEp 

a v  ETEpov n , o u p P e P h k e v  e ^ d v d y K riq  ETEpou t o u t o  o t t e p  e o t Iv  e iv q i .

Pelletier & Zalta, 2000, p 171 
Meinwald, 1991, footnote 2, p 177.
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So the  a tte m p t to  find a link between the  firs t part o f the  dialogue and the  second part does not 

obta in  much textua l support, if we fo llo w  the  thread based upon modes o f p redication, as th is is not 

a marked feature  o f the  second part o f the  dialogue. This po in t is also strongly emphasised by 

Rickless in his re jection o f M einw ald 's reading o f the  Parmenides}^^ On th is basis the  Pelle tier & 

Zalta suggestion o f looking at partic ipa tion  shows m ore promise.

A solution to the TLA via modes of participation
Pelle tier &  Zalta begin th e ir  w ork w ith  a review  o f various responses to  M einw a ld 's  own work, 

responses which h igh ligh t a num ber o f add itiona l shortcom ings apart from  those we have 

presented. These need no t concern us in deta il here and we may note that, in general, our tw o  

authors are positive about the w ork o f M einw ald  as a basis fo r  resolving the TLA issue. They report 

broad acceptance among scholars th a t Plato employs tw o  modes o f predication and they rely upon 

th e ir ow n extensive deve lopm ent o f the  concept o f tw o  modes o f partic ipa tion  in o rder to  evolve 

th e ir own comprehensive approach to  the  resolution o f the  TLA aporia. They state;

M einw a ld 's  in te rp re ta tion  o f Plato's w ork contains the  seeds o f a genuine way to  say 

goodbye to  the Third Man. But her specific proposals only say a u f Wiedersehen to  the 

problem , fo r they o m it im portan t details and fa il to  consider the  consequences o f the 

position. Our friend ly  am endm ent to  Platonic theo ry  allows us to  keep all the genuine 

insights th a t M einw ald propounded while  at the  same tim e  provid ing us w ith  a logically 

secure solution.^®®

Their w o rk  develops ou t o f th e ir recognition th a t predication is the  linguistic coun te rpart o f 

participation^^® and accordingly they take M einw ald 's tw o  modes o f predication and fo rm u la te  tw o  

modes o f partic ipa tion . Taking the fo u r princip les w hich operate as a background to  the  TLA they go 

on to  fo rm u la te  tw o  concepts o f OM and tw o  concepts o f Nl based upon partic ipa tion  ra ther than 

predication. Uniqueness has only a single fo rm u la tion . Accordingly, in the case o f partic ipa tion  they 

define the  tw o  modes o f partic ipa tion  as follows^^^:

pros ta a lia  - SPa

In simple term s, y participatespTA in x jus t in case x is the Form corresponding to  some 

p rope rty  which y exemplifies.

pros heauto  - SPb

In sim ple te rm s , y participatespH in x ju s t in case x is a Form  w hich  corresponds to  som e  

p ro p e rty  w hich  is p art o f th e  n a tu re  o f y.

Rickless; Plato's Forms in Transition, Cambridge, 2007, pp 105/6  
Pelletier & Zalta, p 187 
Ibid, p 171
Ibid, pp 171 and 172 respectively
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They then proceed to derive OM and Ni principles on a PTA and PH basis as follows^^^;

OMa: If there are n pairwise-distinct things that are F (pros ta alia), then there is a Form of F 

in which they all participatepiA-

0Mb; If there are n pairw ise-distinct things that are F [pros heauto), then there  is a Form of F 
in which they all participatepH.

NIa: If something participatespTA  in the Form of F, it is not identical with that Form.

Nib: If something participatespH in the Form of F, it is not identical with that Form.

The application of the principles can be seen quite easily from their recasting of Meinwald's solution 

to the TLA in terms of their two modes of participation. Meinwald simply works with the TLA as 

formulated in the Parmenides and accordingly her formulations are primarily based upon 

predication pros ta alia with the introduction of pros heauto predication as a special case to prevent 

the regress. Pelletier & Zalta accordingly recast her argument on the basis of participation rather 

than predication:

The above formal renditions of the principles involved in the Third Man argument allow us 
to restate Meinwald's position as the following two claims:

1 - OMa, SPa, NIa and U are jointly inconsistent, (i,e, the firs t 3 principles generate 
multiple fornns and therefore violate U)
- SPa is false (i.e. largeness does not participate in largeness pros ta alia);

2 - while SPb is true (i.e. largeness does participate in largeness pros heauto),
OMa, SPb, NIa and U are jointly consistent (recognising that PH participation rather 
than PTA participation is at work restores the consistency as U is not violated) 
(Bracketed elaborations mine)

The two authors then go on to show that if we begin with PH participation rather than PTA

participation (i.e. if we begin with many forms rather than many objects), we will still develop a 

second TLA type regress. This latter TLA which originates from PH participation rather than the PTA 

participation demonstrated in the Parmenides is resolved in their article by falsifying the PH 

counterpart of non-identity which they refer to as Nib. And so they conclude that participation does 

not imply non-identity if the participation is PH;

...every Form participates PH in itself, assuming that its corresponding property is part o f its 
nature.

Ibid, pp 172 and 173 respectively 
Pelletier & Zalta, p 173 
Ibid, p 174
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So the form  o f largeness can be large w ithout the need for some other form  in which it participates 

in order to  be large. Hence we may conclude that if we express Meinwald's predication based 

solution to the TLA in terms o f modes o f participation, then we do resolve the TLA once more and 

we also derive the conclusion that forms participate in themselves and that the non-identity 

principle is false in the case o f forms as it does not apply when participation is pros heauto. We can 

see tha t the Pelletier & Zalta analysis leads naturally to consideration o f the nature o f the forms 

themselves and allows us to draw conclusions about them such as the fact tha t they can participate 

in themselves and tha t non-identity is false in the case of the pros heauto participation which applies 

to  forms. These tw o authors develop the ir arguments in such a way as to  draw fu rther conclusions 

about forms and we should consider some o f these now as they are applicable to  our overall 

purpose in this work. We shall also need to consider the extent to which this approach to  the 

resolution o f the TLA and the associated conclusions about forms are supported by the text o f the 

Parmenides itself.

Forms defined
We should now recall a key sentence from the TLA which reads;

Now if you take largeness itself and the other large objects, and you behold them all in the 

same way in the soul (cbaauTcoq xfj ijjuxfi)/ w ill not a further single large entity appear by 
which all o f them appear large?^^®

Here we have a reference to 'largeness itse lf and although it is not explicitly referred to as a 'fo rm ' it 

is an obvious candidate for such designation on the basis of our earlier discussion and the context 

here. If we are to consider how to stop the TLA regress or whether we should accept that it cannot 

be resolved we w ill need to consider these 'things in themselves' such as largeness and the 

characteristics they possess. Pelletier & Zalta, having switched from  predication to participation and 

presented tw o modes thereof, undertake a very comprehensive fu rther development o f the 

participation concept. They employ the ir tw o  modes o f SP, OM and Nl to carry out a 'friendly 

amendment' to Plato's w o rk '’^̂® on forms which they describe as follows;

Our friendly amendment is constructed w ithin a more comprehensive axiomatic theory of 

'ideal' or 'abstract' objects. This more encompassing theory provides a conceptual 

fram ework w ith in which a Platonic theory of Forms can take shape.

132a6-8; t I  6 '  auTO to  ^Jtya Kai la A A a  rd  MEydAa, edv u jo a u T ijjq  r f j ijjuxn etti TTdvia i5 r |^ , ouxi £v t i  a u  peya  

(pavEirai, (I) Taura TTdvra ^JEydAa (paiv£a0ai;
176 Pelletier & Zalta p 175
177 Pelletier & Zalta p 175
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These ideal objects are contrasted with real objects which are everyday objects. The real objects 

only exemplify properties whereas the ideal objects (of which forms are a special case) both 

exemplify and encode properties. In the process of developing their concept of forms as a special 

case of ideal objects they introduce one particular type of ideal object which is relevant to us as it 

enables us to align their treatment of the TLA with ours. They present ideal objects in order of 

increasing complexity beginning with the simplest possible conception of ideal object as follows;

Thus, for example, consider the condition ‘F is identical to the property of being in motion' 
(F -M ). This condition is satisfied by exactly one property, namely, the property of being in 
motion. So, the following instance of the comprehension principle asserts that there is an 
ideal object which encodes the property of being motion, and only this property: ...By the 
principle of identity, there is exactly one ideal object that encodes the single property of 
being in motion, and only this property.

This first example is their simplest conception of ideal objects wherein only a single property is 

encoded. Their second example allows for the fact that certain properties entail other properties 

and give rise to recognition that there must be ideal objects to encode all of the properties entailed 

by that first property. They go on to summarise these two types of ideal object as follows;

The first example could be used to develop a 'th in ' conception of Plato's Forms— the nature 
of such entities is constituted by a single property. However, this object would not give a 
satisfactory explanation of the fact that Forms have a more complex nature. For example. 
The Form of Justice contains virtue as part of its nature. So, in what follows, we hope to 
show that ideal objects analogous to the second example have many of the features that 
Plato attributed to Forms. Using this example as a guide, here is a general definition of what 
it is to be a Form of G (for any property G): x is a Form of G iff x is an ideal object that 
encodes all and only the properties entailed by

This 'thin conception' is reminiscent of the one of the first hypothesis, a one that is just one and 

neither exemplifies nor encodes any other characteristics. Their concept of the more complex forms 

which entail additional properties may be aligned with the largeness of the TLA or the one of the 

second hypothesis which exemplifies being, difference and oneness. However, in spite of the very 

comprehensive nature of their analysis Pelletier & Zalta do not carry out any significant comparison 

between their own concept of forms and the formulations presented by Plato in this dialogue itself 

or elsewhere. It will be important to consider how their formulations may be reconciled with the 

text of the Parmenides itself when it states for example;

Pelletier & Zalta p 176 
179 Pelletier & Zalta, p 177
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Now, as things other than one are a communion of themselves and the one, it follows that 

something different, seemingly, arises within themselves that furnishes a limit relative to 

one another. However, by themselves their own nature is unlimited.

So it is not in the nature of anything other than the one to be one and, accordingly, limited. Oneness 

and the associated limitedness are furnished by the one -  a different form. Similarly in the Sophist 

we have;

Str: Then, based upon its own nature, being is neither at rest nor in motion.

Being is not at rest by its own nature, it is a rest because of another form, namely rest. It would take 

considerable scrutiny of Pelletier & Zalta's conclusions about forms to decide definitively whether or 

not they are in conflict with such statements from the Parmenides and Sophist and indeed the 

further similar statement in the Sophist that;

Str: And we shall say that this nature pervades all the others, for each one is different from  

the others, not because of its own nature but because of participation in the form of 

difference.

These extracts must force some reconsideration of the notion by Pelletier & Zalta that there are 

forms which, by their nature, entail other forms. This may not be the concept of forms envisaged by 

Plato in the extracts just quoted and the concept of entailment may need to be more rigorously 

defined in order to align it with the concept of forms in the Parmenides and Sophist.

Nevertheless Pelletier & Zalta's first example of ideal objects corresponds quite closely to the 

concept of forms as discussed in the quoted extracts from the Parmenides and Sophist. Hence we 

readily find support for their 'thin conception' of forms in Plato's treatm ent thereof in these two 

dialogues and so we may assume that it is this 'thin conception' which we should apply in the 

consideration of the one itself referred to in H I and H2 if we are to align their terminology with the 

treatm ent of forms offered in this dialogue. Their 'forms of a more complex nature' may reasonably 

be assumed to correspond to the one of H2, the existent one, which is a whole with two parts, being 

and the one itself, a form which has also been shown to include the form of difference or otherness 

whereby the two parts (one and being) differ from one another. However, for Plato, the one by its 

own nature is not different nor does it partake of being. The generalised concept of forms presented 

by Pelletier & Zalta in terms of ideal objects lends support to our intention of generalising the ones

^ ® ° 1 5 8 d 3 -6 ; T o lq  ciAAoiq 5 n  t o u  £ v o q  a u j jp a iv E i  e k  p s v  t o u  E v o q  Kai e^ e o u tc L v  K o iv u )v r |o d v T U )v , w q  e o ik e v , e te p o v  

Ti yiyveaBai e v  sauToTq, 6  5 q  iTEpaq TtapsaxE rrpoq aAArjAa: n  5 '  e q u t u jv  cpuoK ; K a 0 ' e o u t q  arrEipiav.
^®^Sophist, 250c6-7 ; ko tc i Tpv auroO (puaiv a p a  to  6 v  o u t e  e o t h k e v  o u t e  KiveTTai.

Sophist 255e3 -6 ; Kai 5ia t t c iv t u j v  y e  auTpv auTwv (pqooiJEv e Iv o i 6i£Ar)Au9uTav: e v  EKaoTOv yap ETEpov Eivai t ( I ) v  

aAAujv ou 6 ia  T q v  auTou (puaiv, aAAd 5ia t o  tJETEXEiv T fjq  iSsaq rnq BaiEpou.
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of H I and H2 into a model which applies to  all forms. Hence w e may be justified in expecting to  find 

a largeness itself which corresponds to the one o f H I  and an existent largeness corresponding to  the  

existent one o f H2 and w e may align these w ith the ir 'thin conception' o f form s and 'form s o f a more  

complex nature'.

It is surely significant that Pelletier &  Zalta can derive this type o f ideal object, an ideal object 

corresponding to the concept o f form s as developed in the Parmenides and Sophist, from  a set of 

axioms which are based around the definition o f tw o  modes of participation, tw o  associated 

form ulations o f one-over-m any and tw o  associated form ulation o f non-identity. Their 'friendly  

am endm ent' w hereby they place form s within a broader context o f ideal objects and develop a 

term inology of 'encoding' properties and 'exem plifying' properties ultim ately opens out a m ore  

extensive discussion o f form s than w e require for this work. Their conclusion, how ever, places 

M einw ald 's w ork in a context which is more closely aligned to  the dialogue itself as it aligns her 

concept o f predication to  its ontological counterpart, nam ely form s and participation therein.

Is Pelletier & Zalta's solution the same as Plato's solution?
W e should now consider w hether the solution offered by Pelletier & Zalta can be supported by the  

text o f the Parmenides  itself. In o ther words do we have any evidence that this is the kind of 

resolution to the TLA aporia  that Plato himself might have envisaged? And, m ore im portantly, can 

we show that the concepts they em ploy to resolve the TLA are reflected in the second part o f the  

dialogue for, if they are not, then th e ir solution, in spite o f its rigour, raises fu rther questions about 

the purpose of the vast edifice o f hypotheses in the second part o f this work and the ir philosophical 

im port.

W e have already seen that M einw ald  was unable to find extensive direct textual evidence fo r the  

em ploym ent o f her dual predications w ithin the eight hypotheses themselves. She relies u ltim ately  

upon the 136a-c schema in the first part o f the dialogue and its explicit form ulation of the dual 

predications there  in order to  develop her own resolution to  the TLA. The question now is w h ether  

Pelletier & Zalta in form ulating th e ir solution in term s o f participation rather than predication are 

drawing upon concepts which are contained in the  dialogue itself. W e have noted already th a t no 

textual analysis o f this nature is provided by the tw o  authors themselves so we should summarise 

the ir key assertions and then seek support for such principles in the text o f the Parmenides itself.

W e wish to detect the assertion that^®^;

Pelletier and Zalta, Ibid, pp 171 to 173
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pros ta alia participation ( SPa) is asserted in the dialogue - In simple terms, y participatespjA 

in X just in case x is the Form corresponding to some property which y exemplifies.

pros heauto participation (SPb) is asserted in the dialogue - In simple terms, y participatespH 

in X just in case x is a Form which corresponds to some property which is part o f the nature 

of y.

We also wish to detect the assertion o f OM and Nl principles on both a PTA and a PH basis as 

follows:

One over many (OMa): If there are n pairwise-distinct things that are F (pros ta alia), then

there is a Form of F in which they all participatepTA.

One over many (0M b); if there are n pairwise-distinct things that are F (pros heauto), then

there is a Form of F in which they all participatepH.

Non-identity (NIa): If something participatespTA in the Form of F, it is not identical w ith that 
Form.

N on-identity (Nib): If something participatespH in the Form of F, it is not identical w ith that 

Form.

It is quite easy to find instances of SPa, OMa and NIa throughout the dialogues and the very opening 

o f the TLA has a formulation involving these principles:

...whenever many things seem to you to  be large, it probably seems tha t there is one 

characteristic that is the same, as you behold them all, and hence you believe that largeness 

is one.^®'‘

In this case we have many large objects but they participate in largeness PTA as they are not large on 

account o f the ir own nature but on account o f some other, namely largeness. This is also an instance 

o f OMa as we deduce the existence o f the single form  of largeness from the existence o f the many 

large objects. NIa is also in operation as we know that the form o f largeness, on account o f which the 

large objects are large, is not identical w ith the large objects. We also have instances o f these three 

PTA form ulations in the example from the second hypothesis we considered in the previous chapter:

"So let's begin again. If one is, could it possibly be and not partake o f being?"

"It could not."

132a2-4; o ra v  ttoAA’ ana  pEyciAa ao i 56^n £i^vai, pia tii;  i'awq SoKETiBea n aurn o v a i ettI TTdvra iSovri, 6 6 ev ev

TO iJEya nvn
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"In that case there would also be the being of the one, which is not the same as the  one, or 

else it could not be the being o f the one, nor could it, the one, partake o f that..."^®^

Now this extract reiterates the PTA non-identity  principle as it claims that if one is to partake of 

being it must be o ther than being -  this is Pelletier & Zalta's NIa principle. This is also an instance of 

pros ta alia  participation which they call SPa because the one must partake of something o th er than  

itself in order to  have the characteristic o f 'being'. In this case the one must partake of being in order 

to be and it must not be  being otherw ise it could not partake of being. Now it is this latter assertion 

by Parmenides that presents a problem  for any a ttem pt to  establish pros heauto  participation on the  

basis o f the text o f this dialogue. The extract w e have quoted considers the fact that the one 

partakes of being and concludes therefrom ;

In that case there would also be the being o f the one, which is not the same as the one, or 

else it could not be the being of the one, nor could it, the one, partake o f that.

So the existent one is because the 'one itse lf partakes of being. The existent one is a whole w ith  tw o  

parts; one and being. The existent one is one because o f the one itself. It is never stated that the 

existent one partakes of being. This can be generalised into a principle w hereby participation implies 

non-identity. This is accepted by our tw o  authors and corresponds to the ir concept of pros ta  alia  

predication or SPa. How ever, if w e include the final phrase o f this quotation w e have the added  

implication that the one could not partake o f being unless it w ere  non-identical to  being. This 

appears to claim that non-identity is required fo r participation and seems therefore  to deny the  

possibility of any m ode of participation o ther than pros ta  alia  participation. If this is so it rules out 

pros heauto  participation (SPb) as this requires the falsification o f the associated non-identity  

principle so that the form  can participate in itself, in short the above quotation indicates that if there  

is participation there  must be non-identity and conversely in the absence of non-identity there  

cannot be participation. Accordingly, in this exam ple tw o  principles are illustrated (1) if one partakes 

of being it is o ther than being (participation implies Nl) and (2) if it w ere not o ther than being it 

could to partake of being (Nl is necessary fo r participation).

From this converse conclusion illustrated by the second principle we can see that the concept o f pros 

heauto  self-predication as form ulated  by Pelletier &  Zalta is not part o f the  solution to the TLA as 

envisaged by Plato in this dialogue as it is explicitly ruled out in the extract quoted w hereby non

identity is required for participation. W e now have a form ulation  w hereby if a form  is to  participate

142b5-cl: opa 5n apXH?- el eaiiv, Spa oiov te  quto eTvai pcv, ouaia^ 5e pn m etexeiv;// 
oux OIOV TE.//ouKoOv Koi H ouoio Tou £voq eI'h CIV ou lauTO v ouaa T (i Evi: oil ydp av ekeivh r)v ekeIvou ouoia, ou5’ 

5 v  ekeTvo, to  ev, EKElvrji; ijeteTxev...
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in itself it must be o ther than itself and in the case o f the one, this possibility is explicitly denied in 

the  first hypothesis;

W hat's m ore, the one would be neither the same as itself nor the same as another, nor 

again could it be other than itself or another.^®®

How ever, our tw o  authors claim that;

...every Form participates PH in itself, assuming that its corresponding property is part o f its 

nature.

Accordingly, they are at variance with the text of the dialogue itself even if the ir analysis does afford  

a solution to  the aporia  o f the TLA and is a natural outcom e of the ir own developm ent o f the theory  

o f form s. Plato's concept o f forms as presented in the second part o f the dialogue denies the 

concept of self-participation while it most certainly affirms the concept o f self-predication in H I. In 

denying that the one can be a whole or have parts Parmenides argues;

So, in both cases it follows that the one would be many and not one.

True.

And yet it should be not many but one..^*®

So the one must indeed be one as affirm ed above but it does not do so by participation in itself as 

this would require th a t it be other than itself and w e have seen that such a possibility is explicitly 

denied.

Self-participation and self-predication
W e may satisfy ourselves even fu rther that the concept o f self-participation is not em ployed in any 

part o f the Parmenides by reviewing the uses of the verb |i£TEXEiv (to participate) throughout the  

entire  work. The verb arises in a variety o f form s 97 tim es in the Parmenides and its distribution is 

quite even as it occurs 17 tim es in the first part, 13 tim es in H I,  24 tim es in H 2 ,11 tim es in H2a, 13 

tim es in H3, 8 times in H4 and 11 tim es in the final 4 negative hypotheses. It can be seen from  a 

review  o f all these occurrences that in no case w hatsoever is a thing's participation in itself ever 

m entioned and indeed it is explicitly denied in many other cases in addition to  the instance we have 

just quoted. In every case o f participation there is non-identity and w hatever participates, 

participates in something o ther than itself.

Self-predication on the o ther hand certainly features and, as M einw ald  explains;

139b4-5; ou5e p q v  r a u T o v  ye o u t e  E T tp w  o u t e  EauTCI) Eaiai, ou5' au h t p o v  o u t e  q u t o u  o u t e  t T t p o u  a v  Ei'n. 

Ibid, p 174
137dl-2; o u T u x ; to  £ v  tto AAci £ir) 6AA' oux £ v . / dAr)0ri. / 5eT 6 i yz MR ttoAAq dAA’ £ v  auro e lv a i.
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Predications o f a subject pros heauto  hold in virtue o f a relation internal to the subject's o\nw 

nature.̂ ®®

One instance captures the alternatives of self-predication vs pros ta  alia  participation quite  

succinctly:

Obviously, it would participate in the one because it is o ther than the one, or else it would  

not participate in, but would be, one itself. But presum ably it is impossible fo r anything to be 

one, except the one itself.

The extract above first explains th a t a part o f any w hole is one part because it participates in the one 

w hile being o ther than one (i.e. non-identical w ith it). Any single part can therefore  be one part 

through participation in the one. The extract goes on to explain th a t the only o ther way a part (or 

anything else) can be one is by actually being the one itself. So something can be one in tw o  ways, 

either by partaking of one as o ther than the one or else by being the one itself. If w e revert to  the  

contention by Pelletier &  Zalta that "modes of predication are, in some sense, the linguistic m irror o f 

participation.^®^" w e now find that the ontological counterpart o f pros ta  a lia  predication is 

participation and participation is always pros ta  alia  in the Parmenides  and always involves non

identity. W e also find that the ontological counterpart o f self-predication, w hereby the one in the  

above quotation is said to be one, is an assertion about the nature o f the thing itself or w hat belongs 

to the thing itself and this is never form ulated  in term s of self-participation or self-partaking.

Therefore the statem ent 'one is' asserts that the one partakes o f being, while the statem ent 'one is 

one' is an assertion about the nature of the one and the statem ent that 'each part o f the  whole is 

one part' asserts th a t each part o f the  whole participates in the  one and is one as a consequence of 

such participation. These are the ontological realities that correspond to  each of these predicative 

statem ents but in no case is there any reference to  self-participation as the verb îetexelv (to 

participate) is never used in that context in this dialogue.

W e now have good evidence that neither the tw o  modes of predication model nor tw o  modes of 

participation model afford a basis fo r resolving the TLA through an approach which is fully supported  

by the tex t o f the dialogue itself. In the  case o f the M einw ald 's dual predication m odel w e have seen 

th a t all she requires for the resolution of the TLA via her approach is contained w ith in  the  136a-c  

schema from  the first part o f the dialogue. She does not need to  refer to  the second part o f the

Melnwald, 1991, p 70
158a3-6; |J £ t^ x o i 5t y£ av t o u  ivbq SnAov on ciAAo 6v f| £v: ou yap av peteTxev, dAA' qv 6v auto e v . v u v  5e £vi 

|j£v £ivai t t A h v  auT(I) t o j  £vi dSuvaiov t t o u .

Pelletier & Zalta, 2000, p 171
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dialogue at all to resolve the T U \ via her dual predication model nor indeed does she, on her own 

admission, find any significant evidence o f dual predications in use in the eight hypotheses.

In the case o f Pelletier &  Zalta and the ir dual participation model we have seen that only a single 

m ode of participation is em ployed w ithin the Parmenides and there is no evidence of the second 

m ode which the ir model requires. They could well respond and justify the ir approach by arguing that 

the concept o f self-participation pros heauto  which they em ploy does correspond precisely to 

statem ents about the nature of the ideal objects in question and is therefore  at work in the dialogue 

under that guise. However, to justify the em ploym ent o f the notion o f self-participation pros heauto  

when there is not a single instance in the entire dialogue w here participation is expressed in that 

way involves an imposition upon the actual trea tm en t o f predication in this dialogue. Let's accept 

that this can be well justified because it does, as they successfully argue, lead to a resolution of the  

TLA. But once we grant this concession and read the nature of ideal objects in term s of pros heauto  

predication w e have developed a model which does not reflect the argum ents o f the dialogue as 

form ulated w ithin the dialogue and based upon its own term inology. There is no disputing the fact 

that the Pelletier & Zalta m odel and th e ir 'friendly am endm ent' does afford a basis fo r a very 

comprehensive analysis o f all o f the issues associated w ith the TLA and the associated aspects o f the  

theory of forms. However, the ir use of participation is not consistent w ith its use in the dialogue.

This o f course implies that Pelletier & Zalta, like M einw ald , cannot offer us a way o f connecting the  

second part of the dialogue, as form ulated, with the first part, as form ulated, by showing that the  

hypotheses help to resolve the TLA. And though we may note, in their support, that neither 

M einw ald nor Pelletier &  Zalta make any claim to have resolved the TLA on the  basis o f the 

arguments o f the second part o f the dialogue, this is something we must now a ttem pt to do.

The Third Large Argument and the hypotheses
W e should now step through the TLA once more and this tim e we should consider each of the steps 

in the light o f our understanding of the argum ents presented in the hypotheses o f the second part of 

the dialogue. The argum ent opens w ith Parmenides saying to Socrates that;

I imagine you believe that each form  is one, based upon something like this...^®^

This reflects a com m itm ent to the uniqueness of form s and it is elaborated in the case of large 

objects as follows;

132al; 01^01 a t e k  t o u  t o io u S e e v  e k q o t o v  e iS o q  oitaSai eTvqi:



112

...whenever many things seem to you to be large, it probably seems that there is one 
characteristic that is the same, as you behold them all, and hence you believe that largeness
IS o n e 193

This development of the argument introduces the OM principle as quoted from Pelletier & Zalta 

"(One Over The Many): If there are n pairwise-distinct things that are F, then there is a Form of F in 

which they all participate." So in the case of the large objects there is one form of F-ness in which 

they all participate. By U there should be only one such form but as the argument develops we are 

aware that this principle is threatened. We will refer to these large things as TL (thing large) and to 

largeness as L and so the first part of the argument proceeds as follows;

1: TLi, TL2.TL3 . . .TLn
There is one characteristic the sam e  

as we behold them all -  oBtv Li is one

Here, U is called 'largeness itse lf as that is what it is termed in the next sentence and this 'thing in 

itse lf is the outcome of the first iteration of the function described above. The argument then 

proceeeds by adding this largeness (U) into the items for consideration on the left hand side,that is, it 

includes largeness along with the large things and it then performs another iteration. Parmenides 

now has recourse once more to the One-Over-The-Many principle and this time he includes this 

form called largeness in the process as, by the self-predication principle (SP), it is also large;

Now, if you take largeness itself and the other large objects, and you behold them all in the 
same way in the soul (uaauTijoc; xn 4^uxn)< will not a further single large entity appear by 
which all of them appear large?^®''

There are two significant points to note here. Firstly largeness is large; this is another of our 

propositions about forms formulated by Meinwald as Self-Predication and by Pelletier & Zalta, as 

reflecting Self-Participation. But we should also note that this second step is carried out 'in the same 

way in the soul (ojoauTOJc; i f j  ijjuxfi)' and so we have a formulation reminiscent of the mental 

abstraction step which we have already used in the second hypothesis, in the mind, to isolate the 

one from the being of which it partakes. Here the i f i  ijjuxfi step is used, in the soul^®^ to arrive at the

132a2-4; orav iroAA' arra ^JEydAa aoi 56^n £'vai, pia riq i 'o c jq  SokeT iSea n auTq £ivai ettI TT dv ia  iSovii, 60ev ev  

TO jJEya nvn Eivai.
132a6-8; r i  5 ’ a u T O  t o  psya k q i  taKKa la jJEyciAa, edv l i j a a u T c o q  T fj ^ l u x f i  etti t t c i v t q  i'5n?, o u x i  £v t i  au psya 

(pavElTai, (I) TauTQ t t o v t q  pEydAa cpaivEaSai;

Most modern translators would simply translate 'soul' as 'mind' in such a context. However, we would 
prefer to point out that Plato has chosen to use two different words; 'soul' in the TLA and 'mind' in H2; But 
there is, in our view, no basis upon which one can assert that they have significantly different meanings.
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largeness whereby the large objects and the form called largeness are all large. So we should note 

that there is a commonality here between the Tfj ipuxR step here and the i f j  Siavoig step in H2 -  

they both signify an abstraction step and in neither case are we only considering manifest objects. 

The step we have just taken may be presented as follows;

2 : T L i ,TL2,TL3... TLn,+ L Behold them all - coaouTio^
(There Is one characteristic the 
same as we behold them all) - 60e v

L q by which all these appear large

The outcome of the process as repeated here is based on the assumption that there is again one 

characteristic that is the same in all the elements on the left hand side which is now further stated to 

be that by which they are all large.

Now let us bring to bear the lessons of the first and second Hypotheses of the second part of the 

dialogue to this very articulation and analysis of the TLA as formulated in the famous passage of the 

first part of the dialogue. We may do so as follows. If we take it that the U produced in step 1 is 

largeness conjoined with being, the largeness counterpart of the existent one of H2, then we can say 

that it too is large and so there is indeed one characteristic that is the same and so we get another 

largeness which we here call Lo (largeness other). This new largeness, Lo, could be the largeness 

counterpart of the one of H I, a largeness by which L, is large. The probability that this second form  

of largeness is the largeness counterpart of the one of H I is increased once we note the formulation 

of the abstraction step which is taken here in the TLA Tfj ip u x f i (in the soul/mind). We know that 

when the corresponding step occurs in H2 it yields the one itself by a process of abstraction Tfi 

Siavoig (in the mind) by separating the one itself from the being in which it partakes. The 

abstraction step ifj Siavoig (in the mind) yields the one itself in H2 so it should yield largeness itself 

in the xfi i[iuxn (in the soul/mind) step in the TLA.

If we now add this Lo to the left hand side of the function we may attem pt to repeat the process 

once more. It is evident that we now have two forms of largeness and Parmenides confirms this and 

argues that the process which produced these two will produce and unlimited number of such 

forms;

So another form of largeness will make its appearance alongside largeness itself, which 

already exists, and the objects that participate in it; then, in addition to all these, another
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one by which all these will be large, and each of your fornns will be one no longer, but 
unlimited in multiplicity.^®®

Obviously the principle of Uniqueness is entirely undermined by this argument as there are now an 

unlimited number of forms of largeness rather than just one. Socrates confirms the unaccepta bility 

of this outcome by immediately attempting to preserve this uniqueness principle by presenting a 

different concept of forms, an attempt which also ends aporetically.

Recalling the lessons of the first and second hypotheses of the second part of the dialogue, however, 

we wonder whether a regress really does get started here. Do we really get an Li and an Lo and if we 

get these two do we have to get an unlimited number of L's? The step under consideration may be 

represented as follows;

How many L's are there?
The question is what happens at this third iteration? We should note that the development o f the 

argument throughout relies upon the phrase '...there is one characteristic that is the same...' 

Accordingly, the first iteration generates the largeness Li because the relation of sameness obtains 

between a characteristic exemplified by the objects. The second iteration is carried out in the same 

way (LooauTCjJc;) and accordingly it too will rely upon the fact that a relation of sameness obtains 

between a characteristic exemplified by the objects and a characteristic exemplified by L|. Without 

this relation of sameness no new L will be generated. The third iteration will in turn generate 

another L provided a relation of sameness obtains between a characteristic exemplified by the 

objects and a characteristic exemplified by both Li and Lo.The question of how many L's get 

generated reduces to the question of how long the relation of sameness persists. We might have 

said that there is nothing which refuses to enter into the relation of sameness but we are now aware 

of the one of H I which enters into no relations whatsoever. If this has a counterpart in terms of 

other forms then the HI counterpart of any form will not enter into the relation of sameness even 

with itself.

132alO-b2; aAAo a p a  tTSoq pEyeGou^ avacpavnaejai, Trap’ auTO re t o  peytGoq yEyovoc; k q i  ra  pETExovra auToO: 
KOI e tt I TOUTOiq au T ra a iv  ETEpov, (L TaOra ir d v T a  pEydAa ecttq i: K ai o u k e t i 5n £v  E K aa io v  aoi t ( I )v  Ei5(I)v Eaiai, aAAd 
dTTEipa TO irA n S o q .

3 : T L i ,T L2 , TL3~  TLn,+Li  + Lo
Behold them all - (OdQUTU
(There is one characteristic th 

same as we behold them all) -6'

? - L 3 ?
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If Lo, produced at the second iteration, is that  by which L,, the product of the first iteration, is large 

and if U is largeness conjoined with being (i.e. the largeness counterpart of the one of H2), then Lo is 

the largeness of HI, i.e. it is not conjoined with being and it enters  into no relations whatsoever 

either with itself or any other. On this basis, since Lo does not en ter  into the relation of sameness, 

there is not a relation of sameness among all the elements on the left hand side of function III above, 

and so there is no third largeness generated since the argument as formulated relies upon the 

relation of sam eness to generate further L's. Therefore, in this case, the regress does not go beyond 

II and there is no third large.

However, we should also note that  the Lj which is the outcome of the very first iteration is referred 

to by Parmenides as auxo t o  pteya at 132a, 6. If this phrase is intended literally and therefore 

anticipates the  later hypotheses HI and H2 then Lj is the largeness counterpart of the one of HI 

(called 'the one itself) and the operation of the function at iteration II, the step which is carried out 

Tfi 4^uxfi; will fail to produce a result because U, since it is the counterpart of the one itself, does not 

enter into the relation of sameness with anything. However, we should not expect the Greek phrase 

'the X itself to  have the exact same technical sense whenever it is encountered. In H2 it is used to 

contrast the existent one with a one that  does not partake of being by referring to the latter as 'the 

one itself. In the TLA the  phrase 'largeness itself may quite acceptably be used to contrast largeness 

itself with the characteristic of largeness as manifest in the large objects, insofar as the former is not 

amenable to sense perception while the latter are -  we have all seen large objects but no one has 

ever seen 'largeness just by itself, or what the TLA may refer to as 'largeness itself.

On the o ther hand the very fact that  this second iteration is performed xn 4juxfi is a strong 

indication tha t  this is what we might term a process of mental abstraction which is also employed in 

H2 when Parmenides asks Aristoteles to  consider the one itself devoid of being;

If we take one itself that we say partakes of being and we com prehend this with the mind
(xfi Siavoia), alone by itself, without that which we say it partakes in..."^®^

This gives a definite indication that the largeness which originates from the very first iteration is 

largeness conjoined with being which is then  considered ifi Siavoig or Tfj ilJuxfi 'alone by itself, 

without tha t  which we say it partakes in', thus leading us to consider, in this second iteration, the 

largeness counterpart of the one of HI. If this is the case, then we will get an L from the first 

iteration and an Lo from the second, but the third iteration will not yield any outcom e as the 

sameness relationship will not operate  because largeness itself, the largeness counterpart of the one

^®^143a, 6-7; t I 5e; auro t o  £ v , 6 6n <pciM £v ouaiaq [j e t e x e i v , £av auio rfi 5iavoiq povov k q B ' q u t o  Adpw|j£v avsu 
TOUTOU OU ( p a |J £ V  ^ J£ T £ X £ IV ...
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of H I, does not en ter into tiie  relation o f sameness. This reading w hereby w e generate tw o  form s of 

largeness corresponding to  the ones of H2 and H I respectively is our preferred reading as it reflects 

the closest connection betw een the first tw o  hypotheses on the one hand and the resolution o f the  

TLA on the other.

Gill draws attention  to  a possible connection betw een this argum ent and an earlier admission by 

Socrates;

So tell me: do you yourself distinguish in this way certain form s themselves th a t are 

separate, apart from  the things that, in turn, have a share in these forms? And do you think  

that there  is likeness itself apart from  the likeness th a t w e have, and indeed one and many 

and everything else you have just heard about from  Zeno?^®^

She too distinguishes tw o  concepts of largeness. She form ulates this by saying; 'form s are separate  

not only from  the ir participants but also from  the im m anent character they explain (e.g. likeness we  

have)'^®®. It may be possible then to  read the TLA as isolating the 'largeness that w e have' in the first 

step above, a largeness which corresponds to the largeness of H2. The argum ent may then isolate 

largeness itself, xfj iljuxn, in the  second step yielding a largeness which corresponds to  the one of H I.  

The third step will not yield anything as largeness itself will not en ter into the relation of sameness 

with anything and so the second step is the last step. This may be why tw o  steps are actually  

detailed in the argum ent; a fu rther indication th a t the process will naturally stop a fte r those tw o  

steps.

In any case, at w hatever point the consideration o f the H I  counterpart o f largeness is introduced the  

regress will stop because the relation of sameness by which the regress is generated is no longer 

able to operate because the one itself is not the same as another or indeed as itself. If the process is 

intended to  stop a fte r the first iteration then Socrates' error lay in not realising that the largeness 

itself, once it has been identified, does not en ter into the relation o f sameness w ith the other 

entities and that the repetition o f the process (LoauTooc; will not be possible and so w e will not get 

another largeness. On the o ther hand if, as w e prefer to suggest, the process is intended to stop 

after the second iteration, then Socrates was correct in accepting the logic o f steps I and II since the  

objects are large because o f an existent largeness made up of, one + being + largeness (itself) and 

this in turn is large because o f largeness itself. How ever, arriving at largeness itself in step II

1 3 0 b l-5 ; Kai poi eItte, auToq au o u t l j  5 inpr|aa i uj(^ AEyeiq, ti'Sri au ra  a rra , 5e to  to u tw v  au
pETExovra; Kai l i  oo i 5okeT Eivai aurn  6^JOl6Tr|^ oiJoiOTnroq exom^v , kgi ev 5n Kai ttoAAci Kai TTdvra
oaa vuv5n Znvwvoq hkouec;;

Plato; Parmenides; Gill and Ryan, 1996, p 37
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concludes the iterative process and Socrates error lay in accepting its continuance once largeness 

itself has been arrived at.

Revision of the theory of forms
We pointed out earlier tha t w/e nnay classify the approaches to the TLA as twofold. Meinwald regards 

her dual predication model as being in harmony w ith Plato's own intentions. She also regards this 

approach as reflecting a unity between the Parmenides and the Sophist and highlighting significant 

principles central to  Plato's concept o f forms. She states;

A final remark should be made about the pros heauto/pros ta alia distinction. It can now be 

seen to coincide w ith the distinction between the ka th ' hauto and pros alio uses of 'is' in the 

Sophist. Thus, not only are the notions involved in describing the force o f the distinction 

connected w ith concerns of Plato's, but the very distinction itself is drawn in tw o of the late 

dialogues. This is added confirmation fo r my identification, since it is desirable to recognise 

continuity in Plato's work.^°°

Pelletier & Zalta on the other hand are o f the view that;

One o f our goals is to show that there is a logically coherent position involving tw o modes of 

predication which both (1) allows fo r a precise statement o f the theory o f Forms, and (2) 

removes the threat that the Third Man argument poses. Our interests w ill not only be 

textual, fo r a proper solution o f this kind raises serious logical issues tha t Plato was not in a 

position to consider.^®^

Because they detect 'logical issues that Plato was not in a position to consider' they carry out their 

friendly amendment;

Our friendly amendment to Platonic theory allows us to  keep all the genuine insights that 

Meinwald propounded while at the same tim e providing us w ith a logically secure 

solution.

Nevertheless in spite of the ir express need to strengthen Plato's logic they do feel tha t the ir concept 

o f ideal objects is in harmony w ith Plato's conception o f forms although not necessarily ad idem 

therew ith;

Indeed, on our friendly amendment—and perhaps in Plato's original conception— Forms are 

such incomplete ideal objects.

Hence there is a commonality between Meinwald's approach and that o f our other tw o authors 

insofar as neither party regards the TLA as highlighting any fundamental deficiency in the theory of

Meinwald; Plato's Parmenides, 1991, p 75 
Pelletier & Zalta, p 166 
Pelletier & Zalta, p 187 
Pelletier & Zalta, p 188
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forms itself, a deficiency which would som ehow require rem ediation. W e have seen how ever that 

Vlastos' did indeed read the TLA as highlighting problems w ith the theory o f form s and we should 

now note the fu rther developm ent o f such an in terpretation  by Rickless. In order to  consider 

Rickless' interpretation^®'* o f the TLA it is best to  re-present our own earlier analysis and work  

through it, once m ore contrasting it w ith  Rickless' reading.

W e emphasised that it is the fact that one characteristic is the same among the objects, that 

facilitates the conclusion that 'largeness is one' to  be drawn in this argum ent. W e referred to these 

large things as TL (thing large) and to  largeness as L and so the first part o f the argum ent proceeds as 

follows;

Rickless regards this step as the operation of O M , the axiom of the 'high theory o f form s', stating 

that 'for any property F and any plurality o f F things, there  is a form  of F-ness by virtue of partaking 

of which each m em ber o f the plurality is F'. He invokes O M  alone, as per the form ulation quoted, to  

account for this step and so he does not take account o f the sameness, a key relation in H I and H2 

which is not form ally an aspect o f the  O M  axiom as he form ulates it. He states;

This passage makes it plain th a t Parmenides is thinking of a piece o f reasoning that leads to 

O (Oneness -  every fo rm  is one) from  O M  (O ne-over-M any - For any property F and any 

plurality o f F things, there is a fo rm  o f F-ness by virtue o f partaking  o f which each m em ber o f  

the p lurality is F), using the large to stand fo r any form  whatsoever. It is easy to  see that O is 

the conclusion, as the following phrases indicate: "I suppose you think that each form  is one 

on the following ground," and "and from  that you conclude that the  large is one." It is less 

easy to see that O M  is the m ajor premise from  which O is supposed to follow. As 

Parmenides puts it, the premise reads: "w henever some num ber o f things seem to  you to  be 

large, perhaps there  seems to be some one form  [idea], the same as you look at them  all." 

Given the overall context, one in which w e find Parmenides criticizing the higher theory of 

form s put forw ard in Socrates' speech, and given the close sim ilarity betw een the idea 

presented in this statem ent and that presented in axiom O M , it is difficult to read the  

statem ent as capturing anything o ther than w hat is captured in O M , to wit: fo r any property  

F and any plurality o f F things, there  is a [single] form  of F-ness by [virtue of partaking of] 

which each m em ber o f the plurality is F. °̂^

(Words in italics are mine. They are Rickless' own definitions added fro m  pages xii and xiii o f 

his book)

Rickless, pp 64 - 75
Rickless, p 65 (Words in italics are mine. They are Rickless' own definitions added from pp xii and xiii of his 

book)

1: TLi, TL2,TL3 -T L ,
There is one characteristic the  sai 
as we behold them all -  O 0E V

Li is one
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Rickless draws attention to the incompleteness of the OM form ulation here, an incompleteness 

whereby the phrase 'by virtue o f  is not made explicit. He attaches no particular significance to  this 

omission and indeed assumes that the phrase is understood. For the purposes of our present 

analysis we need not attach any significance to the omission o f this wording either. We also note 

that he reads OM as leading to the conclusion 0  rather than the conclusion U and so, on his 

in terpretation, the outcome of this firs t step is that largeness is one but not necessarily unique. 

Rickless maintains that Plato is not committed to Uniqueness as a principle o f the theory o f forms 

but only to 0 . This distinction means tha t he can assert that largeness is one of the forms in which 

entities participate but there may be many largenesses. It is one but not unique.

Our analysis o f this first step yields U which is 'largeness itse lf as that is what it is referred to in the

next sentence and this is the outcome o f the first iteration o f the function described above. Rickless 

agrees w ith this but he now invokes another 'fundamental theorem ' o f the 'high theory' namely SP; 

self-predication. Rickless never excises SP in the course of his revision o f the theory o f forms and, 

since SP stands, he regards largeness as large and, unlike Meinwald, he does not enter into 

discussion o f whether it is large in the same way that large things are large. It is large by SP and it 

may play the part of 'tha t which is large' in the argument as it unfolds regardless o f the issue o f 'the

way in which it is large' as raised by Pelletier & Zalta and Meinwald.

The argument then proceeds by adding this Li into the items fo r consideration on the left hand side 

along w ith the large things and it then performs another iteration;

Lo (by which all these appear large)T L i ,T L 2 ,T L 3 ~ T L n .+ Behold them all - 

ojaauTU)^

The outcome of the process here is based on the assumption that there is again one characteristic 

that is the same in all the elements on the left hand side which now is fu rther stated to be a 

largeness by which they are all large. We took it that the U produced in I is largeness conjoined w ith 

being, the largeness counterpart o f the one that is, then we said tha t it is large and so there is one 

characteristic that is the same and so we do indeed get another largeness which we here call Lo 

(largeness other). Again Rickless summarises this step as governed by OM and so he disregards the 

role o f sameness but he is content to say, by SP, that Li is large and so he arrives, by OM, at another 

large which we call Lo Rickless however has no basis fo r distinguishing the new Lo from the Li 

generated in the previous step using the axioms and theorems on which he bases his analysis. Our 

analysis, by contrast, does afford a basis fo r distinguishing L, from Lo; fo r we may suppose that Li is
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either the  largeness c o u n te rp a r t  of th e  o n e  of HI or th e  o n e  of H2. If, on th e  o ne  hand, U 

corresponds  with HI, th e n  th e re  is no Loas Li d o e s  not e n te r  into th e  relation of  sam en ess  w h ereb y  

Lois g enera ted .  If, on th e  o th e r  hand, Li co rresponds  with H2 th en  th e re  is an Lo because  Li d o e s  in 

th a t  case e n te r  into a relation of sam en ess  w h e reb y  th e  next iteration  g e n e ra te s  Lo. But in t h a t  case 

we know th a t  th e  repetit ion  of th e  process in th e  following s tep  will no t have a similar o u tc o m e  as 

th e  Lo co rresponds  to  th e  one  of HI and th e re fo re  d o es  not e n te r  into th e  relation of s a m e n e s s  and 

so th e  p rocedure  can n o t  g e n e ra te  a n o th e r  form  of largeness.

Rickless does  indeed agree  th a t  Lo and L, are  distinct based  upon a n o th e r  'fundam en ta l  th e o re m ' 

called NSP w hereby  'no  form partakes  of i tse lf .  This NSP th e o re m  corresponds  in its effect to  Nl as 

fo rm ula ted  by Pelletier & Zalta. However, Rickless' analysis, unlike ours, can discern no qualitative 

distinction but only a numerical distinction b e tw e e n  th e se  tw o  L's and so w e can see  th a t  a regress 

m ust be inevitable. As Gill puts th e  m atte r ,  "The form s g e n e ra te d  by th e  regress are  qualitatively 

identical but numerically distinct, because  each exists apa r t  from  its predecessor."^®®

Rickless, we may n o te  further, does  not a ttach  any significance to  th e  phrase  Tfi i^uxfi 2 nd indeed, 

taking his translation  from Gill and Ryan, he ren d e rs  this ph rase  as 'in th e  m ind 's  eye ' and d o e s  not 

c o m m e n t  a t  all upon its significance. In failing to  take  accoun t of th e  na tu re  of th e  in  S iavo tg  

abstraction  process, he  lacks a basis for establishing a qualitative distinction b e tw een  th e  tw o  kinds 

of largeness. And so he s ta te s  that;

L2 m ust be numerically distinct from each  one  of th e  m em b ers  of P2. In particular, L2 m ust 

be numerically distinct from LI.

In this extract his LI and L2 are  th e  largenesses  which arise from th e  first tw o  s teps  of th e  a rg u m en t  

as analysed here  and so they  correspond  to  ou r  U + Lo.

To se t  up th e  third s tep  w e  add this Lo to  th e  left hand side of  th e  function and w e re p e a t  th e  

process as follows:

TLi ,TL2 ,TL3~ TLn, +  L i +  L o B eh o ld  th e m  all -  ( O a o U T lO ^ L 3 - ?

Gill and Ryan; ibid, p 38. 
Rickless, p 68
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We know that Rickless has by this stage accepted the generation o f an L I and an L2 which are 

indeed distinct but only numerically. The question now is -  w ill there be an L3? On our reading if Lo 

is tha t by which Li is large and if L, is largeness conjoined w ith  being (i.e. the largeness equivalent of 

the one of H2), then Lo is the largeness counterpart o f H I, i.e. it is not conjoined w ith being and does 

not enter into the relationships o f other or same. On this basis, since Lo is a counterpart o f the one of 

H I, it does not enter into the relation o f sameness and so there is no relation o f sameness among 

the elements on the le ft hand side o f function III above, and so there is no third largeness generated. 

Therefore in this case the regress does not go beyond II and there is no third large. For Rickless 

however the invocation o f OM, SP and NSP will simply generate another L here and the process will 

continue w ithout restriction thus yielding a regress which in his view is intentional, non-problematic 

and mandates revisions to certain principles o f the theory o f forms.

Rickless' conclusions
Based on his analysis Rickless concludes that largeness is one but is not unique and so theorem U 

which states that 'fo r any property F there is exactly one form  of F-ness', should be excised from  the 

theory o f forms. He asserts that this is fully established in H2 where the uniqueness of the one is 

shown to be false and many ones are shown to be acceptable.

Rickless makes the fu rthe r claim that the final clause o f the TLA constitutes a th ird and significant 

step. This states that;

...and each o f your forms will be one no longer, but an unlim ited multiplicity. (132b2)

He reads this as asserting that each o f the L's which appear in his version o f the regress is, fo r its 

part, an unlim ited m ultip lic ity and he presents his argument accordingly. Rickless argues that each of 

the L's in the regress turns out to be unlim ited in m ultip lic ity as each lies w ith in  a hierarchy^°® of 

participation in other forms of largeness. He explains^®® tha t the argument o f H2 w ill establish that in 

such a case any L, partaking of many (forms), will in turn be many. But, by RP (Radical Purity; no 

form  can have contrary properties), if it is many it cannot be one but by theorem 0, which states 

that every form  is one, it must be one. So either 0  is excised or RP is excised and since he has already 

presented arguments against RP he argues that the TLA is indicating that RP must be excised. This, 

he states^“ , w ill not be conclusively established until the arguments o f the hypotheses themselves

Ibid, p 7 0 -71  

Ibid, p 73 

21° Ibid p 75
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are presented. Obviously all o f this depends upon the regress actually being sustained by the  

argum ent o f the dialogue and our interpretation  does not regard the regress as sustained.

In any case GilP^^ does not read th e l3 2 b 2  clause as Rickless reads it. She regards the  words 'each of 

your form s' as representing a generalisation of the result obtained in the case of largeness to  

anything else which Socrates may regard as a form . Vlastos too makes little o f this phrase from  

Parmenides and he states that;

It is added solely fo r its rhetorical effect, which is indeed dazzling:' If only one, then infinitely  

many ' is so much m ore impressive than 'if only one, then two'...^^^

However, Rickless argues for his own reading very well but his conclusions only apply if the regress 

itself is sustained in the  m anner which he asserts. Based upon his interpretation there  is a regress 

here and it indicates that form s are not unique and they can have contrary properties and therefore  

U and RP may not be included in a coherent and consistent theory of forms. The TLA is m erely giving 

an indication of an aporia  generated by RP and U which will be fully dealt w ith w hen the arguments  

of the hypotheses dem onstrate that they are both false.

Evaluation of Rickless
Rickless summarises the key iterations of the argum ent as being based upon the application o f O M  

on each occasion. He regards Parmenides' initial proposition to Socrates as securing his assent to  

O M ;

"I imagine you believe that each form  is one, based upon something like this: w henever 

many things seem to you to be large, it probably seems that there is one characteristic that 

is the same, as you behold them  all, and hence you believe that largeness is one."

"W hat you say is true," he said.

W e can see, how ever, that there  is more to Parmenides' opening proposition to Socrates than is 

required m erely to establish O M . In particular, the relation o f sameness o f characteristic need not be 

included in order m erely to establish the simple O M  proposition and so, as w ith M einw ald , we find 

no explanation fo r the inclusion o f sameness in the argum ent and on Rickless' reading it can proceed  

just as well w ithout it. His version o f the beginning o f the argum ent is as follows;

From O M  and the obviously true claim th a t there is a plurality P o f large things, it follows 

th a t there  is a form  o f largeness (call it 'the  large') that is 'over' each m em ber o f P in the  

sense of being th a t by virtue o f partaking o f which each m em ber o f P is large. Then, as w e

Gill and Ryan, ibid, p 38
Plato's "Third Man" Argument (PARM. 132A1-B2): The Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 19, No. 77 (Oct., 1969), 

pp. 289-301, p 298
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have just seen, from  the fact that the large is one over many, it follows directly that the large 

is one.^^^

He also notes, as we have seen, that 'participation' is om itted from Parmenides' actual proposition 

and accordingly he contends that it is 'simply taken fo r granted' and this may well be the case. 

However, in analysing the TLA by placing it in the context o f the theory o f forms summarisations 

which he has evolved, Rickless must, in my opinion, do far more work to establish that he is, in truth, 

analysing the actual argument which occurs in this part o f the dialogue and not, in fact, analysing a 

version which has undergone some alteration arising from  his own framework of analysis. The fact 

tha t he reads participation back into the above extract may indeed be defensible but to  read 

sameness out of the extract is surely less safe. Sameness is a key concept in H I and H2 and, once it 

occurs here and is seen to recur so centrally in the hypotheses, we must surely pay careful attention 

to its significance. Treating sameness as we have done above and recognising tha t the hypotheses 

indicate when this relation operates and when it does not is, we would suggest, more fa ithfu l to  the 

structure o f the actual dialogue itself and its stated intentions than the particular theory o f forms 

based interpretation employed by Rickless.

So we may summarise our concerns about Rickless' reading firstly by stating, as above, that the 

exclusion o f sameness from  the analysis o f the argument distorts the text o f the argument itself and 

omits a connection forward to a key relationship which is analysed in H I and H2. The analysis w ithin 

H I and H2 as to when the relationship o f sameness operates and when it does not affords, as we 

have shown, a basis on which we may prevent the regress of the TLA because any counterpart of the 

one o f H I, does not enter into such a relationship and so the iterations o f the TLA cannot continue 

to generate new forms once we encounter a form o f this sort. We have also seen that the failure to 

consider the i f j  4>uxfi phrase and its connection w ith Tfj S iavoig phrase in H2 excludes consideration 

o f the H2 abstraction step from  the context of the TLA. Accordingly, he has no basis fo r making any 

qualitative distinction between the first largeness generated by the argument and any subsequent 

largeness and so the regress becomes inevitable. Furthermore, because Rickless believes that 

"Parmenides employs the axioms and theorems o f the higher theory as background assumptions in 

the Deductions (of the second part o f the d i a l o g u e ) . h e  is not inclined to  regard the second part 

o f the dialogue as resolving aporiai o f the first part. For him the background to the hypotheses is the 

theory o f forms and not the first part o f the dialogue. So Rickless reads the entire dialogue as 

involving a reassessment and revision o f key principles o f the theory o f forms. In applying this 

approach to the TLA we have seen that he ignores key textual elements which effectively disappear

Ibid, p 66
Rickless, p, 108 (bracketed text mine)
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when subsumed into his analytical presentation o f the material o f the dialogue just as we have seen 

w ith the concept o f sameness. In applying this approach to the entire argument o f H I he reads it as 

a reductio and therefore concludes that its primary purpose is to excise the concept o f radical purity 

(RP -  no form  can have contrary properties) from  the theory o f forms. Accordingly, he has no basis 

fo r regarding the one o f H I as a concept which is coherent and is capable o f being applied, as we 

have shown, in order to  resolve and clarify issues which arise in philosophical arguments and aporiai 

such as the TLA.

The resolution o f the TLA through forms
As the aporetic exchange between Socrates and Parmenides in the first part of the dialogue draws to 

a conclusion and the TLA and numerous other perplexing challenges to Socrates' understanding of 

forms have been presented, Parmenides says to  Socrates;

...the forms must present such difficulties and many more besides, if there are these 

characteristics o f the things that are and we delim it each form as something itself. The result 

is that whoever hears us is perplexed and contends that there are no forms, or even if in fact 

there are, they must necessarily be unknowable to humankind.

We can see from this extract that Parmenides views the aporiai which have arisen as threatening our 

ability to assert the existence and defend the knowability o f forms. We need not necessarily accept 

that the entire dialogue is concerned w ith  forms but we can certainly see from the above extract 

that proper understanding o f the ir nature is o f great significance, and that Socrates' inability to 

understand the ir nature is presented as giving rise to the aporiai including that o f the TLA. As he 

prepares to present the exercise which w ill be exemplified by the eight hypotheses, Parmenides 

again refers to  forms as the key concept fo r consideration. Referring back to  Socrates' conversation 

w ith Zeno he says;

I was pleased when you said to him tha t you would not allow the exposition to consider 

visible objects and the ir realm, but those objects tha t can be apprehended primarily by 

reason and that are regarded as forms.

Again we have the emphasis upon the consideration o f forms w ith in the context of resolving the 

aporiai o f the firs t part and again we have the reference to the fact that forms are not appreciated 

by the senses when he says that they are apprehended primarily by reason (pdX Lcrrd  tiq  otv Xoyco 

\dpoL). Accordingly, we can see the basis fo r Rickless assertion that "Parmenides employs the

133e8-134a5; raOra |J£v to i, (L E a jK p a iE q , Ecpq 6 riapp£vl5r|(;, Kai £ ti aAAa Trpoq to u to k ;  TTdvu ttoAAq avayKaTov 
£ X £ iv  TCJ £r5r|, £i £ ia iv  a u r a i  a i iS ta i tu jv  o v tu jv  Kai 6pi£TTai r iq  auTO  t i  E K a a ro v  £i5oq: C j o t z  o tto p e T v  t £  t o v  a K O u o v ra  

Kai ap(pia(3r|T£Tv u)q o u te  ectti Taura, e I'te  o t i  jjaAiara Eir), ttoAAh avdyKr) auid Eivai i f )  d v S p w rr iv n  cpuoEi d y v c ja T a ,  

13 5e l-4 ; ctou K ai ir p o ^  to O to v  nydCT0nv E iiro vT oq , on o u k  Eiaq ev  roTq opuJiJEvoiq o u 6 e  TTEpi Taura in v  n-Advr|v 
ettic tko tteTv, dAAd TTEpi ekeTvo a [jdAiard nq av Aoyoj Ad^oi K ai Ei'Sr) av n y n o a iT O  e Iv o i.
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axioms and theorems o f the higher theory (of forms) as background assumptions in the Deductions 

(of the second part o f the d i a l o g u e ) . A n d  yet we have also seen that Rickless does not make any 

qualitative distinction between multiple forms o f largeness that arise in the TLA nor does he make 

the distinction between the one o f the firs t hypothesis and tha t of the second hypothesis which we 

have used as the basis o f our resolution o f the TLA.

On a broad reading o f Pelletier & Zalta's 'friendly amendment' to  Plato's theory of forms we can see 

tha t they do indeed have a basis for distinguishing the many large objects in the TLA from  the form 

o f largeness on the grounds that the objects exemplify but do not encode largeness^^^. In other 

words, the objects are large because o f something else, namely, the form  o f largeness, and 

accordingly they are not large because o f any aspect o f their own nature, they are large because of 

something else. Our tw o authors categorise these large objects as real objects on that basis but they 

categorise the largeness which causes them to be large as an ideal object. They say that the objects 

(real objects) 'exemplify' properties while the forms (ideal objects) 'encode' the properties. They 

take two particular examples of forms;

The firs t example could be used to develop a 'th in ' conception o f Plato's Forms—the nature 

o f such entities is constituted by a single property. However, this object would not give a 

satisfactory explanation o f the fact tha t Forms have a more complex nature. For example. 

The Form o f Justice contains virtue as part o f its nature. So, in what follows, we hope to 

show that ideal objects analogous to the second example have many o f the features that 

Plato attributed to Forms. Using this example as a guide, here is a general definition o f what 

it is to  be a Form o f G (for any property G): x is a Form o f G iff x is an ideal object that 

encodes all and only the properties entailed by 6.̂ ^®

If we read the ir 'second example' as corresponding to the largeness o f the second hypothesis we do 

indeed find quite a good correspondence between the above reading of forms and our 

understanding o f what is happening in the transition from the first to  the second hypothesis. The 

largeness corresponding to  the one o f the second hypothesis has a number o f characteristics; it is a 

whole w ith parts, it contains being and it therefore is, it is characterised as 'd iffe ren t' and we also 

find that it enters into other relations too. The one o f the firs t hypothesis, on the other hand, is just 

one, exhibits no other characteristics whatsoever and enters into no relations whatsoever not even 

w ith itself. And so we may argue that this one o f H I corresponds to  the ir th in conception o f forms 

whose nature is constituted by a single property. Such ideal objects as this are problematic as we 

saw in our analysis o f the first hypothesis and its self-refuting conclusions. Yet we have argued that

Rickless, p, 108 (bracketed text mine) 
Pelletier & Zalta, pp 175-177  
Pelletier & Zalta, p 177
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such ideal objects are required for a rationalisation of the concept o f form s presented by Plato in the  

Parmenides and the resolution of the  TLA via form s o f this type.

Although Pelletier & Zalta develop a model for form s which may be aligned to the analysis in the first 

and second hypotheses of the Parmenides, they do not make use of the distinction betw een these 

tw o types o f form s in resolving the problem atic regress o f the TLA. Instead they resort to  the  

concept o f self-participation and the associated falsification o f non-identity  to  resolve the TLA but, as 

we have seen, self-participation is not a concept which is em ployed by Plato in this dialogue and 

indeed it is specifically ruled out by the  argum ent in H2 that participation requires non-identity.

So let's begin again. If one is, could it possibly be and not partake o f being?

It could not.

In that case there  would also be the being o f the one, which is not the same as the one, or

else it could not be the being of the one, nor could it, the one, partake o f that...^^°

By this argum ent the one could not partake of being unless it w ere o ther than (non-identical to) 

being. Therefore partaking (participation) requires non-identity. Hence, as we have seen, the key 

concept o f self-participation which Pelletier &  Zalta invoke to resolve the TLA is not supported by the  

text of the dialogue itself. However, we will see below that th e ir distinction betw een tw o kinds of 

forms may well afford a basis for resolving the TLA regress, but this is a basis which they do not 

actually explore.

W e have shown that form s which correspond in nature to the one of H I  will cause the regress o f the  

TLA to stop because form s of that nature do not en ter into any relations and so the relation of 

sameness which is critical to  developing the regress cannot operate and therefore  cannot generate  

an unlim ited num ber o f forms. As such our approach uses the  actual trea tm en t o f form s within the  

dialogue itself in order to resolve the  TLA. This contrasts w ith  the  resolution o f the TLA developed by 

Pelletier & Zalta which, despite th e ir developm ent o f a conception o f form s which allows them  to be 

qualitatively distinct, relies upon self-participation and the falsification of non-identity for a 

resolution of the TLA and not upon th e ir conception o f forms. Accordingly, they present a solution 

which lacks textual support from  the dialogue itself and they m ake little use of th e ir promising 

model o f form s in the resolution o f the  TLA. W e argue, therefore , that our solution to the TLA is 

closer to  the overall text o f the dialogue and its stated intentions than is the Pelletier & Zalta 

solution.

1 4 2 b 5 - c l :  opa 5 n  cipXH^- £i e o t iv ,  apa oTov te  auTO e iva i mev, o u a ia q  5e p n  METexeiv;// 

oux o lo v  T E .//O U K O U V  Koi t] o u o ia  ToO £v6<; dn a v  ou lauTOv ouaa T to  evi: oi) yap av EKtivr) f jv  e ke ivo u  o u a ia , ou5’ 
a v  ekeTvo, t o  ev, eke Ivh?  [je teTxev...
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Meinwald's dual predication approach allows her to make a distinction between forms and the 

objects which partake o f them. However, unlike Pelletier & Zalta and unlike our interpretation based 

upon H I and H2, she has no basis fo r setting out a model based upon ideal objects whereby she can 

distinguish between types of forms. Her distinction between modes o f predication aligns w ith the 

text o f the dialogue insofar as self-predication corresponds to statements about the nature of things 

in themselves. Accordingly, largeness, unlike the large objects, is large, but not because o f something 

o ther than itself, rather it is large on account o f its own nature, i.e. pros heauto. This fact does 

indeed allow her to end the regress of the TLA but the question is whether it is done in the manner 

intended by Plato.

We have already noted a number o f issues w ith Meinwald's approach to  the resolution of the TLA. 

Firstly, on her own admission Plato does not make frequent and evident use o f the tw o modes of 

predication in a manner which would provide significant textual support fo r her reading. Secondly, 

she makes no use o f the analysis w ithin the hypotheses themselves in order to  resolve the TLA nor 

does she claim that this was Plato's intention. Accordingly, she offers no real basis fo r understanding 

the purpose served by the very extensive analysis w ith in the hypotheses apart from treating it as a 

very elaborate exercise in the employment o f the dual predication approach. Thirdly, she attaches 

no significance to the role o f sameness in the development of the TLA and makes nothing of the fact 

that this relation recurs in H I and H2. This occurrence of the relation o f sameness in the firs t and 

second hypotheses opens up the question o f when this relation operates and when it does not. We 

have shown that once we find circumstances where sameness does not operate the development of 

a regress can be undermined. Fourthly, if we turn to the text of the TLA itself we find that she offers 

no possible explanation as to why three forms o f largeness are generated in the process of 

developing the argument. Accepting the fact that there is o f course a degree o f arbitrariness in 

relation to the number o f iterations taken in establishing the regress, our interpretation does 

nevertheless offer a plausible explanation as to why the argument concludes having generated three 

forms o f largeness. Finally, as we turn to  consider forms themselves in this section, we can see that 

Meinwald's predication based reading in considering a linguistic phenomenon, does not give 

adequate significance to the underlying ontology. As Pelletier & Zalta point out;

If there are tw o modes of predication, then a Platonist could plausibly argue that there are 

tw o corresponding kinds of participation, since modes o f predication are, in some sense, the 

linguistic m irror of participation. As noted in §2, Meinwald fails to consider this consequence 

o f distinguishing modes o f predication.

Pelle tie r & Zalta, Ibid, p 171.
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In consequence o f this failure M einw ald , as we have said, makes little use o f the argum ents o f the  

hypotheses in resolving the TLA and this is the m ajor distinction betw een our approach and hers. W e  

use the distinctions betw een form s as established in the hypotheses to resolve the TLA whereas  

M einw ald pays little a ttention  to the hypotheses and resolves the TLA through predication based 

considerations alone.

Rickless' analysis o f the TLA and o f the general trea tm en t o f form s w ithin th e  entire dialogue does 

not afford him any basis fo r distinguishing betw een d ifferent kinds o f form s or indeed betw een  

form s and m anifest properties. Accordingly, he departs from  his favoured Gill & Ryan translation  

which he uses throughout the book and translates the word idea  at 132a as 'form ' in the sentence 

which reads;

...w henever some num ber o f things seem to you to  be large, perhaps there seems to  be 

some one form  [idea], the same as you look at them  all, and from  that you conclude that the  

large is one.^^^ (The controversial w ord is in brackets)

Rickless justifies this in his footnote as follows;

Gill and Ryan translate idea  here as 'character.' In general, as Gill and Ryan acknowledge, 

Plato uses the term s eidos and idea interchangeably to refer to  form s (1996, 129 n. 8). But 

here, they say, the word idea  refers not to  the form , largeness itself, but to  "the common 

[im m anent] character Socrates takes various things to have, if they all seem to  be large (cf. 

'the likeness we have,' contrasted w ith 'likeness itself,' at 130b)" (1996, 133 n. 10). I don't 

myself believe that Plato countenances any such im m anent characters, at least not when  

such characters are thought o f as distinct from  the form s to which they are supposed to  

correspond.

In opting for this translation and its associated interpretation  o f the dialogue Rickless characterises 

his approach to form s in general, an approach w hereby he wishes to regard them  as capable of 

being num erically distinct but not qualitatively so. Although he refers above to the earlier 130b  

extract he does not afford it the emphasis given by Gill as referred to previously. The extract as 

quoted earlier reads;

So tell me: do you yourself distinguish in this way certain form s themselves th a t are 

separate, apart from  the things that, in turn, have a share in these forms? And do you think

132a2-4 ; o rav  ttoAA’ a iTa  |j£ydAa aoi 56^n £i^vai, pia riq laojq 5okeT i6£a q auTq £ivai m i  TtdvTa iSovTi, 60£v £v 
TO p ty a  nvfi Jva i.

Rickless, p 65, n5
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that there  is likeness itself apart from  the likeness that we have, and indeed one and nnany 

and everything else you have just heard about from  Zeno?^^^

Gill distinguishes tw o  concepts of largeness here. She form ulates this by saying; "forms are separate  

not only from  th e ir participants but also from  the im m anent character they explain (e.g. likeness we  

have)"^^^. In choosing not to consider the distinction m ade at this point (130b) and in translating idea  

as form  at 132a3, Rickless closes off any possibility o f ending the  regress by making a qualitative  

distinction betw een the im m anent property and the form  itself or between the actual form s of 

largeness that are generated in the TLA regress. W e may indeed accept his point that there  is no 

need to  regard 'the  likeness that we have' as an im m anent character in the way that Gill regards it. 

How ever, he surely owes us some explanation as to w hat distinction is being m ade in the above 

extract betw een 'the  likeness we have', on the one hand and 'likeness itse lf on the o ther and the  

significance of the stated extension o f this distinction to the one and the many.

He does invoke the  w ork o f Dancy^^® in support o f his refusal to  entertain a distinction here. Dancy's 

contention is based, how ever, upon the consideration of a passage from  the Phaedo  w here a similar 

phraseology occurs as 'the  tallness in us' at 102d7 is contrasted with 'the tallness its e lf at 102d6 and 

'the opposite itself in us' is contrasted w ith  'the opposite itself in nature' at 103b5. He maintains 

that "...Socrates does not tell us that there  is a third layer o f entities betw een the Forms and 

m undane objects; indeed w hat he says leaves no room for such a layer."^”  Rickless invokes the  

argum ent used by Dancy in the case of the Phaedo  to justify reading the Parmenides 1 3 0 b l-5  extract 

just quoted as making no distinction betw een 'the likeness w e have' and 'likeness its e lf. Given that 

Dancy does not analyse the Parmenides at all in this 2004 book and places his assertions about the  

Phaedo  firm ly w ithin the context of that dialogue alone w ithout any a ttem pt to  generalise beyond 

that, it is surely unsafe fo r Rickless to place much reliance upon this particular argum ent by Dancy. 

The Parmenides distinction at 130b is much more explicit in making its contrast betw een the tw o  

kinds of likenesses than is the Phaedo  in making a distinction betw een the tw o  kind of tallness. In 

the latter case Dancy argues persuasively that no distinction is intended at all, but this hardly 

constitutes a basis w hereby Rickless can claim that there  is such a distinction in the Parmenides.

W e should also note th a t even if we decide not to read the 130b extract as making a distinction 

which anticipates the later contrast betw een the one of H I  and the one of H2, w e have already

1 3 0 b l- 5 ;  Kai |Joi Eiire, auToq a u  ou tu ) 5 in p r |a a i loi; Kiyztq, xw p i?  £i5n a u rd  a iT a , id  toutcov au
^jetexovtq; ko I tI a o i 5okeT eIvqi auTii opoioTn? 6 M0 i0 TnT0 <; exoM^v, Kai ev 5q  Kai ttoAAo koi TTdvTO
o a a  vu v5n  Znvcovo(; pKOUE^;

Gill and Ryan; Plato; Parmenides, 1996, p 37
Dancy, R.M., 2004. Plato's Introduction o f Forms, Cambridge University Press, pp 308-310 
Dancy, ibid, p 310
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offered an argument in our previous chapter in favour of the qualitative distinction between these 

two ones. Accordingly, we have argued that the hypotheses establish a qualitative distinction 

between forms, a distinction which Rickless explicitly denies. We may see this from Rickless' reading 

of H2 in which, as we have noted, Parmenides proves firstly that the existent one is unlimited in 

multiplicity and then that the one itself is unlimited in multiplicity. Rickless does not accept a 

distinction between these two ones but he does of course recognise that the proof of the 

multiplicity of the one occurs twice in H2. His explanation for this repetition is as follows;

D2A5 (143cl-144e7) is one of the few places in the Parmenides where Parmenides insists on 
arguing for a result he takes himself to have already established. The conclusion of D2A5 ("if 
the one is, then the one is infinitely many") is identical to the conclusion of D2A3 (142d9- 
143a3). What explains the redundancy? The most likely hypothesis is that Plato is showing 
off by providing an argument that, besides leading him to a previously derived conclusion, 
also brings out his own construction of the number series in a way that reveals the set of 
numbers to be in f in i t e . (Stephanas numbers added fo r clarity. The designations D2A3 and 
D2A3 are RiMess' way o f identifying the relevant sections of the hypotheses.)

There is of course no reason to believe that Plato was not 'showing off' but surely the more plausible 

reading, which also assists in the resolution of the TLA, is that H2 does indeed refer to two ones 

which are capable of being distinguished qualitatively and that both of these are shown in separate 

arguments to be unlimited in multiplicity.^^®

If we now return to our discussion of the earlier 130b extract from part one we can see that once 

we extend the distinction about likeness to the one we arrive at a wording involving two ones which, 

mirroring the formulations used for likeness, read as follows: 'the one that we have' and 'the one 

itself. This distinction between the two ones is obviously entirely reminiscent of the distinction 

between the one of the second hypothesis (corresponding to 'the one among us') and the one of the 

first hypothesis (corresponding to 'the one itself). Hence we are faced with good textual evidence 

that this early 130b reference is anticipating the later concept of two ones which we have 

generalised as two kinds of forms and which Pelletier & Zalta capture as their first and second

Rickless, ibid, p 148
Meinwald (p 112) does indeed acknowledge that there are two proofs here reflecting "a contrast between 

auto to hen and to hen on (however that is to be drawn)". Her phrase "however that is to be drawn" indicates 
that although Meinwald is aware of these two ones she cannot incorporate the distinction into her analysis of 
the dialogue. She claims on pp 108 and 109 that there are textual issues associated with distinguishing these 
two ones in this section of H2 but she does not say what the textual issues are nor are such issues evident from 
the variants listed in Burnet's edition of the Oxford Greek text. We have already discussed this issue and 
Scolnicov's comments thereon in our previous chapter when we considered the relationship between the one 
of HI and the one of H2.
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examples, instances which are equivalent to the ir 'th in ' and 'more complex' forms respectively. 

Rickless' in terpretation o f the dialogue does not facilitate the recognition o f these distinctions.

Conclusion
This most famous aporia in the first part of Parmenides, the so-called 'third-large argument' (an 

argument that became even more famous and notorious w/hen, in Aristotle's hands, it turned into 

'the th ird  man argument'), presents a form idable problem that, unless Plato has the resources to 

resolve it, requires, on all accounts, major revisions, if not a wholesale jettisoning, o f the theory of 

forms. We have argued, however (in this and the previous chapter), that Plato does indeed have 

these resources and tha t he develops and presents them in the first and second hypotheses o f the 

second part of the dialogue. If our argument is successful, it establishes precisely how, on a vital 

issue, the firs t and second part of this great dialogue are related; the first part articulates a number 

o f aporiai about the theory o f forms; the second part develops materials sufficient (though not 

necessary) fo r resolving them and, thus, salvaging the theory. We have thus, in effect, completed the 

major task o f our project by making such a case and we have also positioned our own account o f the 

third-large argument against some major interpretations in more recent literature. Obviously, our 

account is at odds w ith those (like Vlastos) who argue that the TLA necessitates major revisions in, if 

not wholesale jettisoning, of the theory o f forms. But it is also at odds w ith those (like Meinwald and 

Pelletier & Zalta) who, although they share our view that this aporia can be answered and the theory 

of forms salvaged, do not show where, in this dialogue, Plato gives us the materials fo r doing so: in 

Meinwalds's case the materials fo r the resolution are not present in the second part o f the dialogue; 

in Pelletier & Zalta's case, materials are present that are incompatible w ith  the ir reading.
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Chapter Four 
Plotinus and the One -  was it the wrong one?

Introduction
Having com pleted our first th ree chapters we have seen that the first part o f the Parmenides 

presents a series o f issues in relation to the proper understanding o f form s as envisaged by Socrates. 

W e have also seen that Parmenides responds to these issues in relation to form s by introducing the  

very complex second part o f the dialogue w ith its eight intricate arguments, called hypotheses, 

whose relationship to the opening aporiai is not im m ediately obvious. W e have given an explanation  

of the puzzling nature o f the first o f these eight hypotheses and its relationship to the second and 

have argued th a t this conjunction presents us w ith  a particular understanding of unity or the one 

which, when generalised, can help us refine our understanding o f forms. This refined understanding  

of forms on the  basis o f the one o f the first hypothesis, taken in conjunction with its progression into 

the second hypothesis, has enabled us to revisit one of the aporiai o f the first part of the dialogue 

and resolve a problem atic regress which is presented there. Accordingly, w e have been able to  

establish a connection betw een the argum ents o f the eight hypotheses and the aporia i of the first 

part of the dialogue insofar as those aporetic argum ents can be developed to a satisfactory 

resolution once they are supplem ented by the argum ents and conclusions o f the later hypotheses. 

W e have also positioned our own reading w ith respect to some contem porary com m entators and 

have defended our reading on the basis that it is m ore closely aligned w ith the actual text of the  

dialogue itself and its associated structure and interrelation. Accordingly, we have, at this stage, 

com pleted the task we set ourselves at the outset w hereby w e undertook to establish a case fo r the  

argum entative unity o f the dialogue in the sense described above.

At this stage in our consideration of the Parmenides we certainly have a clear view  o f the difficulties 

which this dialogue presents and we have some sense of a possible direction in which their 

resolution may lie. Among the key issues that m erit fu rther discussion are the status o f the one of 

the first hypothesis and the relationship betw een the one and being. Since the one o f the first 

hypothesis is a one th a t does not partake o f being any discussion o f the relation betw een one and 

being must, in the process, also elucidate the nature o f the one that does not partake o f being. So 

we have an issue here which may enable us to conclude this analysis o f the Parmenides w ith some 

w orthw hile  reflections. The question o f the relationship betw een the one and being and the priority 

or lack o f priority associated th erew ith  is a consideration which arises inevitably from  our overall 

discussion and in terpretation  o f the  Parmenides  and although our basic objective in analysing the  

dialogue has now been accomplished in the last tw o  chapters it would add to the
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comprehensiveness of our work here if we w ere to explore this prioritisation issue fu rther and 

consider some argum ents associated therew ith .

W e will find th a t Aristotle took a particular stance on the relation o f the one with being that puts 

him at variance w ith our reading of the Parmenides and with a very influential reading o f the  

dialogue that was adopted in late antiquity by Plotinus. Therefore, since this whole m atter involves a 

controversy which goes back to  Aristotle and the early Academ y and crystallises much later in the  

ontological assertions o f Plotinus, w e are presented w ith tw o fu rther opportunities. In the first place, 

w e can review these well docum ented argum ents o f Plotinus on the nature o f the one and the  

relationship betw een the one and being, and assess the degree to which they are in harmony with  

w hat is contained in the Parmenides or may be deduced therefrom . Thus w e will be able to use the  

argum ents o f Plotinus to  explore this issue of the relation o f the  one to being and the extent to  

which any conclusions on this m atter are a natural outcom e o f a particular reading of this dialogue. 

Secondly, w e will be in a position, on account o f our consideration o f the status and priority o f the  

one, to  reassess Plotinus' hugely influential assertion o f the supremacy of the one, w ithin the  

context of our own reading of the Parmenides, and consider w h ether this is a m ere innovation on his 

part, or a total misreading of this dialogue, or a justifiable and defensible interpretation  of Plato's 

work. In assessing the la tter option we will need to take some additional passages from  the  

Parmenides into consideration.

The ancient world
W e have shown that the distinctness o f the one from  being is central to the first tw o  hypotheses of 

the Parmenides and th a t the crucial abstraction step in the second hypothesis relies upon the fact 

th a t these tw o  are not the same. How ever, we have not explored any other aspects o f the  

relationship betw een one and being apart from  showing that the first and second hypotheses argue 

for the ir distinctness and rely upon this conclusion fo r the applicability o f these hypotheses to the  

aporiai o f the first part o f the  dialogue. This leaves us w ith the question o f the ir relative priority, a 

concept best understood here in the sense expressed by Aristotle and attribu ted  by him to Plato:

Some things, then, are called prior and posterior in this [latter] sense; but others in virtue of 

the ir nature and substance, nam ely all things which can exist apart from  other things, 

whereas o ther things cannot exist w ithout them . This distinction was used by Plato.

Metaphysics, 1 0 1 9 a , 1 -4 ; t 6 mev 5q o u t i j j  Aeyetqi irpoTEpa Kai uaiEpa, ra  5e kotci (puaiv Kai oucriav, baa 
£v5£X£Tai aval aveu  qAAcjjv, ekeTvo 5e avEU ekeIvuiv pq- n SiaipsaEi Expnoaio RAdTUJV. O'Meara In  The Cambridge 
Companion to Plotinus, pages 68-72 discusses prio rity  in Plotinus in the context o f this Aristotle  passage.
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So, in this context, the question is w h eth er the one depends upon being or being depends upon the 

one or w h eth er the ir distinctness involves no relative priority. There was a controversy over these 

issues in the ancient world, w ith Aristotle asserting that if there  is a distinction betw een one and 

being it is based upon d ifferent senses o f the same concept and certainly does not involve any 

relative priority. In this he was, it seems, opposed by Plato's successor Speusippus and by Platonists 

who held that the  one and being w ere distinct and, perhaps, th a t the one had a priority over being in 

the sense described above. And Plotinus, six hundred years a fte r Speusippus, fam ously asserted the  

priority o f the one over being and installed the  one as the suprem e first principle in his ontological 

scheme. W e have defended a reading of the Parmenides w hereby Plato asserts such a distinction in 

the opening o f the second hypothesis. How ever, Cornford makes an interesting suggestion in his 

analysis o f the ending of the first hypothesis when he refers to the so-called 'gymnastic' that 

constitutes the eight hypotheses of the  Parmenides and suggests;

Plato could not explain everything at once... The gymnastic is designed fo r the students of 

the Academ y. They are expected to  com pare the argum ents of each hypothesis with those 

of the others and to find out fo r themselves the distinctions that must be drawn -  in fact to  

go through the very process a ttem pted  in the present com m entary.

Cornford, o f course, does not envisage that the students would apply the hypotheses of part tw o  to  

the aporiai of part one, as he does not accept that there is any such direct connection. However, his 

suggestion as to how this dialogue should be approached is surely plausible and may well 

correspond w ith some of the activity o f the ancient Academy. This might cause us to w onder 

w hether the ancient world was in a b e tte r position to understand the Parmenides than we are. They 

w ere closer to its author and some o f them , Aristotle included, w ere Plato's students in the Academy 

so we might expect that they had an insider's knowledge. How ever, this expectation will prove to be 

w ithout foundation; and yet an exploration o f the ancient sources will prove fruitfu l just the same, 

especially in the case o f the ancient understanding of the one o f the first hypothesis, which turns out 

to have been just as challenging fo r Plato's successors as fo r modern com m entators.

Plato's im m ediate successor was his own nephew  Speusippus who is reported^^^ to have produced 

an extensive w ritten  corpus o f which 'barely a line survives'. For evidence of his trea tm en t o f the  

One, our closest source is Aristotle w ho never quotes him directly and is quite opposed to the views 

of Speusippus on this topic. Nevertheless, by evaluating the relevant pejorative references in 

Aristotle, Allen concludes that;

Cornford: Plato and Parmenides, (1939), p 130
For discussion see Dillon; The Heirs o f Plato, OUP 2003, p 34. Also p 39 for his report that, 'barely a line of it 

survives'.
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Speusippus... may indeed have supposed that there  is a One beyond Being and that it is a 

first principle or arche. If this is so the foundations o f Neo-Platonism lie deeper than the  

Herm etists or Philo or Albinus and the M iddle Academ y or Nicomachus and the  

Neopythagoreans: they lie in the Early Academy, in the first generation of Platonic 

epigony.^^^

Dillon is in broad agreem ent w ith this claim and he uses fu rther references in much later authors to  

develop a m ore detailed understanding of Speusippus' views. Citing a possible reference to  

Speusippus in lamblichus and an explicit reference to Speusippus in Proclus' com m entary on the  

Parmenides, he concludes that;

In the passage [perhaps from  Speusippus] which he [Proclus] quotes, w hat we observe is 

that "the ancients" first describe the One "in itself" as being very much the One of the First 

Hypothesis. W hen it becomes apparent that from  such a One nothing else w hatever can 

arise, they then adduce another entity with all the opposite characteristics, and from  the  

action o f the One on that they derive the essential structure o f the universe. The disturbing, 

but it seems to me unavoidable, conclusion that one must draw  from  this is that Speusippus 

not only adopted a "metaphysical" in terpretation of (at least) the first and second 

hypotheses of the  Parmenides, but took the subject o f the second to be the Indefinite Dyad - 

or rather, to  be a portrayal o f the interaction of the One with the Dyad to generate, first. 

Num ber, and u ltim ately the whole ordered universe.

So w e have possible evidence as to how Plato's im m ediate successor may have read the first and 

second hypotheses o f the Parmenides and this certainly does not involve discarding the one of H I  as 

the  m ere subject o f a reductio. In our own analysis we have had recourse to the one of H I  to resolve 

the aporia  generated by the TLA, but there  is evidence that Speusippus may have gone fu rther and 

installed the one o f H I  as a fundam ental e lem ent in an ontology to which he was com m itted, and 

probably regarded Plato himself as com m itted. He also seems to invoke the one of H2 in the fu rther 

developm ent o f th a t ontology, a step that is effectively forced upon him by the fact that he makes 

the one of H I  his first principle. Having taken such a step, his ontology involves a first principle that 

does not en ter into any relations w hatsoever and, as such, nothing can ever arise from  it, for it 

would then have a relationship with w hatever had arisen. So he does need something else to

Allen, Plato's Parmenides, Yale 1997, p 221.
Dillon: Speusippus and the Ontological Interpretation of the Parmenides, Proceedings of the Fourth 

Symposium Platonicum Pragense, OIKOVMENE 2005, p300.
Dillon, in this article, also points out the perils of assuming that we understand Speusippus' philosophy 
because we have the testimony of one of his detractors, Aristotle: "One of the notorious 'facts' about 
Speusippus' metaphysics derived from the tendentious testimony of Aristotle is that he abandoned the 
Platonic forms (or rather, form-numbers) in favour of mathematical numbers, whereas Xenocrates conflated 
mathematical numbers with form-numbers; but I would maintain that these Aristotelian testimonies have to 
be taken with many a grain of salt, as constituting, at the least, gross oversimplifications of the positions of 
both Speusippus and Xenocrates." Dillon, Ibid, pp 296/7.
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account for m ultiplicity, and according to Dillon's account o f the m atter, he invokes the one o f H2 for 

this purpose. This may well have been precisely w hat Speusippus did and he may well have relied 

upon the Parmenides  to  support his ontology, but how did he justify this in terpretation  of the  

dialogue? Perhaps he derived it from  Plato himself through the ir interaction in the Academy, but 

w hat arguments w ere used to support such a set o f conclusions and are they a defensible reading of 

the Parmenides?

W e know that Aristotle had a problem w ith the very basis o f such ontology and is driven to  assert, 

perhaps contra Speusippus or the Parmenides or both, that one and being are the same and so there  

cannot be a one th a t is distinct from  being, "...a One beyond Being and that it is a first principle or 

arche.";

Now if Being and Unity are the same, i.e. a single nature, in the sense th a t they are 

associated as principle and cause are and not as being denoted by the same definition  

(although it makes no difference but rather helps our argum ent if w e understand them  in 

the same sense), since "one man" and "man" and "existent man" and "man" are the same 

thing, i.e. the duplication in the statem ent "he is a man and an existent man" gives no fresh 

meaning - clearly the concepts o f hum anity and existence are not dissociated in respect of 

either coming to be or ceasing to be, and similarly in the case o f the term  "one", so that 

obviously the additional term  in these phrases has the same significance, and Unity is 

nothing distinct from  Being; and fu rther if the substance of each thing is one in no accidental 

sense and similarly is, of its very nature, som ething which is...^^^

It is clear that certain people are making a distinction betw een one and being, a distinction which 

Aristotle does not wish to make^^®. Evidence from  elsew here in the Metaphysics indicates that 

Aristotle may be concerned here about views put forw ard by the Platonists and, from  w hat w e have 

heard about his own contem porary, Speusippus, the im m ediate successor o f Plato may well have 

been the prim e target o f Aristotle's counterargum ent above. In the next generation the th rea t to 

Aristotle's position receded som ew hat since Xenocrates, the next head of the Academ y, seems not 

to  have followed Speusippus in this respect. Hence Dillon says:

It is notable, in connection w ith  the nature o f the  first principle, that Xenocrates (w hether 

tacitly or otherw ise-w e have no means of knowing) has rejected the radical position of 

Speusippus, and identified his M onad firm ly as an Intellect (nous). W h eth er this is in

A ristotle , Metaphysics. IV, 2,1003 b 22-33; transl. H. Tredennick. (using the  te rm  'U n ity ' w h ere  THE ONE' 
w ould  m o re  exactly re flect the  Greek); ti 5n t o  6v k o i t o  ev  t q u t o v  kqi pia cpuoK; tco qkoAouG eTv oAAnAoiq woTTEp 
d p x n  Kai tfmov, dAA’ oux £vi Aoyijj 5riAoupEva (SiacpEpEi 5 e  ou G ev  o u 5 ’ 6 v  opoico^ UTToAdptopEV, aAAd k q I rrpo 
Epyou pQAAov}- t q u t o  ydp Elq dvGpcuTToq Koi dv0pu)TToq, k q I lov av0p(jJTTO^ Kai dv9pu)TT0(^, Koi oux ETEpov t i  5r|AoT 
KOTO Tî v A e^iv  EiravaSiTTAoupEvov TO eT  ̂ dvBpwrroq Kai eT^ u)v  avSpojiro^ (SfjAov 5 ’ o t i  o u  xiJjpi^ETOi o u t ’ e tti 

YEVECTEU)^ o u t ’ ETTi (p9opa(;}, 6pOiCJ(; 5e  KOi Eiri TOO EVOq, (jjOTE CpaVEpOV o t i n TTpOOSEOiq EV TOUTOiq TOUTO 5nAo7,
Kai o u 5 e v  ETEpov TO EV irapa t o  6v, e ti 5 ’ n  e k o o to u  ouoia ev e o t iv  o u  k o tc i ouppEpnKoq, opoiuq 5 e  k o I o t te p  6v ti-  

See also Metaphysics. Ill, 4, x, 1001a, 18-23 and also lOObl "...all things are one i.e. Being" quoting 
Parmenides.
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response to criticisms by Aristotle, or simply the result o f his own analysis o f the Platonic 

data, we have again no means o f knowing, but the result is that, fo r later Platonism, there is 

little  difference observable between the first principle o f Platonism and tha t o f Aristotle as 

set out in Metaphysics A-the 'Unmoved Mover', an Intellect thinking itself.^^^

Xenocrates is said to have known Plato personally and to have travelled w ith him to Sicily as did 

Speusippus. Aristotle spent some tw enty years at the Academy. Yet, in spite o f these close 

associations w ith the author o f the Parmenides and, presumably, an awareness o f tha t dialogue, we 

find significantly differing views on the nature of the one and the eventual prevalence o f a view of 

"...a transcendent world in which mind dominates and o f which Oneness, however important, is only 

an aspect, next to the sensible world.

If we wish to evaluate the arguments on either side of this one/being debate we do o f course have 

the argument from  Aristotle against affording such a distinct and special status to the one but we do 

not have Speusippus' own argument in favour of such ontology. Dillon refers to Speusippus' 

"doctrine of the first principle" as "...the most original and ultim ately the most influential..." of his 

views but he also comments that it "...did not come into its own again (and even then on rather 

d ifferent premises) until the time of Plotinus."^^® If, as seems likely, Speusippus derived this original 

and influential view from  an ontological reading of the Parmenides then we are left w ith the 

question o f the influences upon Plotinus. If he was asserting an ontological reading o f this dialogue, 

was he follow ing in a tradition which favoured such a reading? If he was interpreting the dialogue 

along such lines, what arguments did he provide to support such a reading? We are interested in 

these arguments because they are not available to us in the case o f Speusippus, but more 

importantly, because they concern the relationship of distinction and priority o f one w ith  respect to 

being, a relationship we wish to explore fu rther w ithin the context o f the Parmenides and our 

interpretation thereof.

Plotinus' Sources
Plotinus w rote his philosophical works in Rome nearly six hundred years after the death of 

Speusippus. As a Greek speaker from  Egypt he was very fam iliar w ith the Platonic corpus but there is 

no evidence whatsoever that he had encountered the works o f Speusippus and they are never 

mentioned either by the man himself or his biographer Porphyry. Yet, as Dillon points out, Plotinus 

presents us w ith a doctrine o f the one that is very reminiscent o f the first principle said to  have been 

enunciated by Speusippus. Because Plotinus is commonly referred to as the founder o f neo-

Dillon 2003, p 107
P.A.Meijer, Plotinus on the Good or the One (Enneads VI, 9): An Analytical Commentary, (Amsterdam  

Classical Monographs, 1.) J. C. Gieben, 1992. P 11 - speaking of Xenocrates.
Dillon 2003, page, 88
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Platonism the concept of the one that we find in his works has been referred to as the 'neo-Platonic 

One', hence the title of E.R. Dodds seminal paper of 1928 The Parmenides o f Plato and the origin of 

the neo-Platonic "One"^^°, in which he asks how Plotinus arrived at such a concept of the one in the 

first place. He explains Plotinus' concept of the one by stating:

But the Plotinian doctrine of an undifferenced (sic) ground of all existence, transcending not 

only M atter but Mind, creative without will or causality, unknowable save in the unio 

mystica, having no character save the character of being a ground - this is the part of 

Plotinus' system which has at all times impressed itself most deeply on his readers. It is also - 

and very surprisingly, I think - the part which historians have found most difficulty in 

accounting for.̂ "*̂

Dodds sets about accounting for this one and, in the process, he rules out oriental sources and a 

number of sources in the Western tradition after Plato, which are alleged to hold such an 

understanding of the one but, according to Dodds, actually subscribe to a supreme principle that 

partakes of multiplicity and is akin to intellect [nous)}‘̂  ̂ He eventually arrives at the following 

conclusion:

Think of a principle of unity which so completely transcends all plurality that it refuses every 

predicate, even that of existence; which is neither in motion nor at rest, neither in time nor 

in space; of which we can say nothing, not even that it is identical with itself or different 

from other things: and side by side with this, a second principle of unity, containing the 

seeds of all the contraries - a principle which, if we once grant it existence, proceeds to 

pluralize itself indefinitely in a universe of existent unities. If for the moment we leave 

fragments out of account and consider only the extant works of Greek philosophers before 

the age of Plotinus, there is one passage, and so far as I know one passage only, where these 

thoughts receive connected expression - namely, the first and second 'hypotheses' in the 

second part of Plato's Parmenides}^^

In support of his contention that Plato's Parmenides is the primary source of Plotinus' understanding 

of the one he proceeds to quote eight passages from the first hypothesis and five passages from the 

second hypothesis, and in each case he lists a corresponding passage in Plotinus where the language 

and concepts closely parallel the Platonic extract. Based upon a passage from Simplicius, Dodds then 

proceeds to argue that there is evidence that such an interpretation of the Parmenides was 

espoused by the Neo-Pythagorean Moderatus of Gades in the first century A.D.^^'' Moderatus' works 

were available to Plotinus but, according to his biographer. Porphyry, who had read Moderatus,

E.R. Dodds; The Parmenides of Plato and the origin of the neo-Platonic "One", Classical Quarterly 12 (1928)
Dodds, ibid, p 131
Dodds, ibid, p 132
Dodds, ibid, p 132
Dodds, ibid, p 136
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Plotinus' works were far more accurate and he cites Longinus as sharing such an evaluation.

Dodds goes on to trace this concept o f the one even further back in time, to Eudorus in 25 b .c . who, 

in turn, attributes it to  the Pythagoreans. However, Dodds too regards the ultimate source of such a 

doctrine as Speusippus;

It seems to  me that w ith Speusippus we are already well started on the road to 

Neoplatonism; and nobody has yet alleged that Plato's nephew was anything but a 'true 

Greek.'

To say that the Enneads were not the starting-point of Neoplatonism but its intellectual 

culm ination is no disparagement o f Plotinus' originality.^'*®

Scholarship concerning the influences upon Plotinus, the extent o f his reliance upon Plato, his 

fidelity to Plato, his level o f originality and his reliance upon mystical experience fo r his doctrines is 

all very complex and beset w ith controversy. The precise nature of the views held by Plotinus' 

predecessors must always be a matter o f informed conjecture and surmise, but there is a fair 

measure o f agreement that we have, in the person o f Plotinus, an interpreter o f the Parmenides 

who is prepared to afford a significant status to the one o f H I. We will also find that he offers 

arguments which support that interpretation and lead to additional conclusions associated w ith such 

a reading o f the dialogue. This affords us an opportun ity to consider the way in which Plotinus deals 

w ith the one o f the first hypothesis and its relationship to the one o f H2, in his writings, and to 

evaluate his arguments and the ir more general ontological conclusions in the light o f our own 

analysis.

The works of Plotinus
The Plotinian corpus is very extensive, running to some three hundred and fifty  thousand words, 

divided into six books called Enneads, each w ith nine subdivisions. Accordingly, it would be far 

beyond the scope o f this work to analyse the entire corpus in relation to  the one of H I. We have 

seen that Dodds quotes eight passages from  the first hypothesis and five passages from  the second 

hypothesis, and in each case he lists a corresponding passage in Plotinus where the language and 

concepts closely parallel the Parmenides. Jackson carried out a similar analysis confined to the first 

hypothesis in which he quoted eleven passages from the Parmenides and fo rty  one from the 

Enneads in which the wording and concepts match those o f the diaiogue^'*^. Jackson lists these 

parallels and states;

Porphyry, Life o f Plotinus, chapters 20 and 21.
Dodds, ibid, p 140
Jackson, Belford Darrell, Plotinus and the Parmenides, Journal o f the History o f Philosophy, Volume 5, 

Number 4, October 1967, pp. 318-320
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I believe that it is useful to  list these parallels. There are many more than Dodds listed in his 

article. They show/ that Plotinus had considerable knowledge of the Parmenides and used its 

language.^''®

This conclusion is similar to  Dodds' but the evidence here is more extensive. These analyses by 

Dodds and Jackson provide us w ith  strong evidence^''® that Plotinus was fam iliar w ith the Parmenides 

and drew  upon its contents in order to  form ulate his own doctrines. W e are aware th a t he has a 

concept o f the one which aligns w ith an understanding that may go back to Speusippus, a doctrine 

that was opposed by Aristotle and Xenocrates. Dodds describes Plotinus' one as "... a principle of 

unity which so com pletely transcends all plurality that it refuses every predicate, even that of 

existence; which is neither in m otion nor at rest, neither in tim e nor in space; o f which w e can say 

nothing, not even that it is identical w ith  itself or d ifferent from  other t h i n g s . T h i s  means that he 

does not regard the one of the first hypothesis as the m ere subject o f a reductio, rather he retains 

such a one, along w ith all o f its strange characteristics including non-participation in being, as an 

elem ent in his philosophical system. Clearly this constitutes a particular in terpretation o f the 

Parmenides, but in the  case o f Plotinus, we will be able to consider the precise arguments w hereby  

he defends such an in terpretation  and assess the use which he makes of this one o f H I  in developing  

his philosophic doctrines. W e will then be able to evaluate Plotinus' trea tm en t of the one of H I  on 

the basis o f our own analysis.

However, we need to note th a t when it comes to Platonic in terpretation , Plotinus does not stop at 

reading the one o f H I  along Speusippian lines. Indeed one particularly challenging aspect o f Plotinus' 

in terpretation of the pure one o f the Parmenides is that he speaks o f it interchangeably w ith The 

Good of Republic Book VI. Since The Good is not even m entioned in the Parmenides, any connection  

betw een these tw o concepts and th e ir associated dialogues would need to  be established by a 

review of the relevant argum ents, as there  is no im m ediately obvious them atic connection. It is on 

this issue that Cornford has the  greatest difficulty with the Neo-Platonists both ancient and 

contem porary, asserting that;

The Neoplatonists m ake the fu rther assumption that the Good of the Republic is the  

suprem e god of Plato's theology, superior - to  the divine nous, which they locate in Hyp. II. 

Nothing approaching satisfactory evidence for this equation can be found in Plato's works 

and it is hard-perhaps im possible-to reconcile w ith  the Timaeus and the Laws. It may be 

added th a t Aristotle, if anyone, must have understood the Parmenides  correctly; and to his

Jackson, ibid, p 318
As a measure of the controversial nature of any assertions in this area we may note that O'Brien refers to 

Dodds' assertion of an ultimately Platonic source for Plotinus' concept of the one as 'not altogether 
convincing'. O'Brien, The Essential Plotinus, Hackett, 1954, p 15.

Dodds, ibid, p 132
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fa r from  mystical tem peram ent it would have seemed the worst sort of nonsense to say of 

the  suprem e God w hat Plato does say o f the One, th a t he cannot have any sort of being and 

nothing true can be said about him.^^^

W e know indeed that Aristotle was opposed to the distinction betw een the one and being which 

Plotinus' later reading of the first hypothesis asserts. But even on this issue we note that Aristotle  

never specifically states that Plato is the source o f this distinction and any evidence w e have points 

to a dispute w ith Speusippus, and not Plato and his Parmenides, as the m otivation for Aristotle's  

counterargum ent. If this is the case then Speusippus was reading the  first hypothesis o f the 

Parmenides in a m anner later followed by Plotinus, while Aristotle and then Xenocrates read this 

w ork in a d ifferent way. How ever, there  is no direct evidence that e ither Plato or Speusippus w ere  

aligning the one of H I  w ith 'the Good beyond being' o f the Republic,^^^nor do we ever find Aristotle 

opposing such an equation. W e do how ever have evidence th a t Speusippus is under attack from  

Aristotle on account o f depriving the first principle o f goodness and beauty^^^ and this is indeed a 

possible refutation of the characterless one of H I  when installed as a first principle. But as Cornford 

points out above, we never find Aristotle opposing the alignm ent o f the good with the one, an 

alignm ent he would surely have found problem atic. On this same issue Gerson comments;

One reason why Plotinus blithely conflates the  Form o f the Good and his own prim ary arche 

is his belief that Plato himself identified the fo rm er w ith  the subject o f the first hypothesis o f 

the second part o f the Parmenides, namely, an ineffable "one" having neither essence nor 

any other predicate (see V .1.8.23-5^^'*). The exact in terpretation  o f Plato's meaning in the  

second part o f that desperately difficult dialogue is to  put it mildly a m atter o f considerable 

dispute. Nevertheless, there  is very little to be said fo r the identification o f the subject of the  

first hypothesis w ith the Form of the Good. I do not wish thus so cavalierly to  dismiss an 

entire  tradition's interpretation  of Plato. I wish m erely to set it aside, for to  say that Plotinus 

was inclined to identify the Form o f the Good and "the one" of the first hypothesis of the  

second part of the Parmenides is ancillary to the analysis o f his own arguments fo r his own 

principle.

W e shall take Gerson's advice here and leave aside Plotinus' conflation o f The One w ith The Good 

and num erous o ther assertions that he makes about the one including his equation of the second 

hypothesis w ith  intellect (Nous) and, apparently, the third hypothesis with soul. W e should also note

Cornford, Plato and Parmenides, p 133 
On this issue see M eljer, chapter five.
Aristotle, Metaphysics, XII, 7 , 1072b, 31-33
References to  Plotinus' works are from the Loeb edition of the Enneads translated by Armstrong though we  

will occasionally adjust this translation. Roman numerals refer to the specific Ennead, of which there are six; 
other numbers refer, in order, to tractate (there are nine in each Ennead), chapter within the tractate, and line 
number within that chapter.

Gerson, Lloyd P; Plotinus, The Arguments o f the Philosophers, Routledge, 1994, p 19.
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Gerson's suggestion th a t this one/good issue is secondary to  the  analysis o f Plotinus' own argum ents  

for his own principle.

There is no doubt that Plotinus, the key figure in Neo-Platonism , took the Parmenides very seriously 

and presented certain argum ents based upon particular parts o f that dialogue; argum ents which we  

propose to com pare w ith our own approach in this thesis. W e should therefore  consider Plotinus' 

general approach to the Platonic corpus and we should note, in the first instance, that he claims no 

originality whatsoever. Indeed w ithout ever having encountered the term  'neo-P latonic', he 

explicitly rejects the notion that his philosophy is anything new  and he gives a precise overview  of 

his own general approach w ith some interesting reflections upon the historical Parmenides and 

Plato's eponymous dialogue. It is to  this extract from  Plotinus th a t Gerson refers us in the above 

passage;

And [it follows] that these statem ents o f ours are not new; they do not belong to the  

present tim e, but w ere m ade long ago, not explicitly and w hat we have said in this 

discussion has been an in terpretation  o f them  relying on Plato's own writings fo r evidence 

that these views are ancient. And Parmenides also, before Plato, touched on a view  like this, 

in that he identified Being and Intellect and that it was not among things perceived by the  

senses that he placed Being, when he said "Thinking and Being are the  same". And he says 

th a t this Being is unm oved -though he does attach thinking to it- taking all bodily m ovem ent 

from  it th a t it may rem ain always in the same state, and likening it to  "the mass o f a sphere", 

because it holds all things in its circum ference and because its thinking is not external, but in 

its e lf . But when he said it was one, in his own works, he was open to criticism because this 

one of his was discovered to be many. But Parmenides in Plato speaks more accurately, and 

distinguishes from  each o ther the first One, which is m ore properly called One, and the  

second which he calls "O ne-M any" and the third, "One and M any ". In this way he too agrees 

w ith the doctrine o f the th ree  natures.

W e note his contention th a t he is no innovator, although the doctrines he elaborates are not explicit, 

but require interpretation  supported by textual evidence from  Plato's works. The specific 

'statem ents' in the passage above are drawn from  Plato's second and sixth epistles, the Timaeus and 

the Republic and these are used to  support this 'doctrine o f th ree natures', which is not, however, 

evident in those precise term s in the works o f Plato. Plotinus also refers to the poem  composed by

Plotinus: Ennead, V, 1, 8,10-27: Armstrong translation from the Loeb edition, 1984: Kai eTvoi louq Aoyouq 
to u o 5 £  iJii KQivoug |jr|5e vuv, aAAa TrdAai |J£V EipfjaOai pii avaTt£TTTa|j£va)q, tou^ 5e  vO v Aoyou^ £^nvr|Td<; e k e iv lo v  

YEyovEvai papTuplOK^ TTioTtoaapEvouq idq 56^aq Tauraq TraAaid(; e Iv g i toT  ̂auroO to u  DAdrcjvoq ypd|j|jaCTiv. 
" H t t te to  ĵev o u v  Kai DappEviSri? TTpoTEpov Tfjq ToiauTnq 5 6 ^ n q  k o G o o o v  £|(; t c u t o  auvfjYEV 6v Kai voOv, Kai t o  6v 
OUK £v ToTq aio6r|ToTq e t IS e to  « t 6  ydp auTO voeTv e o t i  te  Kai Eivai A e y w v . Kai OKlvriTOv 5 e  Aeyei to O to — k o ito i  
TTpooTiSEiq TO voeTv— owpaTiKHv TToaav Kivqaiv E^aipwv o t t ’ auToO, i'va ĴEvpi uioauTcoq, Kai oyKco a(palpa(; 
dTTEiKd^wv, OTi TTdvTO EXEI Tr£piEiAr|M|Jeva Kai on t o  voeTv o u k  e^ io , dAA' ev  EauTto. "Ev 5 e  Aeyojv ev  toTi; EauTou 
auYYPaMMOOiv aiTlav eTxev coq to u  ivoq t o u t o u  tto A A o  EupiOKopEvou. ' 0  5 e  TTapd riAdicjvi DappEviSn^ 
aKpiPEOTEpov AEyojv BiaipET c itt’ dAAnAwv t o  t t p c j t o v  ev, 6  KupiwiEpov ev, Kai S e u te p o v  ev  tto A A o  Aeyu)v, Kai 
TpiTOv EV Kai TToAAd. Kai au|j(pu)vog ouTijjq Kai auro^ Eon Taiq cpuoEOi Talq Tpioiv.
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the historical Parmenides on the theme of being and the one. The assertion that the one of the 

historical Parmenides, as described in his poem, is in fact many is in accordance w ith the text of 

Plato's Sophist^^^vjhere this 'sphere' reference from Parmenides' poem is also included just as it is in 

the extract above. A sphere is obviously a whole w ith many parts and, as such, it partakes of 

m ultip licity and is not purely one. Accordingly, in the above extract Plotinus effectively aligns the 

one from  the poem o f the historical Parmenides, properly understood, w ith the one o f the second 

hypothesis and refers to  another 'firs t one' that is more properly called One, and this more proper 

One is o f course, fo r Plotinus, the one itself, the one o f H I.

Hadot^^® contends that this exploration o f philosophic issues which begins w ith  'doctrines' and seeks 

to support them even by 'the most forced exegesis' was a characteristic o f an approach to 

philosophy prevalent in late antiquity such as that exemplified here by Plotinus. Yet this very 

apologia itself is evidence that his reading o f Plato was meeting w ith some opposition and that he 

was being accused o f innovations that departed from more traditional readings. Indeed Meijer, 

referring to  the above Plotinus extract, asserts that;

In my paraphrase: 'This entire approach is not new, not presented now for the first time, but 

it was already said long ago, by Plato and his predecessors beit (sic) not explicitly'. For 

establishing the early date Plotinus appeals to the writings of Plato himself. Especially his 

remark tha t 'it is not now fo r the first time' makes it clear that apparently in Plotinus' days 

the system and the special place o f the One was considered as brand new and offensive. The 

emphasis laid on the separate place o f the One in the system manifests itself in Plotinus' 

observation tha t in Parmenides (sic) the One was more properly one...^^®

If Meijer is right and Plotinus was accused o f innovative interpretations of Plato by his own 

contemporaries then Gerson is in agreement w ith those disapproving contemporaries when he says:

However, though Plotinus seems to have thought tha t he was follow ing Plato in the 

Parmenides when speaking o f the One, I do not th ink tha t he interpreted the dialogue 

correctly, at least w ith regard to what Plato was doing in the desperately d ifficu lt second 

part.^“

Since we have begun to  come to terms w ith some aspects o f the 'desperately difficu lt second part' 

o f the Parmenides we are in a position to investigate the veracity o f Plotinus' claim tha t he is faithful 

to Plato's dialogue. Meijer contends tha t Plotinus' interpretation o f Plato was controversial even

257 2 44e

Hadot: Philosophy as a W ay o f Life, Blackwell 1996, p 74, quoting Thurot.
M eijer, P.A.; Plotinus on the Good or the One (Enneads VI,9), Gleben, 1992, p 22
Gerson, Lloyd P; Plotinus, The Arguments o f the Philosophers, Routledge, 1994, p231/2, note 5.
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among his contemporaries because of the way in which he read the Parmenides and especially 

because of the views which he held about the One as a consequence of such a reading. We have 

presented an argument in this thesis based upon the connection between the TLA in part one of the 

dialogue and the first and second hypotheses of the second part. It is central to our case here that 

we have 'salvaged' the one of H I from being dismissed as the fallacious subject of a reductio and we 

have marshalled our arguments in support of the retention of the one of H I as a viable philosophic 

concept. We have also shown how our conclusions in relation to the one of H I and the one of H2 

can be applied to the TLA in order to resolve its problematical regress.

Hence our main interest when we come to Plotinus revolves around the arguments whereby he 

supports his own interpretation of the first and second hypotheses and his further conclusions in 

relation to the priority of the One over being; his understanding of the relationship between the first 

and second hypotheses and their associated ones; and his employment of the first two hypotheses 

for the purposes of resolving any of the issues raised in the first part of the dialogue. Such analysis of 

Plotinus' arguments will also give us the opportunity to assess his own assertion that he is not an 

innovator but a faithful exegete of Plato who justifies his conclusions by reference to the Platonic 

texts. It will also position our own interpretation of the dialogue in relation to this more ancient 

reading and will enable us to establish whether or not the Plotinian reading is a defensible 

interpretation of the dialogue.

Now on the question of Plotinian exegesis, we have just quoted Gerson's contention that Plotinus 

did not interpret the Parmenides correctly, and indeed he refers to a 1992 article by Gurtler in 

support of this claim. Gurtler, for his part, does not regard the doctrines of the Parmenides as 

entirely Platonic in the first place and he attempts to make the case that Plotinus is correcting some 

of the doctrines of the Parmenides, doctrines which are in conflict with his own Platonic position. 

Gurtler then interprets much of Plotinus' VI 4-5 in terms of this defence of Platonism against the 

Parmenides. However, both Gerson and Gurtler concur in the view that the Plotinian One is not the 

same as the one of H I regardless of what Plotinus himself believed and Gurtler cites Jackson's work 

in support of this claim;

B. D. Jackson, "Plotinus and the Parmenides," points out more accurately the parallel 

Plotinus draws between his three Hypostases and the first three hypotheses of the 

Parmenides, indicating that the borrowed vocabulary is deliberately and radically changed in 

meaning in the Plotinian context. He does not give an account of Plotinus' reasons for these
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changes, nor indicate whether or not Plotinus was aware of the original meaning and issues 
of the text.^®^

The 'three Hypostases' referred to are The One, Intellect (Nous) and Soul and we are concerned 

here with the first of these, The One, which Plotinus aligned with the one of the first hypothesis. 

However, we should first note that, contrary to Gurtler's assertion, Jackson never actually accuses 

Plotinus of radically changing the meaning of the Parmenides but he does say, on three occasions, 

that Plotinus 'goes beyond' the Parmenides. We should also note that both Gerson and Gurtler 

accept Plotinus as an exegete who is undoubtedly carrying forward his work in interpreting this 

dialogue, is quoting it verbatim in places, but in their view, is interpreting it incorrectly. Jackson is 

"...not concerned with whether Plotinus' interpretation is c o r r e c t . a l t h o u g h  he does make the 

point that it "goes beyond anything that can be found in the Parmenides". However, exegesis that 

does not, in some way, go beyond the text in question is surely not exegesis at all, and if we regard 

Cornford's speculation about the activity of the Academy as plausible we then should expect just 

that. Plotinus too says that Plato "...left us to investigate and discover if we claim to be worthy of our 

title [of Platonists]"^®^. At this stage we should analyse Plotinus' exegesis for ourselves based upon 

the criteria we have set out.

The source of oneness
Jackson has provided us with an extensive list of cross references between the Parmenides and the 

writings of Plotinus but such analysis does not, of itself, explain the actual arguments whereby 

Plotinus elaborates these passages from Plato in developing his own philosophy. In spite of the 

assistance available from the textual analysis of Dodds and Jackson we will select for argumentative 

analysis a passage from Plotinus which is not referred to by Dodds and is only mentioned in a 

footnote^®'* by Jackson in his discussion of the second hypothesis. In chapter 13 of VI.6 Plotinus 

conducts an inquiry into the origin of the concept of oneness which he develops into a 

comprehensive elucidation of the nature of the One.

We will step through his analysis, section by section, and once we are clear on the development of 

the argument and its conclusions we will note the extent to which it parallels the Parmenides and 

constitutes an exegesis thereof as it establishes the existence firstly of the one of H2, then of the one

Gurtler, G. M ., Plotinus and the Platonic Parmenides. International Philosophical Quarterly 32 (4), (1992), 
p444, note 3.

Jackson, ibid, p 316
V.8.4, 52-54: Kai 6 IIAdTCjv k o tiS io v  cpnoiv- ou5’ nriq eofiv aAAn £v qAAoj, 6ttcjJ(; 5 e , daoe ^hteTv Koi 

avEupioKEiv, eiiTEp a^ioi rfiq TTpoanyopiaq (papEV elvai. Cited by Gatti in this context in The Cambridge 
Companion to Plotinus, p 21.

Jackson, ibid, p 323, note 32
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of H I which is, fo r its part, shown to have priority over being. W e will not undertake a substantial 

defence of any o f the argum ents advanced by Plotinus but w e will highlight the crucial steps th a t he 

takes in developing each argum ent and will point out his reliance upon the Parmenides  throughout. 

Detailed consideration of this passage will enable us to  see how Plotinus employs concepts and 

argum ents from  the Parmenides  to  establish the existence o f the one of H2, and the priority o f the  

one o f H I  over being. W e will divide the overall argum ent o f the chapter into ten  sub-argum ents and 

will then show how these cohere in the single purpose of refuting an objection about the nature of 

oneness with which this chapter opens. In so doing we will find that Plotinus defends a doctrine  

which th a t objection is seeking to underm ine and w e will see that he has already com m itted himself 

in a previous chapter to  the understanding o f oneness which he is defending in chapter 13.

The appreciation o f the exact nature o f the opening objection will prove crucial to  our overall 

understanding o f Plotinus' purpose in this chapter. How ever, it is best to  discuss the nature o f the  

objection in m ore detail only a fte r we have fully described his response to  that objection and noted  

his reliance upon the Parmenides fo r that purpose. As we go through this passage we will find an 

initial vagueness about w hat is m eant by the one or oneness. The tw o  term s will be almost 

interchangeable at first and any relation to the ones of H I  and H2 o f the Parm enides will be unclear. 

As the argum ent proceeds, how ever, Plotinus will establish the precise nature o f 'a one' and will 

conclude by form ulating the nature of this 'one' in term s of the hypotheses o f the Parmenides.

The passage from  V I.6.13 begins as follows:

How could it be reasonable to suppose that the thought o f the One originated from  w hat 

underlies it, which is a man or some o ther living thing, or even a stone, in the realm of sense, 

since w hat appears is one thing -the man - and the One is another and not the same?^®^

Plotinus is evidently responding to an objection, perhaps from  a Stoic source, w hereby the concept 

of the One is said to originate from  individual objects am enable to  sense perception such as a man 

or a stone. According to such an objection we would not be justified in claiming, as Plato or Plotinus 

might claim, that it is on account o f the existence o f the One that a man is 'one m an'. This objection  

claims instead that the entire process works the  o ther way around; because there  is one man and he 

is perceived as such, w e have developed the concept o f the one. Plotinus' im m ediate  response to  

this objection is em barked on above and we can see that it begins by making th e  point that the man

VI.6 .1 3 ,1 -5 : Armstrong translation, Loeb edition: To 5 n  citto t o O u t t o k e ip e v o u  yEVEoGai Tqv v o n o iv  t o u  ivoq, 
ToO UTT0K£I|J£V0U KQi ToO £v aioSnoEi avOpujTTOu ovToq H ciAAou OTOUOOV ^loou n Kai Ai9ou, Trd)(; av Ei'n EuAoyov, 
aAAou pEV ovT o q  t o O cpavEVToq— t o u  avGpwTTOu— aAAou 6 e k q i o u  TauToO ovT o q  t o u  e v ;
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is a m anifest entity  w hile the one, by itself, is other than th a t m anifest entity. Accordingly, they are 

not the  same. He then  develops this point fu rther as follows;

Otherwise the mind would not predicate "one" in the case o f a thing which is not man.^^®

In o ther words, the One can be discussed and predicated independently o f any particular sensible 

entity  such as, fo r exam ple, a particular man. Accordingly, the predication of oneness by the mind is 

not restricted to any particular entities, and the fact that the mind conducts predication in this 

unrestricted m anner constitutes part o f his argum ent as to why the concept o f the one cannot 

originate in sensible particulars. Because if the One w ere the same as any m anifest particular, such 

as a man, the mind could not then predicate unity universally o f all o ther m anifest particulars. So we  

now have the conclusions that the  One is universally predicable of any sensible particulars and is not 

the same as any sensible particulars for they are m anifest and it is o ther than them . This 

corresponds to the principle o f non-identity (Nl) that w e used in our discussion o f the TLA and we  

saw that the  Parmenides insists upon such a principle and contains arguments in support thereof. 

Plotinus' own argum ent above is very terse but given the Platonic background o f his entire argum ent 

it is not surprising that he takes certain conclusions as already established in the works o f Plato. W e  

may rem ind ourselves of the extract from  H2 that we used in the previous chapter, as an indication 

of the argum ents used by Plato in support of his assertion of the non-identity of w hatever partakes 

w ith w hatever is partaken of;

"So let's begin again. If one is, could it possibly be and not partake o f being?"

"It could not."

"In that case there would also be the being of the one, which is not the same as the one, or

else it could not be the  being of the one, nor could it, the one, partake o f that..."^®^

This extract encapsulates the non-identity principle w hereby, in this exam ple, since the one partakes 

of being, being is not the  same as the one and must therefore  be non-identical w ith the one 

otherw ise participation would be impossible. A particular application o f this principle is captured in 

Plotinus' assertion above that "...w hat appears is one thing -the man - and the one is another and 

not the same." In general term s this constitutes an application o f the  non-identity principle, and 

once it is established it is fu rther developed as follows;

And then, just as in the case o f "right" and the like the mind was not changed w ithout any

cause, but because it saw a d ifferent position it said "here", so in this case it is because it

Ibib, lines 5-5; Armstrong translation -  'reason' substituted by 'the mind'; Ou yap av Kai etti t o u  mh 
avSpwTTOu TO £v n 5idvoia KainyopoT.

I42b5-cl: opa 5n ii, apXH?- ti e o t iv , apa oiov te  aura elvai p £v , ouaiaq 5 i |J£T£X£Iv;// 

oux oIov TE.//0U K0U V KOI H ouoio TOU E voq Eir| av ou TQUTOV ouaa TU) £vi: ou yap av £K£ivr| nv ek e iv o u  ouoia, ou6’ 
a v  ekeTvo, t o  ev, EKEivriq (je te T x e v ...
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sees something that it says "one"; for it is not reporting an empty way of being affected and 

saying "one" about nothing.^®®

The conclusions already established are now developed further through the assertion that the mind 

must, in general, see something and then assert that it is one, and this assertion that it is one is 

stating a particular characteristic of what is seen. What is seen is, for its part, not nothing: in other 

words, whatever is said to be one has an existence in its own right independent of the one, just as 

there must first be a different location before 'right' can be predicated of that location, i.e. the 

location must exist before you can say anything about it. While the previous passage established 

that the one has an existence apart from its instantiations this extract asserts that things other than 

one are things in their own right -  they are not nothing. This fundamental division between the one 

and 'things other than one' is utterly basic to the Parmenides^^^. Oneness is asserted about these 

things, but what does that assertion mean? Plotinus considers this question next;

For it is certainly not saying that the thing is alone and there is no other thing; for in the "no 

other thing" it is saying another "one". And then the "other" and the "different" come later; 

for if the mind does not rest on the one it will not say "other" or "different", and when it 

says "alone" it says "one alone"; so that it says the "one" before the "alone".

Here we establish that, by stating that a manifest particular is one we are not merely saying that 

there is no other thing present and that the object is therefore alone. Even by saying 'no other thing' 

we are saying that there is not another one different from or other than this particular one. So 

oneness does not describe the relation or lack of relation of something to other somethings, rather it 

is the basis and pre-requisite for any such relations. Therefore 'other' or 'different' follow or come 

'later' than the one because without the one there cannot be 'other' or 'different'. And so we arrive 

at a statement of which we should take note, that "... if the mind does not rest on the one it will not 

say 'other' or 'different'". Let us recapitulate the steps of the argument whereby we reached this 

conclusion.

The non-identity of the one with its instantiations (lines 1-6):

The notion of the one does not originate in the particulars that underlie it

Because the particulars are manifest and the one is other than them  

AND

Ibid lines 6-9: Armstrong translation -  'reason' substituted by 'the mind' and 'moved' substituted by 
'changed'; -ETTEiTa, w o tte p  etti to u  fie^ioO Koi tujv to io u tio v  ou ijdrriv Kivou|j£vr), a K K '  opujoa Geaiv 6id(popov 
tKtyt TO o)5i, o u T u a i ti mauGa opojoa Aeyei £v- ou ydp 6n kevov TTd0r|tja Kai ettI ijr|5£vi to  ev Aeyei.

H3; 157b (end) and H4; 159b (end).
Ibid lines 9 -1 4 : Armstrong translation -  'reason' substituted by 'the m in d ': Ou ydp Sp o t i  p o vo v  k q i  o u k  

aAAo- Kai ydp ev tcI) «Kai o u k  dAAo» aAAo ev Aeyei. ''EirEiTa t o  dAAo Kai t o  ETEpov u o T E p o v  ^l^ ydp E pEioaoa TTpoq 
EV ouTE dAAo epeT n S idvo ia  ou te  ETEpov, t o  te  « p 6 v o v »  o to v  Aeyd, ev | j6 v o v  Aeyei- (L o te  t o  ev Aeyei irp o  to u  
« p 6 v o v » .
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Since it is other, the one is not the same as any m anifest particular

Because if the one w ere the same as any m anifest particular the mind 

could not predicate the one universally o f all o ther m anifest particulars

The priority of the  predication o f oneness over any other predication (lines 6-14):

One is always said about something; it is never said about nothing.

But saying that som ething is one does not simply mean that the 'som ething' is on its 

own w ith  'no o ther thing present'

Because o ther (or d ifferen t) can only be said once there is one

So oneness is the basis of and pre-requisite for such relations

Therefore the one must be first, before other or d ifferent

For if the mind does not rest on the one it will not say

other or d ifferent

So the mind needs the one to say o ther or 

different or 'alone'

Up to  this point we have established th a t the mind needs the one in order to  refer to things because 

these things must first be said to  be one before they can be said  to  be anything else such as 'o ther' 

or 'd ifferen t' or 'a lone'. The argum ent so far does indeed give a priority to  the one but it is a priority  

of predication w hereby the predication o f oneness must precede the predication of 'o ther' or 

'd ifferen t' or 'a lone'. The predication of one o f these three must obviously precede any subsequent 

predication so that the target o f the predication may have a distinct identity as one thing that is 

other than or d ifferent from  anything else. Such priority is, how ever, not an ontological priority in 

the sense described above by Aristotle but it is a step in the developm ent o f the argum ent towards  

that stronger sense of priority.

The existence of the one and its priority
Plotinus then develops the argum ent fu rther to  establish the prevalence o f the one in all processes 

w here the  mind refers to  anything and he begins to move beyond conclusions about predication to  

conclusions about existence;

And then w hat speaks is one before it says "one" o f something else, and that about which it 

speaks, before anyone speaks or thinks about it, is one, for it is e ither one or m ore than one 

and many; and if many, one must exist before it. For also when it says "m ultitude" it says 

"more than one"...^^^

Ib id  lines 14-18: "E tte itq  to  Aeyov, Tipiv elTreTv TTtpi aAAou « e v » , e o t iv  ev, kqi TTEpi ou AsyEi, TTpiv eItteTv ti 
v o fja a i Tiva HEpi auTOu, e o t iv  e v  n y a p  £v ri TrAEiu) Evoq Kai TroAAd- Kai Ei ttoAAo, dvdyKn TTpouTTdpxEiv ev. 'ErrEi 
Koi OTav TTAqBoq AEyr) ttA e ilj  Evoq AsyEi-
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Whatever speaks is, of course, one speaker and whatever is thought of or spoken of is either one or 

many. However, it is also argued that mind says or thinks 'one' about something that is already one 

before the mind says that it is one. And if it is many then the one must exist before this multiplicity 

for many means 'more than one'. This is an important step as it is going beyond the assertion that 

oneness must be predicated before anything else can be predicated, to a stronger ontological 

assertion. With this stronger claim we no longer have mere priority of predicative sequence as in the 

last extract, a priority whereby the one must be predicated before anything else can be predicated. 

Instead we have an existential priority whereby multiplicity is ontologically dependent upon the one.

The argument in support of this begins with the assertion that anything the mind approaches is 

either one or many - this is the way the manifest world is structured - it may be regarded as a simple 

fact, although, as we shall see, it is argued for in the third hypothesis of the Parmenides. This 

connection to the third hypothesis of the Parmenides is very significant and it will be explained in 

more detail below. It is, we argue, the source of Plotinus' assertion that 'many' means 'more than 

one'. Accordingly, even the existence of multiplicity depends upon the one because 'many' means 

'more than one'. On this basis he deduces a stronger assertion in relation to the pre-existence of the 

one contained in the phrase "...and if many, one must exist before it..."^^^ With this phrase Plotinus 

departs from his use of the verb to be and its variants and suddenly uses a verb which 

unambiguously means to 'pre-exist' or 'exist before'. So quite apart from any predication, and 

indeed prior to any predication of multiplicity, anything upon which the mind fixes is already either 

one or many, and in the case of the many the one must exist first because something is only many by 

reference to the one. Hence we have greater clarity as to how Plotinus' argument unfolds. Although 

mental activity and predication are involved in his argument the conclusions are now becoming 

ontological and not purely predicational as is evidenced by the introduction of a verb which makes 

an unambiguously existential assertion about the pre-existence of the one. We may summarise this 

latter sub-argument as follows;

The ontological priority of the one over the many (lines 14-18)
Whatever speaks is already one before it speaks

Whatever the mind considers must already be one or many 
Many means more than one

So many needs the one in order to be many
So the one must exist before the many (can exist)

So the one has an ontological priority over the many

The phrase is Koti £i ttoAAci, avdyKr) TTpouTTdpx£iv ev as q uoted  in the e x trac t above -  the verb  to  pre-exist is
TTpOUTTdpXEIV
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We will see, when we consider the third hypothesis, that the priority of the one, in this sense, is 

reliant upon the definition of many as 'more than one' because whatever is more than something is 

reliant upon that something to be what it itself is. Such priority of the one over the many is one of 

the conclusions of the third hypothesis of the Parmenides and the argument whereby it is 

established here, through the interdependent nature of one and many, aligns with what we shall 

find in the dialogue when we consider the relevant extracts. We note a continued vagueness about 

the precise nature of the one here and whether it corresponds to the one of HI or of H2, but as our 

conclusions about it accumulate its nature will become clearer. The understanding of what it means 

to be multiple and the role of the one therein is developed further in the next extract;

... and it discerns an army as many men armed and brought together into one order, and 
does not allow what is a multitude to be a multitude; the mind which gives the "one" which 
the multitude does not have makes it clear [that it is not only a multitude], or, by keenly 
observing the "one" which results from its order, gathers the nature of the many into one; 
for the one is not falsely predicated here anymore than it is of a house which is one from 
many stones; though the "one" of the house is more one. If then it is more one in the 
continuous and [still) more one in the indivisible, it is clearly because the one is a particular 

nature which has existence.

Here we have further existential conclusions employing two of Plotinus' favourite examples from the 

manifest realm; an army and a house. The mind, on discerning an army which is by nature multiple 

as it is a collection of individual soldiers, does not allow this multiplicity to remain multiple but it 

assigns to the multiplicity something that the multiplicity does not have by its own nature, namely 

the one, and as a result the multiplicity of soldiers becomes one army. Mind does this by 'keenly 

observing' the one, something that the senses cannot do but the mind can. But mind can only 

observe what is actually there so this oneness is not a 'false predication' or as Meijer” '' puts it "This 

unity is not an optical illusion... ."

Furthermore, Plotinus regards a house as being 'more one' than an army insofar as it is continuous 

while the parts of the army remain discrete. No one would argue that the unity of the house is a 

mere illusion and insist that it is really just a multitude of stones. Plotinus thus concludes that the 

one, because it can be more a feature of one thing than it is of another, must be something that has

VI,6,13,18-27; Armstrong's translation w ith  his word 'reason' changed to  'm ind ' and 'th inks' changed to 
'discerns' and using 'keenly observing' to  replace 'seeing' (Armstrong om its the  adverb); 'EiTEi Kai orav TrXnSoq 
AeyD TTAEiuj ivbq Kt\z\- Kai arparov rroAAouq d)TTAiatJ£vou(; Kai £iq £v ouvrE rayM E V ouq  voeT, Kai TrAii9o(; 6v o u k  eQ 

TTAfjBoq Elvai- n Sidvoia SfjAov t t o u  Kai EvraOSa rroiEl n 5i5ouaa t o  ev, 6  [jq  ex^ ' t o  TiAnSoq, n o^ECjq ro ev t o  ek  

rfiq rd ^ E ijjq  i5oOaa rtiv rou tto A A o u  cpuaiv auvnyavEV Eiq e v  o u 5 e  yap ou5’ EvraOSa ro ev  i|jEu5ETai, warrEp ko I Erri 
o iK ia ^  TO EK ttoAAcLv A I0u )v  e v  ijQ A Aov ^ l£ V T O l TO £v £ t t ’ o iK iaq . Ei ouv jjQAAov e tti roO a u v E x o u i; Kai paAAov Erri rou 
| jn  iJEpiOToO, 5fiAov on o v to i;  rivoq (puoECJ^ to u  e v o ^  Kai ucpE o ru ja riq .

Meijer, ibid p 91.
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a particular nature and actually exists. In asserting this he uses a d ifferent word from  the verb to 

'pre-exist' th a t he used before, but this new word again unambiguously asserts the existence o f the  

one. He establishes this existence o f the one on the  basis that these multiplicities such as arm ies and 

houses are som ehow one; they are one because of something they themselves do not have, 

something th a t is o ther than these multiplicities, something that the mind can keenly observe but 

the senses cannot, nam ely the one. The mind then predicates this oneness o f the arm y or house, not 

falsely, but because it is there  already and w hat is predicated has a nature and exists. W e have now  

progressed to  a very strong assertion of the fact that the one exists, has a nature and is responsible 

for the oneness of things that are not, by nature, one. In summary we may w rite;

The one exists and has a nature (Lines 18-27)

M anifest multiplicities are seen by the mind as one

They are not one by their own nature but the mind discerns the oneness

M ind then predicates that oneness, and degrees thereof, o f those multiplicities  

Therefore this is true predication o f a one that is actually present 

Therefore this one exists and has a nature

The idea that things that are m ultiple by nature becom e one because of the one and would have 

rem ained entirely m ultiple w ere it not fo r the one will give us an im portant connection to the third  

hypothesis of the Parmenides when w e come to consider Plotinus' sources for his analysis here. 

Plotinus seems to  be moving very quickly at this point in the argum ent but he may be assuming a 

fam iliarity w ith the argum ent of the third hypothesis and may be taking many o f the conclusions 

contained in Plato's dialogue as already established.

The pre-existence o f the one is affirm ed and then fu rther developed on the basis o f the notion of 

degrees o f oneness that he has invoked in the extract above;

For it is not possible fo r there  to  be a "m ore" in non-existents, but just as when w e predicate  

essence of each individual sense-object, and also predicate it o f the intelligibles, we 

predicate it more appropriately o f the intelligibles, putting the "more" and the "m ore  

appropriately" in the realm o f real beings, and say that there is m ore being in the category of 

essence, even sensible essence, than in the o ther genera, in the same way also w e see that 

the one, which differs in respect o f m ore [and less] also in the sense-objects, is also more 

and more appropriately in the intelligibles - and in all these ways it must be affirm ed that 

there  is a reference to one.^^^

Lines 27-36; Ou yap oTov te  ev  toT^ |jn ouai t o  [jQAAov eTvqi, dAA’ w o t t e p  Tqv ouaiav KaTnyopoOvTE^ k q O’ 

EKdoTOu T(I)v aia0r|TU)v, KaTr|Y0p0uvTE(; 5 e  kq) k o to  t i I )v  vor|T(I)v KupiwTEpov k o to  tc Ijv  vor|T(I)v Tqv KaTriyoplav 
TTOioup£0a Ev toT(; ouai t o  ijQAAov Kai KupitoTEpov t i0 e v te (; , k q i t o  6 v  ijQAAov ev ouctIci k g i aio0r|Tn n ev  toT^ 

aAAoiq v^ v E o iv , o u t w  k g i t o  ev  pQAAov kq ) KupicjTEpov ev  te  toTi; aia0nToT<; au T o Iq  Sidcpopov k o tc i t o  paAAov Kai ev  

ToTq voqToTq 6p(I)VTEq Elvai— k o to  TTdvTaq tou(^ Tporrou^ Eiq avacpopdv pEVTOi Evoq eIvqi (poTEOv.
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The opening words simply affirm that unless the one exists it is not possible fo r things to be more 

one and less one. The argument then goes on to attribute even more oneness to what are called 

intelligibles, i.e. things tha t are known only by intellect {nous); things such as movement itself, being 

or oneness. He refers to these intelligibles as belonging to the category o f 'real beings' and he says 

that there is unity to  a greater extent in the intelligibles than there is among sensible manifest 

entities. This is the nature o f the relationship o f sensibles and intelligibles to  the one; they are all, to  

a certain extent, one. And so they all have a relationship to the one which is not therefore non

existent as there cannot be relationship to what does not exist. Although the previous sub-argument 

relied upon the third hypothesis it is not easy to identify an argument in the Parmenides that relies 

upon this la tter concept o f degrees o f unity in order to  establish conclusions about the one. Here 

Plotinus is resorting to an argument not used by Plato in order to  establish doctrines that are 

undoubtedly Platonic.

The next sub-argument proceeds to the perception o f oneness, how we know that there is oneness 

and the consequences fo r the one of such epistemological analysis;

But just as essence and being is intelligible and not perceptible, even if the perceptible 

participates in it, in this way also the one might be seen in the perceptible by participation, 

but the mind grasps it as intelligible and does so intellectually; so that it discerns one thing, 

which it does not see, from another; so it knew it before. But if it knew it before as being this 

particular thing, it is the same as being. And when it says 'something', it says as well that 

there is one; just as when it says "some" in the dual, it says tha t there are two; and when in 

the plural, that there are many.^^®

Oneness is, in a sense, seen in those sense objects in which it is instantiated insofar as we can tell by 

looking at them whether they are one or many, but the mind apprehends a oneness tha t is not 

amenable to sense perception. How can it do this if, as we agreed at the very start, the notion o f one 

does not originate in the manifest objects? Mind must have known one prior to  the seeing. And if it 

was known before, the one must exist and so must anything that partakes o f it. Therefore, in this 

sense, saying that there is foreknowledge o f it implies asserting its pre-existence.

The final point, in the last sentence, establishes that even when mind seems not to be dealing in 

number at all but uses the word 'something' or 'bo th ' or 'some' it is nevertheless referring to one, 

tw o and many, respectively, so it cannot escape referring to the one because tw o and many depend 

upon the one. This brings the operation o f oneness into the conduct o f all speech fo r all speech

^^^Lines 36-43: "QaTrep 6 e  q ouaia Kai to  e Iv q i v o h t o v  k q I o u k  aia9r|T6v e o T i, k S v  metexD t o  aia9r|T6v auTU)v, o u t u j  

Kai TO £v TTEpi aia0r)Tov pev av K a ra  p e T oxn v  0£U)poiTO, v o q T o v  m e v t o i Kai vor|T(jo^ n  Sidvoia auTO AappdvEi- (L o te  

o t t ’ dAAou aAAo voeT, 6 oux opq- T rp o fiS E i dpa- eI 5 e TTpofiSE i 6v t6 5 e t i ,  t q u t o v  t ( I )  6 v .  Kai o t o v  t i ,  e v  au Aevei- 
(LaTTEp O Tav t iv e , 5 u o - K a i orav Tivdi;, ttoAAo u i; .
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employs the term s referred to. Accordingly, this assertion anticipates a possible objection to the  

prevalence o f the one in all speech from  som eone who m ight assert that not all verbal constructions 

contain the words 'one', 'tw o ' and 'many'^^^, whereas no one would deny that all verbs, nouns and 

pronouns are e ither singular or plural or, in the case o f the Greek language, dual.

As lines 27 to  43 above are the basis o f some im portant conclusions in the next section we  

summarise these lines as follows;

Degrees o f oneness imply that w hatever exists has a relation to the one (Lines 27-36)

There are degrees of oneness

There cannot be degrees o f th a t which does not exist 

All existent entities exhibit degrees o f oneness 

Degree must be relative to something

Therefore all existent entities relate to the one

BUT

There is foreknow ledge of the one (Lines 36 to 41)

The mind sees the m anifest unity

And grasps the one although the  one cannot be seen

The origin o f the concept o f the one is not the seeing of the manifest entities  

(already established)

Yet the mind discerns the one from  the m anifest entities

Therefore the mind must have known the one before seeing the  

entities

But if it was known before it must exist

So the foreknow ledge is the same as pre-existence

FINALLY

The one is involved in all speech (lines 41-43)

W hen the mind refers to things w ithout using numbers

One, tw o  and many are implied in any case

Therefore mind cannot refer to  things w ithout using one, tw o or many.

This la tter conclusion begins the final phase o f the argum ent;

If, then, it is not possible to  think anything w ithout the  one or the tw o  or some number,^^®

W e have now established, in the preceding sub-arguments; the  non-identity of the one with its 

instantiations, the priority o f the predication of the one over all o ther predications, the ontological 

dependence o f the  many upon the one, that the one exists and has its ow n nature, th a t w hatever

This argument about the implied reference to the one and more than one when using pronouns also occurs 
in the Sophist at 237d, where Parmenides' prohibition on reference to  non-being is under discussion.

See next footnote for reference and translation



155

exists has a relationship to  the one, that there is foreknow ledge of the  one, and that it is involved in 

the  form ulation  o f all structured speech. Plotinus now proceeds to argue, on the  basis o f these 

conclusions, that we must also adm it something else about the nature o f the one;

If, then, it is not possible to think anything w ithout the one or the tw o  or some other 

num ber, how is it possible for th a t not to  exist w ithout which it is not possible to think or 

speak? For it is impossible to say that something does not exist o f which, since it does not 

exist, you cannot think or say anything at all. But th a t which is needed everyw here fo r the  

coming into existence o f every thought and statem ent must exist before statem ent and 

thinking: for this is how it can be brought to  contribute to th e ir coming into existence.

Here w e have an argum ent w hereby our earlier conclusions in relation to  the one are made the basis 

o f a fu rth e r conclusion which makes a connection betw een the existence o f the  one and the 

operation o f speech and thought. W e note that, in contrast to  the terseness of some of the earlier 

argum ents and conclusions, this point is made more elaborately and at greater length. The nub of 

the  argum ent may how ever be summarised quite succinctly as stating th a t since the one is a pre

requisite fo r speech and thought, and since speech and thought exist, the one must therefore  exist. 

The structure o f this argum ent is highly reminiscent o f a conclusion presented in part one o f the  

Parm enides  as a sum m ary of the consequences of the m ultiple aporia i in relation to the concept of 

form s as understood by Socrates. That conclusion is form ulated as follows:

...but if som eone, in view of all w e have just said and o ther such objections, actually refuses 

to  adm it that there  are forms o f things that are, and will not delineate some single form  of 

each, he will have nothing to which his mind can turn, as he does not adm it that a 

characteristic o f each o f the things that are is always the same, and in this way he utterly  

destroys the ability to engage in discourse.

As w ith  Plotinus' argum ent we may summarise Parmenides as asserting that if someone does not 

adm it that there  are form s he will be deprived of the ability to  direct the  mind or engage in 

discourse. The contrapositive o f such an argum ent is th a t if we can, in fact, direct the mind (i.e. 

th ink) and we can actually engage in discourse (dialectic), we may there fore  conclude th a t forms 

must be supposed to  exist. The structure of Plotinus' argum ent m irrors this Parm enidean argum ent 

insofar as it connects the  existence o f the one to the possibility o f speech and thought in the same

Ibid, lines 4 3 -4 9 : A rm strong  transla tion , substituting  'be th e re ' by 'exist' because this is how  th e  verb  

TTpouTTdpXEiv was trans la ted  at line 18 ; Ei to Iv u v  jjr|5£ ti vonaai eariv av£u to O  £v n to u  5 u o  n Tivoq dpiB^Jou, 
TTcIx; oTov T£ civEu ou oux oiov T£ TI vofiaai n EiiTETv | jn  £ivai; Ou y d p  p n  ovioq j jp S ’ o t io u v  Suvarov vonaai fi eItteTv, 
A£y£iv PH £ivai aSuvarov. AAA’ ou x p e ia  TTavraxoO Tipoq TiavToq vonpaioq q Aoyou y£v£aiv, TTpouTrdpxEiv 5eT Kai 
Aoyou Kai vonoEUJ^- o u tco  y d p  av i r p o q  rpv t o u tw v  y e v e o iv  TrapaAaMPdvoiTO.

1 3 5 b 5 -c 2 ; dAAd pEVTOi, eTttev 6  r iap |JE v i5 r|(;, ei y£ r iq  S q, iL  IwKpaTE^, a u  p p  ^ ^ o e i E i5r| t( I)v  o v tw v  e Ivq i, Eiq 

TTdvTO TO v u v 5 q  Kai dAAa ToiaOra aTropAEHJoq, pr|5 £  t i  op ieT to i eTSo^ e v o ^  EKdoTou, o u 5 e  o t to i  tpe i^ je i t h v  5 id v o ia v  
£^£i, p n  i5 £ a v  T(I)v 6 v to )v  EKdoTOU Tqv auTHV oeI E ivai, Koi outuj^ Tqv toO  S iaAEyEaG ai 5 u v a p iv  TravTdTTaai 
5iacp0Ep£T.
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way the dialogue relates their possibility to the existence o f forms. The striking parallels betw een  

these tw o passages are explored in m ore detail below. W e may a ttem p t to capture Plotinus' 

reasoning in this sub-argum ent as follows;

The existence o f speech and thought prove the existence o f the one (Lines 43 to 49  )

W hatever the mind considers is e ither one or more than one 

The one exists before w hatever is m ore than one

If there  is neither one nor m ore than one the mind can consider nothing  

Unless the mind can consider, there  can be no speech or thought 

Therefore; w ithout the one it is impossible to speak or to  think^®^ 

Therefore we cannot assert that the  one does not exist

And, in general, since speaking and thinking do, in point o f fact, take place 

Since the one must exist before there can be speaking or thinking 

The existence o f the one cannot be denied

Because its existence is w hat brings about the speaking and the thinking

W e will explore the parallels betw een Parmenides' argum ent from  the first part o f the dialogue and 

Plotinus' argum ent in lines 43 to  49  in a later section. W e should first fo llow  the rem ainder o f the 

argum ent to its conclusion, and note how the overall question o f priority is dealt w ith , and how the  

precise nature o f this 'one' or oneness is explained on the basis o f Plotinus' understanding o f the  

Parmenides.

A focus upon priority
In this very significant chapter o f V I.6, Plotinus has so far presented a series o f eight arguments 

establishing the nature of the one as non-identical w ith its instantiations, the predicational priority 

of the one, the  ontological priority o f the  one over the many, the conclusion th a t it exists and has a 

nature, the conclusion that all things relate to it, that there  must be foreknow ledge of it, that the  

one is involved in all speech and thought, and that the m anifest possibility o f speech and thought 

renders the existence o f the one undeniable. Now  although the predicational priority o f the one has 

been asserted already, the ontological priority, although asserted in the case of the many, has not 

yet been specifically developed as part o f the general argum ent. This is now dealt w ith by relying 

upon some of the previous conclusions from  the earlier sub-argum ents of the chapter to  establish a 

fu rther conclusion about the dependence o f things upon the  one;

There is an evident aspect of self-refutation in Plotinus' argument and in the passage from the Parmenides 
that we have quoted as its parallel. We will not explore this aspect of the two arguments here.
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But if it is needed fo r the existence o f each and every essence--for there is nothing which is 

which is not one--it would also exist before essence and as generating essence.

We should represent this argument formally as follows, incorporating some of the earlier 

conclusions into our overall summary;

The one is prior to  any other essence and generates tha t essence (lines 50-51)

Anything that is is one but is other than 'the one'

Nothing can be said to  be what it is unless it is first said to be one

Whatever is one is not one because o f itself; it is one because o f the one

Therefore whatever is, requires the one in order to be what it particularly is

If we designate 'what it particularly is' as its 'essence' we conclude that 

The one must exist before essence since

There is no particular essence w ithout the one 

Therefore the one generates essence

The use o f the words 'each and every' in the context o f 'essence' in this extract indicates that 

Plotinus is referring to something that can vary from  entity to entity. Accordingly, he is referring to 

the particular being associated w ith man or house or army; to the essence o f man in particular; its 

substance (Armstrong's preferred translation of the word ouoia). The basis o f the argument is that 

each and every essence must be one essence or not be an essence at all. The earlier conclusion that 

the one is needed so that anything at all can be one is being applied in this argument to essence in 

order to establish that essence, fo r its part, depends upon the one in order to  be one essence. The 

crucial development o f this argument here lies in the conclusion that "there is nothing that is not 

one". Accordingly, if there is to be an essence o f anything, it must be one essence or not be an 

essence at all. This is implied by the earlier conclusions but Plotinus then takes a fu rther step and 

concludes tha t this dependence o f each essence upon the one implies firstly tha t the one exists 

before essence and secondly that it generates essence. The pre-existence has already been part of 

the argument but here it is specifically applied to essence and this leads to the conclusion that the 

one is ontologically prior to  any particular essence. The fu rther assertion tha t the one actually 

generates tha t essence is best understood in the context o f Aristotle 's defin ition of priority as cited 

earlier:

Some things, then, are called prior and posterior in this [latter] sense; but others in virtue of 
the ir nature and substance, namely all things which can exist apart from  other things, 
whereas other things cannot exist w ithou t them. This distinction was used by Plato.

Ibid, lines 50-51; Arm strong translation substitu ting 'substance' by 'essence' accepting the argum ent by 
Meijer, p 107, note 308; Ei 5£ Kai eiq ouoiaq EKcjairi^ UTroaraaiv— ou5 ev yap 6v, 6 jjp £v— kqi irpo oiia ia^ av dr) 
Koi YEVvd)v rpv ouaiav.

Metaphysics, 1019a, 1-4; ra Sq o u t u )  AEyerai TTpoTEpa k q I uarepa, t o  5e Kara cpuaiv k q i ouoiav, baa 
e v S e x e tq i  Eivai avEU aAAtuv, eke T vo  5e q v e u  e k e iv c jjv  pq- n B ia ip E O E i Expnoajo nAdrijov.



158

W e may understand Plotinus' use of the word 'generate ', in this context, as indicating that if an 

essence cannot be w hat it is (nam ely one essence) w ithout the one, then the one must exist first 

before th a t essence can be w hat it is, in order that the particular essence can 'com e into being' (an 

alternative translation of the Greek word fo r 'generate ') since it must come into being as one 

essence and it depends upon the one to be one essence. So just as an object must exist before its 

shadow and may be said to  bring the shadow into being, so also may the one be said to bring a 

particular essence into being and be the generator o f that essence in this particular sense. Hence we  

have a priority o f the one over any o ther essence.

Up to this point the consideration o f priority has certainly been involved in the overall argum ent of 

chapter 13. W e have noted that the predicational priority o f the one is established as is the  

ontological priority o f the one over the many. But in the last Plotinus extract we have the actual 

dependence o f all essences upon the one in order to be w hat they are, nam ely one essence. If we 

are to express this in Aristotle's term inology as quoted above we m ight say that the one can exist 

w ithout the o ther things but the o ther things cannot exist w ithout the one. Plotinus takes this 

particular understanding o f priority a step fu rther and states that the one generates  the other things 

in the sense that they depend upon the  one for th e ir coming into being as one essence because they  

could not have come into being as one essence w ithout the one and if they had not come into being 

as one essence they could not have come into being at all

The earlier part o f the argum ent in chapter 13 has certainly established the pre-existence of the one 

and so the conclusion o f ontological dependence drawn above is undoubtedly implied by the earlier 

conclusions. How ever, it is only in the  above extract that the ontological dependence is form ally  

asserted on the basis that every essence must come into being as one essence and it depends upon 

the pre-existence o f the  one in order to  come into being as one essence and there fore  the one must 

be prior to  and productive of every o ther essence.

This is a defin ite conclusion about one o f the issues w e said that w e w anted  to investigate fu rther in 

this chapter; the relationship betw een the one and being and w h ether this involves priority or mere 

distinctness. Plotinus has now established, by argum ents th a t rely in considerable measure on the  

Parmenides, th a t the oneness of anything is prior to the being of anything, and th a t the distinct 

being of anything (which he calls its essence) depends upon the one to  be w hat it is, and, in this 

sense, that distinct being or essence is generated by the one. How ever, as w e noted earlier, it is still 

not entirely clear how w e should understand the use of the term s one and oneness here given the  

background o f th e ir very precise use in the Parmenides. W e are aw are th a t the one has at least tw o
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d ifferen t senses and even though w e have established many aspects o f the existence priority and 

dependence upon the  one, it is still not entirely clear which one w e are referring to. Plotinus deals 

w ith  this issue next.

Which one?
W e know from  the Parmenides th a t the one may be used in d ifferent senses, so we really need to 

know w h ether Plotinus is referring here to the pure one of H I  or the existent one o f H2, or indeed 

w hether he is relying upon the Parmenides at all fo r his understanding o f the one in this chapter^®'*. 

The next extract puts such a question beyond all doubt;

For this reason also it is one-being, but not first being and then one; fo r in that which was 

being and also one there would be many; but being is not present in the one except in the  

sense that it m ight make it by inclining to its generation.

So the one that Plotinus has been considering in the argum ent so far is now revealed as w hat 

Armstrong translates as 'one-being' and w e recognise this as the description of the one o f H2 in the  

Parmenides; the one itself, the one of H I, participating in being. So the one that is prior to  and 

productive o f each distinct essence is the existent one of H2, a one th a t is a w hole with tw o parts; 

one and being. However, we are still left w ith a fu rther prioritisation question about the relationship  

betw een the oneness and the being of this 'one-being'; this one o f H2. W e have established that this 

'one-being' is prior to  the  other essences or the particular beings of anything else and w e now need 

to  consider the relative priority o f its tw o parts; the one part and the being part. This relative priority 

is not m ade clear by Parmenides in the opening section of H2 when he first introduces the concept 

of the existent one but Plotinus' argum ent above enables us to clarify this now.

Plotinus deals with this prioritisation issue in the extract we have just quoted. He first considers 

w hether the being o f the 'one-being' could be first and could become one subsequently. Now we  

have already considered Plotinus' trea tm en t o f the priority o f the 'one-being' over every essence 

and we now need to consider the relative priority o f the one itself w ith respect to  being in which the  

one itself participates. If we place being in the same category as any other essence w e may then  

allow any conclusions th a t have been reached regarding essence to apply also to being. W e have 

concluded that any essence must exist as one essence and that it relies upon the  one so that it can 

be one essence. Therefore, if being is to be first it must be there as one essence, as one-being, and 

as it has tw o  parts, one and being, it must therefore  be multiple and not a one that is entirely devoid

For a similar issue relating to the precise meaning of 'the one' in the context of the opening lines of Vl.9.1
see Meijer, ibid, pages 68-69 and Appendix III to chapter one.

ibid, lines 51-54; Ai6 K a i £v 6v, dAA’ o u k  6 v , eTtq e v - e v  |J£v  y d p  toj 6 v  kq i e v  ttoAAq av £i'r|, £v 5i t(I) e v  o u k  e v i

TO 6v, Ei p n  K a i T T o iriaE iE v q u t o  T rp o a v E u a a v  auroO rfj y e v e o e i .
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of multiplicity. But according to the first hypothesis o f the Parmenides, the one itself does not 

partake o f the being or, as Plotinus phrases it here, being is not present in the one. Accordingly, he 

rules out the possibility that being can be prior but he does so, not on the basis o f the priority o f the  

one over essence but on the basis that the presence of being in the one would render the one 

m ultiple. This m ultiplicity would be a whole w ith  parts and would there fore  be one whole and we 

would still have to account fo r the oneness o f th a t w hole. Therefore w e need a one that does not 

partake o f being and so Plotinus invokes such a concept from  the first hypothesis o f the Parmenides  

and states that "being is not present in the one". A t this point he is no longer m erely referring to  the  

existent one o f H2, a one that partakes of m ultip licity as it is a w hole w ith  parts, ra ther he has now  

introduced the strictly non-m ultiple one o f H I  and he is now in a position to consider the priority of 

the one over being in term s of the relation betw een the one o f H I and the one o f H2. These Platonic 

concepts are invoked here and Plotinus e ither assumes that the ir relevance has been established via 

Plato's dialogue or has already been established by earlier argum ents w ithin his own works; indeed 

we will quote a passage below, from  earlier in this same tractate, which he could well rely upon for 

this assertion about the  absence of being from  the one itself.

In any case, if w e say th a t simply 'being is first' w e have not yet established any priority in relation to  

the tw o  parts o f the 'one-being' that we are a ttem pting  to consider. For every particular essence 

must be one essence and it depends upon the one to be one essence and likewise 'being' must, by 

this same argum ent, always be 'one-being'. Therefore, if we assert th a t being is first and it then  

becomes 'one-being' w e are ignoring the conclusion that being can only exist as 'one-being' and so 

w e are stating (absurdly) that 'one-being' is first and then it becomes one on account o f the one. 

Plotinus recognises that this 'one-being' just like the  one of H2 is a w hole w ith  parts and is one in 

the sense th a t any w hole is one, i.e. it is one because of the one. So there  must be a one that is prior 

to this 'one-being', a one on account o f which the 'one-being' is one, but this 'o th er' one cannot 

itself partake of being and as it is devoid o f being it will correspond to  the one of H I;  a one that does 

not partake o f being. So we find that Plotinus' argum ent here establishes the suprem e ontological 

priority o f the one o f H I, the one itself o f Plato's dialogue, the  one th a t he him self refers to as "...the  

first One, which is m ore properly called One..."^®^ W e may sum m arise this la tter argum ent as 

follows;

The suprem e ontological priority o f the one itself, the one of H I  (lines 51-54)

W e have established the priority o f 'one-being'

'O ne-being' is a whole w ith parts and it is one

See V .1 .8 ,10-27 as quoted earlier.
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The being of 'one-being' cannot be prior to  'one-being'

Because it needs the one in order to  be one essence

Therefore the one that does not partake o f being is prior

The one that does not partake o f being is the one of H I

Therefore suprem e ontological priority belongs to 

the one o f H I

The final extract quoted leads us to conclude that Plotinus is referring to the one of H2 in the  

developm ent o f his argum ent in relation to  the pre-existence and ontological priority o f the one and 

then proceeds to show that the one itself, the one of H I, is, in turn, prior even to this existent one of 

H2. Such a conclusion is consistent with a distinction betw een the tw o  ones th a t he draws 

throughout his works, and so w e find this assertion also in the  extract from  V .1.8 that w e quoted  

above and also in an earlier chapter o f this same Ennead  (V I.6) w here he says that;

...but I mean not that One which w e say is "beyond being" but this o ther one which is 

predicated o f each individual Form.^®^

Here he makes a distinction betw een a one that does not partake o f being and one that is predicated  

of anything that is said to  be one, a distinction which we have noted in the last quoted extract from  

V I.6.13. So even if o ther essences are one on account o f the existent one o f H2, a one that partakes 

of being and is m ultiple, this one of H2 is only one because of the one o f H I, so the u ltim ate source 

of the oneness o f w hatever partakes of oneness is the pure one o f H I, the strictly non-m ultiple one 

that does not partake o f being. Even Being itself relies upon this one in order to  be w hat it is, a single 

essence called Being.

Why is Plotinus presenting this argument?
Our appreciation o f Plotinus' reliance upon the Parmenides  in developing the series of arguments in 

V I.6.13 will be greatly assisted if we assess the reasons why he is presenting the argum ent in the first 

place. In order to understand the m otivation behind the argum ent we should revisit the issue w ith  

which he begins this chapter and consider it in more detail. So we should rem ind ourselves that this 

entire argum ent was em barked upon to  deal with a particular objection to a position to which 

Plotinus, as we shall see, has already com m itted himself in chapter 5 o f this tractate . The objection is 

as follows:

V I.6.5 , 2 9 -3 8 ; Armstrong translation; Atyoj 5i ou t o  ev ekeTvo, 6  5 n  e tte k e iv q  to u  o v to ^  (p a p tv , dAAd ko I to O to  

TO £v 6 KarrivyopETTai t o jv  ei5(I)v EKdoTOu.
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How could it be reasonable to suppose that the thought of the one originated fronn what 

underlies it, which is a man or some other living thing, or even a stone, in the realm of 

sense...?^«®

We will see below precisely how Plotinus, as you would expect from a Platonist, has already 

committed himself to the view that there can be one man only because of the existence of the one. 

The question above is a response to someone who is asserting that the entire process works the 

other way around and that the notion of the one arises from the fact that there are 'ones', or 

unities, in the physical world. Whoever makes such a claim is saying that man does not require 

anything other than the fact of being man to make him one man; there is no need of something 

called 'the one', a one that is other than man in order that man can be one man. Once he is, he is 

one, or more generally, to be is to be one and therefore one and being are the same. The 

contemporary source for such an opposing argument may well have been Stoic, but once we analyse 

this opening objection as we have done we are strongly reminded of Aristotle's equation of one with 

being in the passage from the Metaphysics we quoted earlier. We should remind ourselves of the 

exact words of Aristotle:

...since "one man" and "man" and "existent man" and "man" are the same thing, i.e. the 

duplication in the statement "he is a man and an existent man" gives no fresh meaning...^®®

The first point that Plotinus makes is that 'man' and 'one man' are not the same, for man is 

perceptible and one is not perceptible and is therefore other than what is perceptible. Having taken 

this first and fundamental step, he is in a position to refute this attack upon his own Platonic 

position, a position based upon the Parmenides and developed in his own work. He is refuting an 

assertion that man does not need anything other than itself in order to be one or, as Aristotle 

phrases it, man is not one accidentally;

...the substance of each thing is one in no accidental sense...^®°

Plotinus does not accept this assertion and in order to understand the basis of his objection we 

should note that he defines this term 'accidentally' in a very precise manner elsewhere when he 

says:

VI.6.1 3 , 1 - 5 :  Armstrong translation, Loeb edition: To 5 n  Q tto  toO  u tto k e i|J £ v o u  Y £ V £ a 9 a i ipv voqaiv to u  evoq, 
Tou UTTOKEHJEVOU Koi ToO £v aioOnoEi av0pu)TTO u ovToq H Q̂ Aou OTOUOOV ^ujou f| Koi AI0OU, TT(I)5 5v Ei'n EuAoyov...

Metaphysics, 1003b, 26-27: lauTO  yap  av0pu)TToq k q ) dvSpcoTToq, Kai u)v avBptoiro^ k q i avBpwrro^. Kai oux 
ETEpov Ti 5r|AoT K ara Tpv Ae^iv ETiavaSiTTAoupEvov to eI^ av0pu)TTO(; Koi eI^ u)v av0p(jjTToq

, 1003b, 32-33: eti 5’ n E K d a io u  ouaia ev e o tiv  ou K ara aû J|3£Pr|K6(;, There is an issue here in relation to the 
different significance of the word ouaia in the Parmenides, Plotinus and in Aristotle. However, the outcome of 
such a consideration does not materially affect the central issue under discussion above, for the basic issue lies 
at the level of the underlying ontology rather than the semantics.
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By 'accidentally one' I mean that which is not one by being the  one itself, but from  

another.^®^

And although he does not use the term  'accidental' in his initial response to this opposing view point 

in V I.6 .13, Plotinus certainly goes on to establish th a t man is not one on account o f itself but on 

account o f something other, namely the one, and this doctrine is certainly denied by the opponent 

w ho claims that the concept o f one originates in the single entity  itself, be it man or anything else, 

and so there  is no 'outside' source o f oneness. Plotinus is saying th a t the oneness is accidental 

w hereas the opponent and Aristotle, are saying that it is not. But the im plications o f the opponent's  

argum ent go much fu rther than the technicalities o f w h eth er the property of oneness is present 

accidentally or by the very nature o f the thing itself. If this opposing view point prevails and man is 

one on account of w hat man is, and does not need anything o ther than man in order to  be one, then  

the  one o f the Parmenides, the one on account of which anything th a t is one is one, is no longer 

needed for the purpose envisaged by Plotinus based upon his own reading of the Parmenides. That 

such an Aristotelian view point is a concern for Plotinus is confirm ed once w e refer back to an earlier 

chapter in this same tractate  w here there  is striking evidence, from  Plotinus' phraseology, that he is 

responding to the very point made by Aristotle in Metaphysics  1003b above. The extract is from  

chapter 5 and it reads as follows;

So that, if "one" applies to  each individual thing and "one man" is not the same as "man", 

but the "one" is other than the "man" and the "one" is com m on and belongs to ail the other 

individual things, the "one" would be prior to  "man" and all the  o ther individual things, so 

that man and each o f the others m ight succeed in being one. And so it is prior to m ovem ent, 

since m ovem ent also is one thing, and prior to  being, so th a t being itself may succeed in 

being one; but I mean not that One which we say is "beyond being" but this other one which 

is predicated o f each individual Form.^®^

W e can see that this argum ent begins, as did the argum ent w e have been analysing, w ith the  

consideration of m anifest entities and it takes the exam ple o f man. Since each man must be one 

man and since the one is other than man, the one must be prior to man in order fo r man to be one. 

He then extends the argum ent to m ovem ent, asserting that since m ovem ent is one, the one must be 

prior to  m ovem ent so th a t m ovem ent can be one. And since being is one, the one must be prior to  

being so that being may be one. \Ne  can see that the relationship o f being to the one and their

V I.1.26, 36-37: Aeyo) 5£ Kara auiJpEpnKoq, 6 to) pq auTO £v, aAAa Trap' aAAou. Armstrong translation with his 
word 'incidentally' changed to 'accidentally' to correspond with the Aristotle translation above.

VI.6 .5 , 2 9 -3 8 ;  Armstrong translation; "O aiE , t i  Trepi E K oaio v t o  ev  k q I o u  t o u t o v  to j d v O p u jT ra j t o  «elq 

av0p(jJTTO i;», 6AA' £T£pOV TO £V TOO dvOpCjOTTOU Kai KOIVOV TO £V Koi £(p’ EKdOTOU TCl)V OAACJV, TrpOTEpOV a v  d'n TO £V 

Tou dvOpcoTTOU Koi EKdoTOu T(I)v oAAujv, iva  Kai 6  avOpujTToq Kai e k o o to v  tcLv oAAlov tu x d  EKaoTOv toO  ev e iv o i. 

K ai TTpO KIVnOECjjq Toivuv, EITTEp KOi H K ivrio iq  £V, KOI Trpo to u  OVTOq, iVoKai aUTO TOO £V Eivai TUXD' AeY(jJ 5e o u  TO 
EV ekeTvo, 6  5n  ETTEKEiva TOU OVTO^ cpa^EV, aAAd Kai t o u t o  t o  ev  6  KaTnyopETTai t c jv  Ei5d)v e k o o to u .
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relative priority is expressed quite clearly here, in contrast to the terse treatm ent at the end of 

VI.6.13, and Plotinus may well be assuming in chapter 13 that the point made in chapter 5 has 

already been established.

If he wishes to defend his chapter 5 conclusion that "...the 'one' is prior to 'man' and all the other 

individual things, so that man and each of the others might succeed in being one..."^®  ̂he will need to 

refute his chapter 13 opponent by establishing that the one does indeed exist independently of 

things that are one, and those things are one on account of that independently existing one. Plotinus 

obviously recognises the fact that this opposing argument is not presenting some trivial objection to 

his Parmenides-based understanding of the one. He appreciates that it entirely dismantles his own 

ontology, an ontology in which the one is prior to all else, and so he marshals a very elaborate and 

far reaching argument in response to it. Although the sequencing of the Plotinus' tractates 

themselves was altered by Porphyry, the chapter sequences within each tractate are just as Plotinus 

wrote them. Accordingly, the extract from VI.6.5 quoted above shows a clear awareness of the 

threat to his own doctrines presented by the assertion that one and being are the same, and it 

presents a succinct argument in response. The argument in the extract from chapter 5 is primarily 

ontological and seems to rely upon the concept of common properties as formulated in the 

Theaetetus^^^* and the concept of the two ones from the Parmenides.

Plotinus obviously does not regard the one/being issue as settled finally by this argument in chapter 

5. And so we have further evidence for the seriousness of the one/being issue in the fact that it 

recurs later in the same tractate, in the chapter we have been analysing, and becomes the subject of 

a much more elaborate response. From the commonality of wording between the Plotinus extract 

above and the Aristotle passage from the Metaphysics we may conclude that Plotinus' prime 

motivation in VI.6.13 is carried over from chapter 5 to deal with an objection that originates in the 

understanding, formulated by Aristotle in the Metaphysics, of the relationship between one and 

being. The Platonic position on this is captured in the Parmenides and so Plotinus has recourse to 

this dialogue as the basis for his refutation of this opposing position.

We have seen that he relies upon the first two hypotheses of the Parmenides and their associated 

ones in order to formulate his final conclusion about priority in VI.6.13. In our analysis of the 

argument we have also pointed out his reliance upon a section of the argument from part one of the 

dialogue and upon the third hypothesis. We have seen that Plotinus is revisiting a controversy over 

the relation between one and being and their relative priority that goes back to Aristotle and

Vl.6.5, 32-34: Greek text above.
Theaetetus, 185cl0-dl where 'the one' is specifically mentioned.
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perhaps to Speusippus. In response to the Aristotelian position he defends the distinctness o f the  

one from  being, establishes the pre-existence, foreknowledge and ontological priority o f the existent 

one over any o ther essence and thus derives the priority o f the one itself, the one o f H I  over the  

existent one, the one o f H2. Such utilisation of the first tw o hypotheses accords w ith his reading of 

th e  Parmenides and w e have seen how he applies such a reading in both V I.6.5 and 13 to  defend his 

own position on the distinctness and priority of the one in the context o f the ancient one/being  

controversy. Because w e have pointed out th a t he relies upon a section of the argum ent in part one 

o f the dialogue and upon the third hypothesis we should explain how he does this. In this way we  

will be able to  show that Plotinus' doctrine o f the ontological supremacy of the One itself, the one of 

H I,  is plausible and may be defended based upon arguments in Plato's Parmenides and conclusions 

derivable therefrom .

Plotinus' use of part one of the Parmenides?
W e know that the first part o f the Parmenides presents a series o f aporiai in relation to forms, 

am ong which is the TLA. However, having done so, it proceeds to form ulate a m ore general concern 

and it is this more general concern which leads to the dem onstration of 'the exercise' which is 

represented by the  eight hypotheses of part tw o of the dialogue. The eight hypotheses are not 

presented with the stated intention of resolving the TLA or any o f the other aporia i o f part one, nor 

does Parmenides ever explicitly refer back to any of those aporiai. In fact, having taken the young 

Socrates through this extensive series o f aporiai in relation to  his concept o f form s and leaving the 

young man at last w ith nothing to  say, Parmenides sums up the ir predicam ent as follows;

...but if som eone, in view  of all w e have just said and o ther such objections, actually refuses 

to  adm it th a t there  are forms o f things that are, and will not delineate some single form  of 

each, he will have nothing to which his mind can turn, as he does not adm it that a 

characteristic o f each of the things that are is always the  same, and in this way he utterly  

destroys the ability to engage in discourse.^®^

Parmenides is concluding here that anyone who does not accept the  existence o f form s will be 

deprived of the ability to engage in coherent m ental activity because such activity requires the mind 

to  turn to some distinct, single referent. As a consequence o f this denial, the ability to  engage in 

discourse or dialectic (an alternative translation of the same w ord) will also be undone. It is of course 

reasonable to assert that in the absence o f any distinct m ental re ferent the process o f framing  

sentences and developing philosophical argum ents will be impossible. So if acceptance o f the

135b5-c2 ; a M a  ptvTOi, eTttev 6  flap^JEviSn^, £i y£ tk ;  5 n , (L Ic jK p a iE ^ ,  a u  ^Jti iaaa  ETSn t iL v  o v t io v  Eivai, s ii; 

TTdvTQ TO v u v 5 n  KOI aAAo ToiaOra aTTopAEipa^, ^jhSe ti opiETiai e i5 o ^  ev6<; E K d a ro u , o u 5 e  o t t o i  rpsnJEi Tqv 5 ic iv o ia v  
E^Ei, PH iS ia v  to jv  o v to jv  EKdaiou ip v  a u T p v  qeI E iva i, k q i outcjj^  i p v  tou  5 ia A £ V £ a 9 a i Suva^Jiv T ravTdTraai 
5ia(p0£p£T.
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existence o f form s is required for the  conduct o f directed m ental activity and of discourse then  

anyone who refuses to  adm it form s will, o f course, be disabled from  both activities. But the reason 

why they are unable to  engage in the  directed m ental activity is that, according to  Parmenides, 

"...they do not adm it th a t a characteristic of each o f the things that are is always the  same..." and so 

the argum ent may be summarised as follows;

If you deny form s

You also deny that "...a characteristic o f each of the things that are is always the  same..."

And so the mind has nothing (no single thing) to turn to  

Therefore directed m ental activity is impossible

Therefore discourse or dialectic are not possible

The occurrence o f this argum ent in the  dialogue is quite dram atic, arising as it does a fte r the  

presentation o f all o f the aporiai, aporia i which lead inexorably in the direction o f a refusal to adm it 

the existence o f form s because none of the assaults upon the theory o f form s have been successfully 

defended. The consequences o f such a refusal are very starkly and succinctly presented: refuse to  

adm it form s and you deny sameness of characteristic to things, and you are th ere fore  unable to  turn  

your mind to anything, and so you are unable even to speak or think.

However, the contrapositive o f this particular argum ent would state that if there  is in fact an ability 

to speak and to  think, this is because there is also acceptance of sameness of characteristic o f things, 

with a consequent ability to  turn th e  mind to particular things, and this, in turn, is due to an 

admission th a t there  are actually form s. Now if we return to one o f the later sub-argum ents  

w hereby Plotinus establishes the existence of the one, we will recall that the ability to speak and to  

think featured  in the conclusion o f his argum ent just as it does in Parmenides' argum ent just quoted. 

Plotinus writes;

...how is it possible for that not to exist w ithout which it is not possible to think or speak? For 

it is impossible to say that something does not exist o f which, since it does not exist, you 

cannot think or say anything at all. But that which is needed everyw here fo r the  coming into 

existence o f every thought and statem ent must exist before statem ent and thinking: for this 

is how it can be brought to  contribute to the ir coming into existence.^®®

So, as w e have seen, the argum ent o f Plotinus connects the ability to  speak and to think w ith the  

existence o f the  one and establishes the prior and independent existence o f the one on the basis of 

an analysis o f speech and thought and the undisputed fact o f the ir existence. Thus the argum ent in

ib id , lines 43-49: Armstrong translation substituting 'be there' by 'exist' because this is how the verb 
TrpouTTdpxEiv was translated at line 18; ... TTojq oTov re aveu ou oux oTov te  t i  vonaai fi eItteTv pn £'vai; Ou yap mh 
ovToq pr|5’ OTiouv 5uvaTov vonaai n EiTrtTv, Atyeiv pq eivai dSuvaTOV. AAA’ ou TravTaxoO Tipoq Travio^ 
voriijaTO  ̂P| Aoyou ytveaiv, TrpouTrdpxEiv 5eT Koi Aoyou Kai vonoEwq- o u tu j  yap av Trpo^ Tiiv t o u t c jv  yEvtaiv 
TTapaAappdvoiTO.
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Plotinus connects the existence o f the one w ith the existence o f speech and thought, while the  

argum ent in the dialogue connects the ir existence w ith the existence of forms. W e can simplify 

Parm enides' argum ent down to the simple assertion that the refusal to accept form s leads to  the  

inability to  speak or to  think. So the contrapositive o f this asserts that if there is the ability to speak 

and to  think there  m ust be forms. W e need not rely upon the assumption that the one should be 

regarded as a form  in order to establish a connection betw een the argum ent in the Parmenides  and 

th a t in Plotinus' chapter 13. However, w e may note at this stage that Plotinus actually argues in 

V I.6 .14, the chapter th a t follows the one we have analysed, that this is indeed the case. He 

concludes that;

As therefore  a thing is great by the presence o f greatness, so it is one by the presence of

one, and tw o  by the presence of dyad, and the rest in the  same way.^®^

Arm strong com m ents on this passage that "He is treating numbers simply as a particular kind of 

Forms w ith  the same objective reality and causative pow er as o ther forms."^®*

Regardless of w h eth er or not the one is a form , Plotinus' argum ent in lines 43 to 49  can be 

simplified to state th a t since there is thought and speech the one must exist, and in this form ulation  

w e can see that his argum ent so closely mirrors the contrapositive of the argum ent in the first part 

of the dialogue that he is very likely to have been inspired by the Platonic source. If this is the case, 

there  is more substantial reliance upon the Parmenides here than mere textual analysis would reveal 

and such reliance goes far beyond the ones o f the first and second hypotheses. It appears that 

Plotinus has considered the argum ent w hereby Parmenides links the operation o f thought and 

speech with the acceptance of forms, has used the argum ents o f his own chapter 13 to  establish the  

cogency o f such a connection and has used this connection, in turn , as a key e lem ent in establishing 

the  existence o f the One. So w e can see th a t there is a strong case that Plotinus bases his concluding 

argum ent for the existence of the One and the dependence of thought and speech thereon, upon 

the contrapositive o f a corresponding argum ent in the  first part o f the Parmenides.

W e wished to show in this chapter that Plotinus' understanding o f the One was defensible, was 

based upon legitim ate exegesis o f the Parmenides  and em ployed an in terpretation of the dialogue 

which supported our own reading thereof. His reliance upon the first tw o hypotheses of the second 

part is unquestionable, but this particular exam ple o f his recourse to an issue raised in the first part 

of the dialogue and his transform ation of the form ulation o f th a t issue into a fu rther argum ent in

VI.6.14,40-42: Armstrong translation; 'Qq ouv l̂eya p£V£0ou(; Tiapouaia, o u t w  kqI £v  £v 6  ̂k q I 5u o  5uci5o ^ k q I  

T d  aAAa ( j J a a u T C j q .

Armstrong, Plotinus, Enneads, Loeb edition. Volume VII, p 54-55, note 1.
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relation to the nature o f the One, points to the conclusion that Plotinus is reading the dialogue as a 

unity in which the hypotheses resolve the  earlier aporiai, and the issues in the first part are so 

w orded as to indicate the direction of th e ir own resolution. A nother significant aspect o f the 

argum ent in chapter 13 is the role o f the  One in relation to  things th a t are not one. W e have pointed  

out that this is a them e o f the third hypothesis (H3) of the Parmenides, so we should examine the  

relevant section of that hypothesis now and show how Plotinus relies upon it in this chapter. This 

will provide us w ith fu rther evidence of his recourse to the Parmenides  fo r an understanding of the  

relationship betw een the one and everything else and an additional basis fo r asserting its ontological 

priority.

The third hypothesis
In the third hypothesis Parmenides discusses the consequences fo r 'things o ther than one' if there is 

a one. This has also been a them e o f Plotinus' 6 .6 .13  passage throughout because, from  the very 

outset, the question of how a 'm an' or anything else comes to be one 'm an' or one 'anything else' 

has been under scrutiny, in considering w hat the one does to  things o ther than one and how they  

would fare w ithout it, the exploration in H3 overlaps w ith that o f 6 .6 .13  and w e shall now argue that 

Plotinus capitalises upon that overlap. This is form ulated in H3 as;

Shall we state w hat the effect is on things o ther than one, if one is?̂ ®®

W e can see that it is unambiguously envisaged th a t this hypothesis will explore the consequences for 

things o ther than one, if one is. And indeed the opening words o f the hypothesis give an additional 

emphasis by saying the same thing in a d ifferen t way;

But if one is, w hat characteristics apply to the others? Should w e investigate this?"^°°

W e have noted that Plotinus regards the  one as having the same functionality as a form , insofar as 

the one is 'th a t on account o f which things that are not one by th e ir ow n nature, becom e one'. 

Plotinus seems to take this function of the  one fo r granted as he develops the argum ent in V I.6.13  

and w e have indicated that he may rely upon the third hypothesis to support this assumption. W e  

have now seen that this hypothesis proposes to  consider the effect o f the  one on 'things other than 

one'; this concept o f 'things o ther than one' is first defined in H3 as follows;

157b7-8; 5n, £v el eari, raAAa t o u  tvoq li  XPH TTETTOv0£vai;
157b5-6; t I 5 i roTq aAAoiq TipoanKoi av TrdaxEiv, e v  eI e o t i v , apa oil c t k e t t t e o v ;
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"But w hatever is o ther than the  one would presumably be many, fo r if things other than one 

w ere neither one nor m ore than one, they would be nothing.

Plotinus has actually relied upon this effective definition of m any as 'o ther than one' in line 18 o f this 

chapter w hen he refers to m ental assertion and states that "...For also when it says "m ultitude" it 

says "m ore than one"...;^“  and he relies upon this definition again in line 21 when he refers to "the  

'one' which the m ultitude does not have". It follows from  this definition th a t anything o ther than  

one is, by nature, a m ultiplicity and so when the third hypothesis is considering the consequences o f 

the  existence (or non-existence) of the  one fo r things other than one, it is actually considering the  

consequences for multiplicities because 'o ther than one' means 'm ultip le '. The H3 argum ent will 

explore this issue by considering w hat it would be like if the one w ere absent from  a multiplicity. 

Accordingly, we are asked to consider a multiplicity which is devoid o f the one. In considering this 

'one-less' m ultiplicity Parmenides asks;

"W hat o f this? If we tried , in the mind, to take away as little as we could from  such 

multiplicities, m ustn 't th a t which is taken away be a m ultiplicity and not one; if in fact it does 

not share in the  one?"^°^

This is saying that w ithout the one there  would only be m ultiplicity and nothing would be one for it is 

only on account o f the one th a t anything is one. Indeed in this last quotation we see an interesting  

counterpart to the process, in the mind (rfi Siavoiq), which was introduced in the context of H2 to  

consider the one in isolation from  the being of which it partakes. In the above extract the same 

phrase (rfi 5iavoiq - 'in the m ind') is repeated but in this hypothesis w e have separated the one from  

the entities in which it is instantiated, entities which w ere each one because of participation in the  

one but always rem ain as multiplicities in the absence o f the one. W e are then asked to consider 

w hat happens to such a multiplicity once the one is rem oved.

For instance, w e have seen in the TLA th a t we have a m ultiplicity in the form  o f our 'm any large 

things'. These large things constitute a w hole as we can see from  the fact th a t we can survey all of 

the large things together as one. There is also one particular characteristic th a t is the same in each 

one o f the  large things, namely largeness. Hence, in order to fo rm ulate  the TLA, we rely upon the  

fact th a t all of the large objects together form  a whole which is one whole, and upon the fact that

Farm, 158b l-2 ; T a  5 ’ £T£pa t o O £voq rro A A d  tto u  av eir)- ei yap jjhte £ v  ijh t e  e v o i;  ttAe iu ) dn raAAa t o u  £ v 6^ , 

o u S e v  av Efn.

Ibid lines 18: 'ErrEi k q I orav TrAiiGo^ Asyn ttAeioj Evoq AsyEi-
Parm, 158c2-4; Ei eB eAo iij e v  i f ]  5iavoiq rajv t o io u t w v  ocpeAeTv  wq oToi te e o ij e v  o t i oAiyiaTov, o u k  d v d y K n  Kai to  

d(paipE0£v ekeTv o , e itt e p  t o O Evoq pq |J£T£X01, TTAfjBoq eTv q i  Kai oux £v; - this extract is from the third hypothesis.
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each large object is one part o f th a t whole. So the structure upon which the i LA is based is entirely  

dependent upon the one. The above H3 extract may therefore  be summarised as follows;

If a m ultiplicity does not share in the one 

Then any portion will not share in the one

Therefore th a t portion will be another m ultiplicity and not one 

No m atte r how little we take

This means that if we are to  construct the basic pre-requisites that are considered in the TLA we  

need a num ber o f objects each of which is one object and they m ust be capable o f being viewed as 

one whole. Based upon the argum ent above, such a structure is impossible in the absence of the one 

for the multiplicity o f objects will always rem ain m ultiple in the absence of the one. However, once 

the effect of the one is introduced into the argum ent o f H3 the outcom e is as follows;

H owever, once each part becomes one part, they then  acquire lim it w ith respect to  one 

another and relative to the whole, and so does the w hole tow ards the  parts.

So the one brings the 'lim it' or distinctness w ithout which the TLA or any o ther argum ent cannot 

develop. The step in the TLA w herein  the objects are all surveyed together involves looking at a 

single whole, a unity, o f which each object is one part. Although this w hole is a m ultiplicity (of large 

things) we view it as one whole. H3 argues that the whole and each o f the parts is one due to  

communion with the one and w ithout the one they would be undefined multiplicities incapable of 

attaining any definition or distinctness. It has established this by asking us to consider a 'one-less' 

m ultiplicity -  a strange m ental construct which, as in H2, is considered w ith the  mind (rfi Siavoia). So 

lim it and distinctness do not belong to any m ultiplicity in virtue o f its own nature, rather it is the one 

that brings these characteristics to the multiplicities which, o f th e ir own nature, do not possess 

distinctness. So Parmenides concludes that;

Now as things o ther than one are seemingly a com m union o f them selves and the one, it 

follows that something d ifferent arises w ithin them selves th a t furnishes a lim it relative to 

one another. How ever, by themselves the ir own nature is unlim ited.

On this basis we may contend that, at a com pletely fundam ental level, the very developm ent o f the  

TLA requires the operation o f the one because, w ithout 'com m union' w ith the one, the whole will 

not possess lim it or distinctness w ith respect to  the large things which are its parts nor will they  

themselves be distinct e ither from  one another or from  the w hole. In H3 we view  m atters from  the

Parm, 158c7-d1; Kai [Jtiv £ tt£ i6 c iv  ye ev e k q o to v  [ jo p io v  [ jo p io v  yEvriTai, TT£pa(; n5r) cxti rrpoq a \ \q \a  Kai TTpo^ 

TO OAOV, KQ] t o  oA oV TTpO^ TO jJOplQ.

1 5 8 d 3 -6 ;  ToTq aA A oiq 5ti t o O tvdq oupP aivE i ek  pEv t o u  Evoq k o I e ^ EauTw v K0ivu)vr|0dvTa)v, u q  e o ik e v , h s p o v  ti 

yiyvEoGai e v  e q u t o T^, 6  5n  TTEpaq t t o p ^o x e  TTpoq ciAAnAa: q 5 ' e q u t w v  cpuaiq Ka0' e q u tc i OTTEipiav.
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point of view of things other than one, things such as the large objects of the TLA, and we see the 

extent of their dependence upon the one. The H3 argument has established the dependence of 

things other than one upon the one in order to be one, and in order to have lim it or distinctness, for 

it has shown that in the absence of the one anything other than the one would be an unlimited 

multiplicity.

It appears that Plotinus uses the contrapositive of this H3 argument in order to establish the 

existence of the one in lines 18 to 27 in our chapter 13. He does this by arguing that since we accept 

that multiplicities partake of oneness insofar as they are distinct and constitute wholes we must 

therefore accept the existence of that which brings the wholeness and distinctness namely the one. 

In other words, since we implicitly rely upon the concepts of wholeness and distinctness in 

formulating all of the arguments we are considering, we cannot deny the existence of that which is 

responsible for that wholeness and distinctness, namely the one. Accordingly, Plotinus relies upon 

the contrapositive of the argument of the third hypothesis when, at VI.6.13, lines 18 to 27 he argues;

The one exists and has a nature (Lines 18-27)

Manifest multiplicities are seen by the mind as one
They are not one by their own nature but the mind discerns the oneness

Mind then predicates that oneness, and degrees thereof, of those multiplicities 
Therefore this is true predication of a one that is actually present 

Therefore this one exists and has a nature

Plotinus' reference at line 21 to "...the one that the multitude does not have..."^°® gives us our

connection to H3 where it is said that the multiplicity, by its own nature, does not have oneness or 

lim it and that the oneness and lim it comes through communion with the one. We also have the 

phrase "...observing the 'one' which results from its o r d e r . . . a  phrase that attributes the order 

and wholeness of the entity to the one and not to the things themselves. So we can see that Plotinus 

is relying upon the definition of multiplicity in the third hypothesis and the contrapositive of part^°® 

of the overall argument there in order to establish the existence of the one.

Again in lines 50 to 51 we have a reliance upon the H3 argument for the assertion that;

But if it is needed for the existence of each and every essence--for there is nothing which is 

which is not one--it would also exist before essence and as generating essence.̂ ®®

Ibid, line 2 1 ; to £v , 6  p n  ex£i t o  TTAfjGoq 

Ibid, line 2 2 , to £v  to  £k Tfjq Td^Etoq i5 o 0 a a

The section of the third hypothesis that he relies upon runs from 157b6-158b4. The entire hypothesis runs 
from 157b 6-159b l.

Ibid, lines 50-51; Armstrong translation substituting 'substance' by 'essence' accepting the argument by 
M eijer, p 107, note 308; Ei 5e Koi eiq ouoiaq EKdaTr)^ UTTOOTaaiv— ou5£v ydp 6v, 6  pn — kqi TTpo o u a ia i; a v  tin  
Koi Y£vv(I)v Tqv ouaiav.
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W e now know that this dependence of everything upon the one to be w hat it is, nam ely one thing, is 

established in H3 by imagining w hat it would be like if the one w ere absent^“ . W e have seen that 

w hatever possesses lim it and determ inacy depends upon communion w ith the one fo r this lim it and 

determ inacy. W itho u t the one, a part cannot be one part and therefore  cannot be a part at all, and a 

w hole cannot be one w hole and therefore  cannot be a whole at all. This, fo r Plotinus, is the basis o f 

his conclusion that the one is 'needed' for the existence of every essence, because every essence 

must be one essence or, as Plotinus puts it, 'there is nothing which is not one'. This in turn  

establishes the priority o f the one and the dependence of everything upon the one. W e can now see 

th a t these conclusions are firm ly rooted in the reasoning of the third hypothesis o f the Parmenides 

w hereby lim it and distinctness do not belong to multiplicities by their own nature, but due to  

com m union w ith the one.

O f course we are still le ft w ith the question o f w h ether it is the one of H I  or the one o f H2 that is 

responsible fo r bringing this limit or distinctness. But we have seen that, fo r Plotinus, it is the one o f 

H2 th a t brings this lim it and distinctness to these multiplicities, for he says that this is the one that is 

'predicated o f objects'^^^. This one o f H2 is, as w e have seen, an existent one, a w hole with parts, 

one whole that is itself one on account o f the one o f H I. But the one of H I  does not have parts as it 

is strictly devoid o f m ultiplicity and accordingly it does not partake of being. As we have noted, 

Plotinus does not clarify which of the ones is at w ork in the argum ent o f chapter 13 until the very 

end of the chapter. How ever, when he does so he relies upon conclusions established in the first tw o  

hypotheses of the Parmenides which, taken in conjunction w ith the third hypothesis and the part 

one argum ent on speech and thought, enable him to establish the existence and ontological priority  

of the 'one-being' and then deduce the suprem e ontological priority of the one itself, the strictly 

non-m ultiple one o f H I.

Summary of Plotinus' possible Platonic sources in V I.6.13
Our detailed analysis o f Plotinus' argum ent has now disclosed tw o  significant additional instances of 

his reliance upon the Parmenides in responding to the objection raised in V I.6.13. W e have broken 

this entire argum ent into a num ber o f subsections and it would be useful to  tabu late  these now and 

summarise the overall use of Platonic sources.

M eijer notes a similar argument in the first section of V I.6.9 but he does not make the connection to the  
reasoning of the third hypothesis. M eijer, Ibid, p 69.

See V I.6.5 as quoted above.
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Sub-argument in VI.6.13 Parallel argument in the Parmenides or elsewhere

1
The non-identity o f the one 
w ith its instantiations 
(lines 1-6)

142b5-cl at the start o f H2 establishing that participation 
requires non-identity, cited in chapter 3 o f this thesis.

2

The priority o f the predication 
o f oneness over any other 
predication (lines 6-14)

The Parmenides does not deal specifically w ith priority of 
predication. But the priority o f oneness over otherness is 
part o f the argument o f H3 (157b6-159bl) because 
otherness aligns to lim it and to distinctness as discussed in 
H3.

3

The ontological priority of the 
one over the many (lines 14- 
18)

Establishes the priority o f the one over the many on the 
basis o f the definition o f many as other than one at 158b2- 
3 in H3.

4

The one exists and has a 
nature (Lines 18-27)

Relies upon the third hypothesis (157b6-159bl) as 
described above to establish the dependence o f whatever 
is one upon the one in order to be one. The contrapositive 
establishes the existence o f the one.

5

Degrees o f oneness imply that 
the one must exist 
(Lines 27-36)

Based upon H3 as it relies upon the fact that the 'oneless' 
multiplicities depend upon the one. But the Parmenides 
does not refer to degrees of oneness. This sub-argument is 
therefore a Plotinian development o f a Platonic argument.

6
There is foreknowledge of the 
one (Lines 36 to 41)

Reminiscent o f the 'equality p roo f in Phaedo (72e-77a) but 
the Parmenides does not contain a formal epistemological 
argument o f this kind.

7
The one is involved in all 
speech (lines 41-43)

Prepares fo r the next sub-argument and deals w ith a 
possible objection. Uses an argument from  Sophist 237d.

8
The existence o f speech and 
thought prove the existence of 
the one (Lines 43 to 49 )

Relies upon the contrapositive o f the argument in the 
Parmenides at 135b5-c2 where the acceptance of forms is 
connected to the operation o f speech and thought.

9

The one is prior to  any other 
essence and generates that 
essence (lines 50-51)

Develops the H3 argument to  assert tha t since there is 
nothing tha t is not one everything depends upon the one 
to  be what it is and, in this sense, the one generates every 
essence.

10
The supreme ontological 
priority o f the one itself, the 
one o f H I (lines 51-54)

Relies upon the understanding o f the one o f H I and o f H2 
in order to establish the supreme ontological priority o f the 
one itself, the one o f H I.

The detailed summaries o f the sub-arguments are in the Appendix to this chapter.

We can see from  the above analysis of the 10 sub-divisions of VI.6.13 tha t Plotinus, fo r the most 

part, relies very directly upon the Parmenides, sometimes upon other dialogues and sometimes 

develops arguments o f his own using the Platonic constructions as his basis. This summary 

establishes that, in this chapter, Plotinus is not merely referring to the text o f the Parmenides in 

support of his doctrines about the One. Jackson and Dodds have made the case, primarily in relation
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to  H I and H2 th a t "... Plotinus had considerable knowledge o f the Parmenides and used its 

l a n g u a g e . H o w e v e r ,  we have established that he is actually employing the  precise argum ents and 

form ulations o f the dialogue itself and adapting them , in a defensible m anner, to develop fu rther  

argum ents to develop and defend his own understanding o f the One against the  assertion that it is 

the same as being and an inseparable accom panim ent o f everything.

Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter was to  develop our understanding of the nature o f the  one of HI, 

explore the issue o f the relation betw een one and being in the context of the  Parmenides, evaluate  

the argum ents o f Plotinus on this issue and his use of the Parmenides for th a t purpose, and assess 

the overall defensibility o f Plotinus' concept o f the One as a suprem e principle w ith  ontological 

priority over all else. W e have traced the origins o f this controversy over the  relation betw een one 

and being back to  Aristotle and Speusippus and w e have explained w here Plotinus, some six hundred  

years later, stands on the same issue. W e have carried out a detailed analysis of Plotinus' V I.6 .13 and 

w e have seen that it begins by presenting an objection to the concept of the  one and its priority as 

held by Plotinus, an objection that aligns w ith Aristotle's view point on M etaphysics, r, 2. W e have 

shown how Plotinus refutes this objection and, in the process, uses argum ents which are based upon 

the Parmenides, o ther Platonic sources and his own adaptations thereof, in o rder to  establish the  

distinctness o f the one from  being, the pre-existence, foreknowledge and ontological priority o f the  

existent one over any o ther essence, and the priority o f the one itself, the one of H I over the 

existent one, the one o f H2. W e have also seen how this conclusion about the  suprem e ontological 

priority o f the One is established by a d ifferent argum ent in an earlier chapter o f this same tractate  

(V I.6.5) again relying upon the Parmenides  as the basis o f its reasoning.

Plotinus, elsew here in his writings, equates the  one of H I w ith the 'Good beyond being' of the  

Republic and equates the existent one o f H2 w ith  intellect (nous) and also finds a basis fo r soul in H3 

of Plato's Parmenides. How ever, in the  tw o  passages w e have selected w e do not encounter any o f 

these complications and so w e have no need to  account fo r them  here. The argum ents in these tw o  

chapters w hereby he arrives at his conclusions about the nature and priority o f the one are based 

upon a reading o f the Parmenides which aligns w ith our own reading in this thesis in several 

respects, and go beyond our reading in several more. In 'salvaging' the one of H I  from  being 

dismissed as the m ere subject o f a reductio w e have found ourselves in agreem ent w ith Plotinus' 

reliance upon such a one as part o f an overall ontology. W e have argued in our interpretation  o f the  

TLA that there  are most likely to be tw o  legitim ate iterations of that argum ent; the  first yielding a

Jackson, ibid, p 318
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largeness that corresponds to  the one o f H2, a largeness that is responsible fo r the largeness o f the  

large objects; the second yielding largeness itself, a 'thin form ' th a t is responsible for the largeness 

o f the largeness w hereby the objects are large. This too is in agreem ent w ith  Plotinus' trea tm en t of 

oneness in chapter 13 w here we found that the one o f H2, a one that he refers to as 'one-being', 

exists and has a nature o f its own and is responsible fo r the oneness o f w hatever is one. This 'one- 

being' is, in turn , one on account o f 'the one its e lf, a one that does not partake o f being, a one that 

corresponds to  the one of H I. This one o f H I  is ontologicaliy prior to  'one-being' which, in turn, 

depends upon the one o f H I  so that it can be 'one-being'. By a similar argum ent w e could maintain  

th a t the first form  o f largeness that arises on our reading o f the first iteration of the TLA, the  

largeness w hereby the large objects are large, is ontologicaliy dependent upon the 'thin form ' of 

largeness, the largeness th a t corresponds to the one of H I.

This comparison of out trea tm en t o f the TLA with Plotinus' analysis of oneness in V I.6.13 shows that 

our reading is capable o f fu rther developm ent in ontological term s based upon argum ents that 

feature  in the Parmenides itself. This comparison also establishes that Plotinus can derive his 

concept o f 'the one beyond being' from  argum ents that are based upon a reading of Plato's 

Parmenides, a reading w hereby the dialogue is accepted as serious ontology advocating a position to  

which Plato himself is com m itted. Such a reading, although it is far from  universal among modern  

critics, is nevertheless adopted by Ricklessand by M einw ald. Both of these m odern com m entators  

find serious metaphysical in tent in the dialogue and neither o f them  feels the need to in terpret the  

dialogue prim arily in term s of some adversity betw een Plato and the historical Parmenides as many 

other m odern critics do. Plotinus is not d ifferen t in this respect from  Rickless and M einw ald  insofar 

as (per V .1 .8 .) he regards Plato's dialogue as reflecting a position to  which Plato is com m itted and he 

regards its content as a well-reasoned metaphysics th a t establishes the ontological priority of the  

One itself over being and, derivatively, over all else. He also defends this position against assertions 

to  the contrary. In the light of this finding w e may discount Gerson's claim that;

How ever, though Plotinus seems to have thought that he was following Plato in the  

Parmenides  when speaking of the One, I do not think that he interpreted  the dialogue 

correctly, at least w ith regard to w hat Plato was doing in the desperately difficult second 

part.̂ ^̂

W e reject this criticism on the grounds that we now have good evidence from  our analysis o f V I.6.13  

that Plotinus is meticulous in his fidelity to  Plato's dialogue and although he does engage in a fu rther

Gerson, Lloyd P; Plotinus, The Arguments o f the Philosophers, Routledge, 1994, pp 231 /2 , note 5.
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developm ent o f the bare Platonic argum ents he is no d ifferent in this respect from  Rickless and 

M einw ald in his acceptance of the integrity and coherence o f this dialogue. Indeed in the case of 

these la tter tw o  com m entators w e find Rickless levelling the same accusation against M einw ald as 

Gerson levels against Plotinus; the charge o f misunderstanding the Parmenides. W h eth er we agree 

with Plotinus' in terpretation  or not is a separate issue but, on our evidence, he certainly deserves 

inclusion among the pantheon of serious com m entators on Plato -  though o f course, like many 

others but unlike most modern scholars, he uses Plato's works as the basis on which to establish his 

own philosophy.

W e have also seen th a t Jackson's claim that "... Plotinus had considerable knowledge of the 

Parmenides and used its l a n g u a g e . i s  quite an understatem ent. W e have been able to present 

evidence o f connections betw een Plotinus' work and Plato's dialogue th a t go beyond m ere doctrinal 

and term inological borrowings and extend into a serious appreciation o f Plato's arguments and an 

extension and adaptation o f those argum ents to  develop a com prehensive metaphysics. From V.1.8  

w e are aw are th a t Plotinus regards his own writings as based upon the works of Plato and the  

ancients, but he is fully aw are that w hat he himself writes "...in this discussion has been an 

in terpretation  o f them ..." and is "... not explicitly..." w hat those ancient authors actually said. 

Accordingly, Hadot's generalisation about 'forced exegesis'^^® is surely unfair in this particular case in 

the light of our analysis. For w e certainly could not accept th a t Plotinus' recourse to  the Parmenides 

in V I.6.13 is forced or strained in view  o f the fact that he is answering an objection about the source 

and origin of oneness th a t can be traced back to Aristotle and the ancient Academ y, and he is doing 

so in term s o f argum ents form ulated by Aristotle and is relying upon argum ents from  the  

Parmenides th a t respond to  such form ulations in their own term s.

W e have now defended the argum entative philosophic unity o f the Parmenides from  tw o directions. 

Firstly, we have shown in chapters tw o  and th ree, through an analysis o f the argum ents o f the  

dialogue itself, that the one of H I  is a defensible philosophic concept th a t should not be discarded as 

the m ere subject o f a reductio but is capable o f being em ployed in dealing w ith  problems and issues 

in philosophy. W e have proved this by dem onstrating the use o f the one of H I  to  resolve the  

problem atic regress that occurs in the TLA in the first part o f the dialogue. In so doing w e have also 

showed an argum entative connection betw een the aporetic first part o f the dialogue and the 

complex hypotheses of the second part, insofar as the la tter are capable o f resolving the form er. 

Secondly, we have, in this chapter, shown th a t one great philosopher, Plotinus, has adopted a similar

Jackson, ibid, p 318.
Hadot, ibid, p 74, quoting Thurot.
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in terpretation o f the Parmenides to  our own. However, based upon this interpretation of the 

dialogue Plotinus has developed ontological conclusions about the primacy o f the One itself and the 

relation between the One and being. These additional conclusions whereby Plotinus develops his 

highly influential concept o f what Meijer calls the SuperOne, are also based upon a very detailed 

recourse to arguments from  the firs t three hypotheses o f the Parmenides and a particular difficulty 

tha t is formulated in the first part o f the dialogue. This shows that Plotinus' metaphysics, to  the 

extent tha t we have analysed it in this chapter, originates in an exegesis o f Plato's Parmenides tha t is 

no less legitimate than that o f Rickless, Meinwald or our own. In all o f this we have been faithful to a 

notion well formulated by Cornford that;

The gymnastic is designed for the students o f the Academy. They are expected to compare 

the arguments o f each hypothesis w ith those of the others and to find out fo r themselves 

the distinctions that must be drawn -  in fact to go through the very process attempted in 

the present commentary.

Or in the words of Plotinus himself;

"...left us to investigate and discover if we claim to be worthy of our title  [o f Platonists]"^^^.

Cornford: Plato and Parmenides, (1939), p 130
V.8.4, 52-54: Koi 6 DAdTiov KariSujv (pqaiv- ou5’ nri^ Eoriv aAAq £v dAAuj, OTTOjq 5£, ei'aoE Koi 

aveupioKEiv, eittep a^ioi Tn<; TTpoanyopiaq cpapEV tivai. Cited by Gatti in this context in The Cambridge 

Companion to Plotinus, p 21.
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Appendix

Summary of the ten subdivisions of Plotinus VI.6.13

1 /  The non-identity o f the one w ith its instantiations (lines 1-6);

•  The notion of the one does not originate in the particulars that underlie it

■ Because the particulars are m anifest and the one is other than them  

AND

•  Since it is other, the one is not the same as any m anifest particular 

o Because if the one w ere the same as any m anifest particular 

the mind could not predicate the one universally o f all o ther 

m anifest particulars

2 /  The priority o f the  predication o f oneness over any other predication (lines 6-14);

One is always said about something; it is never said about nothing.

But saying that something is one does not simply mean that the 'som ething' is on its 

own w ith 'no o ther thing present'

Because o ther (or d ifferent) can only be said once there is one

So oneness is the basis o f and pre-requisite fo r all relation

Therefore the one must be first, before other or d ifferent

For if the mind does not rest on the one it will not say 

other or d ifferent

So the mind needs the one to say o ther or 

different or 'alone'

3 /  The ontological priority o f the one over the many (lines 14-18)

W hatever speaks is already one before it speaks

W hatever the mind considers must already be one or many 

M any means more than one

So many needs the one in order to  be many

So the one must exist before the many (can exist)

So the one has an ontological priority over the many

4 /  The one exists and has a nature (Lines 18-27)

M anifest multiplicities are seen by the  mind as one

They are not one by the ir own nature but the mind discerns the oneness

M ind then predicates th a t oneness, and degrees thereof, o f those multiplicities 

Therefore this is true  predication o f a one that is actually present 

Therefore this one exists and has a nature
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5 /  Degrees of  o n en ess  imply all m ust re la te  to  th e  o n e  (Lines 27-36)

There are  d eg rees  of on en ess

There canno t be d eg rees  of th a t  which d o e s  no t exist 

All existent entities  exhibit d eg rees  of on en ess  

Degree m ust be relative to  som eth ing

Therefore  all ex is ten t entit ies  re la te  to  th e  one

6 /  There is foreknow ledge of th e  one  (Lines 36 to  41)

The mind see s  th e  m anifest unity

And grasps th e  o ne  although th e  o ne  canno t be seen

The origin of th e  concep t  of  th e  o n e  is not th e  seeing of th e  m anifest entities 

(already established)

Yet th e  mind discerns th e  one  from  th e  m anifest  entities

Therefore  th e  mind m ust have known th e  o n e  before  seeing th e  

entities

But if it w as known before it m ust exist

So th e  fo reknow ledge is th e  sam e  as pre-existence.

7 /  The o ne  is involved in all speech  (lines 41-43)

W hen th e  mind refers to  things w ithou t using num bers

One, tw o and many a re  implied in any case

Therefore  mind can n o t  refer  to  things w ithou t  using one, tw o or many

8 /  The existence of speech  and th o u g h t  prove th e  existence of th e  o n e  (Lines 43 to  49 )

W hatever  th e  mind considers is e i ther  o n e  or  m ore  th an  one 

The o n e  exists before  w ha tev e r  is m ore  than  o n e

If th e re  is ne ithe r  one  nor m ore  th an  o n e  th e  mind can consider nothing 

Unless th e  mind can consider, th e re  can be no speech  or  th o u g h t  

Therefore; w ithou t  th e  o ne  it is impossible to  speak  or to  think 

Therefore  w e canno t a sse r t  th a t  th e  o ne  does  not exist 

And in genera l since speaking and thinking do, in point of fact, take  place 

Since th e  one m ust exist before  th e re  can be speaking or thinking 

The existence of th e  o ne  canno t be denied

Because its existence is w h a t  brings ab o u t  th e  speaking and th e  thinking

9 /  The one  is prior to  any o th e r  essence  and g e n e ra te s  th a t  e ssence  (lines 50-51)

Anything th a t  is, is one  bu t is o th e r  than  ' th e  one '

Nothing can be said to  be w ha t  it is unless it is first said to  be one

W h atev er  is o n e  is not one  because  of  itself; it is one  because  of th e  one

Therefore  w h a tev e r  is, requires  th e  o ne  in o rd e r  to  be w h a t  it particularly is 

If w e  designate  'w h a t  it particularly is' as its 'e s sen ce '  we conclude th a t  

The one  m ust exist befo re  essence  since

There is no particular e ssence  w ithou t  th e  one  

Therefore  th e  o ne  g e n e ra te s  essence
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1 0 /  The su p re m e  ontological priority of th e  one  itself, th e  one  of HI (lines 51-54)

W e have established th e  priority of  'one-be ing '

'O ne-being ' is a whole  with parts  and it is one

The being of 'one-be ing ' canno t be prior to  'one-being '

Because it n eed s  th e  o n e  in o rd e r  to  be one  essence

Therefo re  t h e  one  th a t  d o es  no t partake  of being is prior

The o n e  th a t  does  not partake  of being is th e  one  of HI

Therefore  su p rem e  ontological priority belongs to  

th e  o ne  of HI
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The argumentative unity of Plato's Parmenides; Introduction

PhD thesis: David Horan, 2014

The purpose of this thesis is to  mal<e the case that Plato's dialogue Parmenides constitutes an argumentative 

unity whereby certain philosophic difficulties presented in the first part of the dialogue are resolved by the  

series of eight arguments that constitute the second part of the dialogue. In order to  accomplish this objective 

we shall first explain, in general terms, the nature and overall structure of the dialogue and the complexities 

and interpretational possibilities it presents. Having described this we will be able to  explain why the reading 

of the dialogue which w e propose to establish and defend may not be universally accepted and indeed is often 

opposed quite strenuously. Once w e describe the content and structure of the Parmenides, and the complexity 

and the difficulty of the dialogue has become evident we will explain why, in spite of the fact that most 

interpreters accept that the dialogue falls into tw o distinct parts, they do not at all agree on the nature or 

existence of any relationship between those tw o parts and we will also explain that the dialogue is not written  

in such a way as to  make such a relationship obvious.

W e will also show that the complexity of the second part of the dialogue in particular is such that it lends itself 

to  a great variety o f interpretations, some negative and dismissive, others positive in varying degrees. There 

is a consequent need to  present a basis for our interpretation of the second part of the dialogue w ith its eight 

complicated arguments, beset w ith  apparent contradictions and absurdities, whereby we may defend its 

integrity and reasonableness. W e will thus be enabled to respond to some of the more cogent interpretations 

to  the contrary. Such a defence of the coherence of the arguments in the second part o f the dialogue will be 

central to our overall objective of using the second part of the dialogue to resolve the difficulties srystallised in 

the first part of the dialogue.

Accordingly we shall select the first of the eight subsections of the second part (commonly referred to as 'the 

first hypothesis') and the transition from that first subsection into the second subsection ('the second 

hypothesis'), both of which are addressed to the concept o f unity ('the one'), and present an overall 

interpretation and analysis thereof. This analysis of a subset o f the opening material in part tw o will establish a 

basis for an interpretation of that second part whereby it presents serious, coherent and defensible 

philosophic arguments and concepts. W e will then be in a position to  show how such defensible and coherent 

arguments may be applied to the resolution of the difficulties or aporiai raised in the first part of the dialogue. 

To this end w e will select just one of those opening aporiai, explain some recent approaches to  its resolution 

and argue that these modern interpreters do not make significant use of the second part o f the dialogue for 

such resolution. This is the famous regress typically referred to as 'the third-m an argum ent' (TLA). W e will 

then present our own resolution of this particular aporia, a resolution that does indeed rely upon the  

arguments and concepts of the second part of the dialogue and, in doing so, we will have provided evidence in 

support of our contention that there is an actual argumentative connection between the first and second parts 

of the dialogue. Having made the case that the second part of the dialogue presents coherent, defensible 

arguments that may be taken seriously, and having demonstrated that the first and second parts o f the 

dialogue constitute an argum entative unity we shall have completed our primary objective of asserting the  

argumentative unity of the Parmenides.

Finally we shall use our own interpretation of the dialogue as a basis for revisiting the so called NeoPlatonic 

interpretation of the Parmenides particularly as exemplified by Plotinus. W e will give an account o f some of 

the ancient controversies surrounding the key issues dealt with by the dialogue and will place the Plotinian 

reading thereof in that context. W e shall then argue that Plotinus reading of the Parmenides is, as he claims, a 

well-argued exegesis sharing many aspects of our own interpretation as presented in this thesis. The next four 

subsections of this introduction outline the content of the four chapters of this thesis.


