Lecture 3: Parmenides and the Way of the Truth

The path of ‘it is’
The goddess specifies two paths of enquiry – the way of ‘it is’, and the way of ‘it is not’. The account of true reality proceeds along the first way of inquiry – the way of it is. 
‘That which is’ – way of referring to reality. ‘Reality’ then is the intended subject. Parmenides’ ‘is’ — an existential ‘is’. Note that in ancient Greek ‘is’ functions as a complete sentence.

The path of ‘is’ is marked by signs declaring that what is is not generated or destroyed; it also all alike (in the goddess’ words, ‘whole and of a single kind’), unmoved and complete:
The way of ‘it is’ is ungenerated & imperishable.
For Parmenides, what must be cannot have come to be, nor can it cease to be. Generation is coming to be from not being. ‘What is’ could not have ‘come into being’ because ‘nothing comes from nothing’. Also, we cannot speak of ‘it is’ ceasing to exist, because that involves the impossible idea that there is a time at which it does not exist. Existence is necessarily eternal. What ‘is’ must be ungenerated and imperishable. 
What must be, what is, is changeless and immobile.
‘For What Is to be (or exist) across times is for it to be ungenerated and deathless; and for it to be what it is across times is for it to be ‘still’ or unchanging. For What Is to be (or exist) everywhere is for it to be whole. For it to be what it is at every place… is for it to be uniform; and to be so everywhere… is for it to be ‘perfect’ or ‘complete’’ (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, p.28).

Being otherwise is incompatible with its mode of existence. The goddess says that it is necessary to say and think that ‘what is’ is, and that Parmenides is not to think of it as not being.
The path of ‘is not’
This path is rejected as being illogical and unintelligible on the ground that we cannot know or say what is not; nothing can not be. What is an entity that is not and must not be? Such an entity is nothing at all. We cannot form a conception of what is not and what must not be. We would not even be able to recognise or point out what is not.  If we avoid the way of ‘is not’ the only possible way of enquiry becomes ‘is’. The consequence of the argument that we cannot speak or think of that which is not is that change, movement, variation, becoming and destruction are impossible. 
The problem of negative existential statements

A word must mean something, not nothing: 

‘When you think, you think of something; when you use a name, it must be the name of something. Therefore, both thought and language require objects outside themselves. And since you can think of a thing or speak of it at one time as well as another, whatever can be thought of or spoken of must exist at all times. Consequently, there can be no change, since change consists in things coming into being or ceasing to be’ (Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, 1945). 

Parmenides’ arguments are here interpreted to be motivated by considerations to do with logic. 
Consider… 
· Parmenides’ arguments fly in the face of experience and common-sense. 

· The different ways in which ‘is not’ can be used (Plato’s criticism).
· Aristotle’s distinction between essential and incidental attributions of activity (Physics, Book I) 

Sample fragments

‘And the goddess received me kindly, and took my right hand in hers, and addressed me with these words: ‘Young man, you who come to my house in the company of immortal charioteers with the mares which bear you, greetings. No ill fate has sent you to travel this road… It is proper that you should learn all things, both the unshaken heart of well-rounded reality, and the opinions of mortals, in which there is no true reliance. But nonetheless you shall learn these things too, how what is believed would have to be assuredly, pervading all things throughout’ (Sextus Empiricus, Against the Mathematicians).
‘Come now, and I shall tell you (and you must carry my account away with you when you have heard it) the only ways of enquiry that are to be thought of. The one that [it] is and that it is impossible for [it] not to be, is the path of Persuasion (for she attends upon the Truth); the other, that [it] is not and that it is needful that [it] not be, that I declare to you is an altogether indiscernible track; for you could not know what is not – that cannot be done – nor indicate it’ (Simplicius, Commentaries on the Physics).

‘What is there to be said and thought must needs be; for it is there for being, but nothing is not. I bid you ponder that, for this is the first way of enquiry from which I hold you back, but then from that on which mortals wander knowing nothing, two-headed; for helplessness guides the wandering thought in their breasts, and they are carried along, deaf and blind at once, dazed, undiscriminating hordes, who believe that to be and not to be are the same and are not the same’ (Simplicius, Commentaries on the Physics).

‘There still remains just one account of a way, that it is. On this way there are very many signs, that being uncreated and imperishable it is, whole and of a single kind and unshaken and perfect’ (Simplicius, Commentaries on the Physics).

‘[H]old back your thought from this way of inquiry, not let habit, born of much experience, force you down this way, by making you use an aimless eye or an ear and a tongue full of meaningless sound: judge by reason the strife-encompassed refutation spoken by me’ (Sextus Empiricus, Against the Mathematicians).
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